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Introduction

Christian B. Miller and Walter Sinnott-Armstrong

Volumes 1–4 of this series focused on moral judgments about actions: Which actions are morally right or wrong? Are actions ever freely willed? Are agents ever morally responsible for their actions? Volume 5 turns to another important area of moral psychology, namely virtues, vices, and character. Here the focus is on general character traits instead of specific actions.

There has been a resurgence of interest in virtues, vices, and character during the past forty years in philosophy. Psychology has also seen a vigorous debate about the relative contributions of personality traits and social circumstances to individual decisions. Unfortunately, most moral philosophers worked in relative isolation from the sciences. In recent years, however, psychology and philosophy have been brought together.

This volume is an outgrowth of the new wave of interest in interdisciplinary work on virtue, vice, and character. The chapters that follow all raise philosophical issues in light of empirical work in psychology, some of which was conducted by the authors themselves. Each chapter provides new and exciting avenues for better understanding virtue, vice, and character in ways that could not be achieved by philosophy or psychology alone.

This introduction will briefly summarize the chapters. Each chapter is followed by two commentators and a reply, with one commentator being a philosopher and the other a psychologist.

The opening chapters provide rich discussions of two recent challenges to the very notion of character traits as well as virtues and vices: an eliminativist challenge about the need for character traits and a situationist challenge about the empirical adequacy of traditional accounts of virtues and vices. In the first chapter, the psychologist C. Daniel Batson advocates the eliminativist challenge. Specifically, he questions the scientific usefulness of the concept of character, preferring to jettison it in favor of familiar folk psychological notions like goals and values. In addition, by drawing on his own extensive research on what he calls “moral hypocrisy,” Batson questions the prevalence and power of good character.

Both of Batson’s commentators focus on his discussion of moral hypocrisy. Joshua May argues that, even in light of the moral hypocrisy research, there is good reason to think that we are more virtuous and morally motivated than Batson suggests. Specifically, he tries to show that the data may provide evidence for certain forms of moral integrity and that the scope of moral hypocrisy may be limited. Karl Aquino similarly takes Batson’s data to warrant a less cynical interpretation about the goodness of people’s character. His strategy in arguing for this response is different than May’s, as Aquino sees hypocrisy as an outcome of the self’s maintaining a belief in its own goodness alongside a desire for consistency. In Aquino’s eyes, this provides for a more positive interpretation of the hypocrisy results as demonstrating a form of identity work. In his reply to May and Aquino, Batson appreciates their original and thoughtful suggestions but explains why his cynicism about good character remains.

The next two chapters engage with situationist challenges to character. Situationists in social psychology first raised doubts about the existence and role of cross-situationally consistent character traits back in the 1960s, culminating in the publication of Walter Mischel’s landmark 1968 book Personality and Assessment. In philosophy, Gilbert Harman (1999, 2000) and John Doris (1998, 2002) raised a similar challenge at the turn of the century. Their focus was more specifically on the empirical adequacy of traditional virtues and vices, such as compassion and honesty.

In the second chapter, psychologists Eranda Jayawickreme and William Fleeson summarize virtue ethics and then present evidence for the kind of character traits that virtue ethics assumes, namely, somewhat stable internal personality traits that affect how people act and are motivated to act. They criticize Doris’s arguments and then explain “whole trait theory.” This novel view is supported by experience sampling analyzed in terms of density distributions. They find that individuals vary across circumstances, as situationists claim, but individuals also differ significantly in their distributions of actions and motivations. These distributions for individuals are fairly stable, can be explained by interpretive and motivational processes among others, and hence can be seen as character traits. By understanding moral virtues as such traits instead of as mere aggregates of behaviors, whole trait theory is supposed to reconcile the claims of situationists with virtue theory and to point toward a promising avenue for future research.

In her comment, Lorraine L. Besser admits that whole trait theory is promising for personality traits but denies that it works for virtue traits. Virtues concern not just behavior but also what is going on inside the agent’s head, including practical reasoning and emotions, whereas the experience sampling method that supports whole trait theory tracks only dispositions to act. Simine Vazire also grants that whole trait theory is impressive and might be our best means of predicting human behavior, which is one main goal of ascribing personality traits. Nonetheless, she argues, the research does not yet show differences in the processes behind different behavioral patterns. If the underlying processes are not similar across individuals, then it is not clear why citing personality traits explains behaviors as opposed to merely predicting them. In their reply, Jayawickreme and Fleeson argue that whole trait theory can incorporate emotional and motivational processes behind behavior, including goals, plans, and rules. As a result, they claim, whole trait theory can explain not only personality traits but also virtues.

Gopal Sreenivasan has been one of the leading critics of situationist arguments in philosophy. In his chapter here, he explores issues about character education that have largely been neglected in the situationist literature. He begins by noting that advocates of Aristotelian virtue ethics and other views supposedly threatened by Harman and Doris’s argument can concede the point that most people do not have traditional virtues such as compassion. They need only be committed to the claim that a few people serve as models of virtue, a claim that is not ruled out by the empirical literature. Nevertheless, situationists can reply by arguing that positions that emphasize the rarity of the virtues will still be implausible if they also affirm the claim that everyone should acquire some virtues. Sreenivasan’s main contribution is to unpack this claim in more detail. He distinguishes between two interpretations of the claim, which he connects to two different models of virtue acquisition. Ultimately, he tries to show that situationist criticisms are implausible on either interpretation.

In the first set of comments, Thomas Hurka highlights the distinction between using virtue terms in connection to the good and in connection to the right. In carefully examining Sreenivasan’s arguments, Hurka attempts to show that these arguments end up focusing only on right action and have the problematic consequence, for Sreenivasan, of denying a central role to character traits. The psychologist Daniel Lapsley instead draws on his decades of work on character education to raise a variety of worries for Sreenivasan’s strategy of defending virtue ethical approaches. One such worry is that Sreenivasan’s two models of virtue education are, according to Lapsley, not viable options in the character education literature today. In his reply, Sreenivasan reorients the focus of his discussion away from situationism and examines two main claims in detail, using kindness as the example: Only a few people are models of kindness, and for any agent, whenever there is some kind act that is possible and permissible for the agent to perform, the agent should perform it. In response to both critics, Sreenivasan argues that there is still an important role for traditional character traits to play with respect to the second claim. He then goes on to further elaborate what he earlier called the ham-fisted Aristotelian model for acquiring the virtues.

It is one thing to talk about the virtues in general and try to determine what their common features are, but much is also to be learned by taking each virtue individually and trying to understand it better on both conceptual and empirical grounds. The next four chapters in this section do just this with respect to the virtues of self-control, honesty, humility, and compassion.

It is common to see self-control as a character trait or even a virtue that makes people less likely to act impulsively and more likely to succeed in achieving their goals. Many theorists then assume that self-control depends on willpower—the ability to resist a temptation—and they argue that willpower is a depletable resource like muscle power. Against this popular view, Neil Levy discusses evidence that people who succeed in achieving their goals often have less willpower than others. Instead of resisting temptation, they usually structure their environments so as to avoid temptation. This revisionary account suggests to Levy that self-control is not really an internal character trait and should instead be understood in terms of strategies.

In his comment on Levy, E. J. Masicampo points out some shortcomings of Levy’s evidence, especially insofar as his evidence depends on self-reports. Nonetheless, Masicampo cites his own research as a different reason to doubt that self-control is a character trait, namely, that self-control is more predictive of the absence of bad behavior than the presence of good behavior. Chandra Sripada then reframes Levy’s point not as the claim that self-control is not a character trait but, instead, as the claim that the character trait of self-control often depends on indirect strategies of avoiding temptation. By analogy, Sripada argues that kindness is a character trait, even if it depends on strategies and not proprietary mechanisms, so this same observation cannot keep self-control from being a character trait. Levy’s reply points out that he defined trait self-control in terms of success in achieving goals rather than in terms of how such success is achieved, so his main point did not depend on any self-report of internal processes, as Masicampo suggested. In reply to Sripada, Levy argues for disanalogies between kindness and self-control that could explain why kindness is a character trait when self-control is not.

In the following chapter, Christian B. Miller explores a different character trait and virtue: honesty. Miller begins by noting that the virtue of honesty has been almost completely neglected by philosophers in the past fifty years. The main goals of his chapter are twofold. First, he aims to sketch some of the conceptual parameters of the virtue of honesty in general, as well as its various subordinate virtues. Here, his positive proposal understands honesty as centrally involving not intentionally distorting the facts. In the second half of his chapter, he then draws on leading work in psychology to determine, at least in a preliminary way, whether most people instantiate this virtue or not.

In the first commentary, Jason Baehr raises a dilemma for Miller’s conceptual account of honesty. Baehr also offers counterexamples to one of his criteria for determining whether a character trait qualifies as honesty, as well as some grounds for skepticism about whether the psychology literature gives us good reason to think that most of us are not honest people. Finally Baehr presses Miller to spell out an important feature of his mixed trait position in more detail. The psychologist Bella M. DePaulo brings into the discussion two of her studies on the question of whether people will tend to tell the truth to another person about how they view that person’s work, in this case a painting the person made. Miller replies by welcoming DePaulo’s additional studies as support for his own position, and he tries to respond to Baehr’s objections, in some cases conceding that revisions to his proposals are needed.

Next the philosopher Thomas Nadelhoffer and psychologist Jennifer Cole Wright team up to investigate the virtue of humility. Their conceptual account of humility involves two dimensions, low self-focus and high other-focus, and they discuss what they take to be the advantages of this approach. From there the discussion turns more empirical, as they report results of their work on the folk concept of humility, the development of a self-report scale, linguistic analyses of how humble people write, and the relationship between humility and well-being indicators. They end with the striking claim that humility may be necessary for acquiring and/or fully developing the other virtues.

Shannon W. Schrader and June P. Tangney raise concerns about both the conceptual and the empirical work done by Nadelhoffer and Wright. Conceptually, among other things, they doubt that high other-focus is a constitutive feature of the virtue rather than a downstream consequence. Empirically, they raise worries about self-report methods, about social desirability confounds, and about several of the subscales Nadelhoffer and Wright include in their measure. Nancy E. Snow is similarly doubtful about the role of high other-focus as a constitutive element of humility. She also engages with the claim that humility is a gateway or foundational virtue for the full development of the virtues. Snow claims that the argument offered for this claim is too strong, and she offers a way of thinking about virtue acquisition that emphasizes the modular nature of the virtues. Finally, Nadelhoffer and Wright respond to the same concern in both commentaries by clarifying what they mean by “high other-focus” and why they think that it is indeed essential to humility. They then go on to respond to the specific methodological, empirical, and philosophical claims made by Schrader and Tangney and by Snow.

C. Daryl Cameron and Katie Rapier devote their chapter to compassion. Their central proposal is that compassion, which for them includes both emotion and action, is a motivated choice. There are costs and benefits associated with acting compassionately, and being compassionate in their view depends on motivated choices about how to weigh various goals in specific situations. Cameron and Rapier use this framework to better understand the relationship of compassion to cases involving (1) large numbers of victims, (2) dissimilar victims, and (3) the application of moral principles such as justice.

In the first commentary, M. A. Montgomery, Andreas Kappes, and M. J. Crockett question whether compassion is always a deliberative choice and offer evidence to suggest that it is often not. They distinguish between goal-directed, habitual, and Pavlovian decision systems and argue that more attention has to be paid to how compassion can be exhibited as a result of the latter two systems. Charles Goodman, in the second commentary, draws on Buddhist perspectives on compassion and notes that there is a great deal of overlap between at least some of those perspectives and the account offered by Cameron and Rapier. He introduces several distinctions, such as that between great compassion and sentimental compassion, and between genuine compassion and idiot compassion, which he thinks can help to defend compassion against well-known objections and add additional nuance to both the conceptual and the empirical approaches offered by Cameron and Rapier. In their reply to these commentators, Cameron and Rapier emphasize points of agreement. They acknowledge that compassion does not have to be conscious or deliberative. They also agree that their approach is consistent with many of the points Goodman offered about compassion from a Buddhist perspective.

Compassion is closely related to prosociality, which is the topic of the next chapter. Korrina A. Duffy and Tanya L. Chartrand explain their groundbreaking research into the many ways in which human dyadic mimicry supports prosocial affect, cognition, and behavior. Human dyadic mimicry occurs when one person mimics something perceived in another person. Although such mimicry is often unconscious, the research reviewed in this chapter shows how such mimicry decreases prejudice and victim blaming and increases liking, trust, convergence, affective and cognitive empathy, and also voluntary acts intended to help others. These examples show how much even unconscious processes can initiate, reinforce, and maintain moral virtue and character.

Geoffrey P. Goodwin’s comment accepts Duffy and Chartrand’s claims about the connection between mimicry and prosociality but questions the relevance to morality. Goodwin shows how mimicry and prosociality can also lead to immorality when they are used to defraud (by creating trust), to cement criminal conspiracies (by creating liking and loyalty), to foster partiality and prejudice (by creating empathy for those like us rather than outsiders), and to undermine honesty (in cases of prosocial lying). Eddy Nahmias continues this line of questioning by showing various ways in which mimicry can enhance people’s ability to achieve immoral goals. Nahmias then discusses difficulties in counteracting unconscious influences of mimicry and in drawing normative conclusions from descriptive premises. Duffy and Chartrand reply that their commentators’ criticisms lose force when we distinguish prosociality from sociability. They admit that mimicry has a dark side, but they conclude that mimicry is more likely to promote than to undermine morality, both because mimicry of immoral people does not increase liking and also because mimicry is facilitated by prosocial orientation.

The opposite of compassion and prosociality is found in personality disorders, including psychopathy. These mental disorders also serve as examples where personality or character traits seem stable over time and circumstance, so they challenge eliminativism and situationism. In her chapter Andrea L. Glenn discusses antisocial personality disorder, which she contrasts with psychopathy. She explains this diagnosis and summarizes evidence that psychopaths have relatively normal moral judgment despite their immoral behavior. This puzzle is resolved by her findings that psychopaths show a reduced sense of moral identity (or tendency to base self-concept on moral traits), perhaps because of deficits in the ventromedial prefrontal cortex and the amygdala (crucial for emotions) along with hyperactivity of the striatum (central to the reward system). Glenn discusses whether these brain conditions undermine psychopaths’ responsibility, but she concludes that responsibility is less important than forward-looking considerations like crime reduction, restorative justice, and treatment.

In her comment, Hanna Pickard emphasizes the diversity of individuals diagnosed with psychopathy and personality disorders. She compares psychopaths to perpetrators of large-scale moral atrocities and to individuals whose misbehaviors are related to psycho-socioeconomic adversity, concluding that we need more recognition of the possibility of successful treatment. George Graham then shows why psychopathic behavior is best explained not by brain deficits but by multiple levels in various sciences. In light of this pluralistic explanation, Graham argues that psychopaths are partially responsible for some of their misbehaviors because they are reasons-responsive enough, even if they recognize and react to reasons in abnormal ways. In her reply, Glenn extends Pickard’s analogies to mass atrocities and to environmentally conditioned violence as well as her discussion of potential treatments, and Glenn asks how the nuanced degrees of responsibility that Graham mentions could be incorporated into the legal system.

In the final chapter, the philosopher Valerie Tiberius takes up the long-standing question of whether the virtues contribute substantially to well-being. She notes that much work in the area of positive psychology in recent years can be taken to suggest an affirmative answer. Tiberius’s focus is on the prescriptive theorizing that goes on in this literature when positive psychologists try to help people live better lives. She notes that such theorizing often assumes, at least implicitly, a subjectivist metaethic which grounds the relevant prescriptions in people’s desires. An alternative Aristotelian approach would appeal to an objective account of well-being. However, Tiberius holds that both of these approaches face serious difficulties, so she outlines a third, broadly constructivist approach that starts with human values and refines them using norms such as viability, sustainability, and epistemic reasonableness. Additional topics such as friendship, life satisfaction, and reflective wisdom are also explored.

Raul Saucedo and June Gruber focus on the methodological issue of whether psychology is concerned with thick notions of virtue and well-being. They interpret Tiberius as holding that the relevant research in positive psychology is partly prescriptive. In contrast, Saucedo and Gruber offer a picture of the division of labor between psychology and philosophy whereby psychology is concerned only with descriptive associations between things like prosocial spending and positive affect, as well as with explanations for those associations. Prescriptive work, on this way of thinking, falls under the heading of philosophy instead. In the second set of comments, Kristján Kristjánsson questions Tiberius’s characterization of positive psychologists as largely assuming a subjectivist approach, noting more Aristotelian objectivist tendencies in the recent work of Martin Seligman, among others. But Kristjánsson’s main focus is the conceptual claim about moral judgments known as motivational internalism, which he sees as needlessly saddling more objectively inclined positive psychologists with worries about objectionable moralism. Fortunately for these psychologists, Kristjánsson thinks motivational internalism should be rejected on independent grounds anyway. In reply to these commentators, Tiberius raises further points about the division of labor between psychology and philosophy. She also questions whether psychologists are moving toward an objectivist metaethic and offers further support for her constructivist approach.

We believe that these chapters demonstrate the novelty and fruitfulness of investigating virtue and character from the perspectives of philosophy and psychology together. May they serve to inspire much future work in this area going forward.
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1 Getting Cynical about Character: A Social-Psychological Perspective

C. Daniel Batson

This volume probably isn’t the best place to confess to cynicism about moral character. In the hope of escaping some of the tar and feathers, let me say right off that my doubts are scientific, not normative or ethical. I don’t question the desirability of having what people talk about as good character or virtue. I would like to be brave, honest, just, caring, temperate, patient, and humble. Perhaps even more, I would like to have such people around me. My questions are instead about, first, the scientific usefulness of the concept of character and, second, the prevalence and power of what’s thought of as good character. I approach these questions from an unrepentantly social-psychological perspective. But even that needs some clarification because this perspective may not be what you expect.


A Social-Psychological Perspective

One recurrent finding of social psychologists over the past fifty years has been that situational factors can more powerfully affect behavior than people think. Research cited to support this claim includes Milgram’s (1963, 1974) famous obedience studies, the Stanford prison experiment (Haney, Banks, and Zimbardo, 1973), the Good Samaritan study (Darley and Batson, 1973), and much more. At least in the Western world, we seem chronically prone to overestimate the role of personality and character as causes of behavior (Ross and Nisbett, 1991). Despite these findings, and despite occasional assertions that situational factors are more important than personal dispositions, I know of no social psychologist who would claim that the situation alone accounts for behavior—just as no one would claim that the person alone does. As Walter Mischel (1973) pointed out long ago, it’s not meaningful to say the situation is more important than the person. Nor is it meaningful to say the opposite.

Kurt Lewin, the father of experimental social psychology, is well-known for his equation B = f(P,E). Behavior is a function of the person and his or her environment (Lewin, 1935, p. 73). But Lewin didn’t think of the person and the environment (situation) as competing causes of behavior. He didn’t even think of them as two joint contributors:

In this equation, the person (P) and his environment (E) have to be viewed as variables which are mutually dependent upon each other. In other words, to understand or to predict behavior, the person and his environment have to be considered as one constellation of interdependent factors. (Lewin, 1951, pp. 239–240, italics in original)


Thus, Lewin could—and did—write, E = f(P). The environment is a function of the person. He wrote this because for him the environment is the total situation as understood and experienced by the person at the time. It includes present, past, and future. It also includes both what’s experienced as real and what’s imagined. Further, Lewin could—and did—also write, P = f(E). The person is a function of his or her situation. The latter is true not only developmentally and culturally but also more immediately. A person is, for example, different after encouragement than after discouragement (Lewin, 1951, p. 239). Person and situation are inextricably entwined in one constellation of interdependent factors.

Less well-known, Lewin (1951) wasn’t content with his famous equation, which is little more than a reminder of the obvious. Building on Ernst Cassirer’s (1910/1921) philosophy of science, he offered an interlocking set of concepts for psychology. I believe this less-known framework is more useful than the person–situation framework for understanding the psychological antecedents of moral behavior. It allows us to get inside a concept like character to focus on dynamics.


Aristotelian and Galilean Science

Lewin (1931) was inspired by Cassirer’s distinction between Aristotelian and Galilean approaches to science. Aristotelian science attempts to explain natural phenomena by beginning with observation of the behavior of particulars. It classifies these particulars into types according to their characteristic attributes. These attributes are then used to explain the behavior of the particulars. (Cassirer’s focus was on Aristotle’s physics, not his ethics.) In contrast, Galilean science begins with development of an explanatory model of dynamic processes thought to account for the observed behavior. Then empirical predictions that differentiate this model from other possible models are derived. Finally, these predictions are tested through empirical observation. To provide an example from Galileo’s own work, motion of objects is no longer explained in terms of Aristotelian attributes—light objects rise, heavy objects fall—but in terms of intangible yet still empirical dynamic concepts—velocity and acceleration—whose relation can be clearly specified: Velocity is change in location over time (d/t). Acceleration is change in velocity over time (d/t2). Lewin (1935) thought Aristotelian science was still common in the psychology of his day. I think it still is. I also think—as did he—that Galilean science is far more likely to provide insight and understanding.

Lewin called the dynamic concepts that are at the heart of Galilean science conditional-genetic or genotypic because they specify the underlying conditions for generating observable, phenotypic events. As he explained:

For Aristotle the immediate perceptible appearance, that which present-day biology terms the phenotype, was hardly distinguished from the properties that determine the object’s dynamic relations. The fact, for example, that light objects relatively frequently go upward sufficed for him to ascribe to them an upward tendency. With the differentiation of phenotype from genotype, or more generally, of descriptive from conditional-genetic concepts and the shifting of emphasis to the latter, many old class distinctions lost their significance. The orbits of the planets, the free falling of a stone, the movement of a body on an inclined plane, the oscillation of a pendulum, which if classified according to their phenotypes would fall into quite different, indeed into antithetical classes, prove to be simply various expressions of the same law. (Lewin, 1931, p. 149, italics in original)



Lewin’s Conditional-Genetic Framework for Psychology

To explain human behavior in terms of person attributes—including character traits—is phenotypic or Aristotelian. Seeking instead a set of Galilean, conditional-genetic concepts for psychology, Lewin (1951, pp. 30–41) turned his attention to three psychological constructs that underlie behavior—motives, values, and goals—and to how they interrelate.


Relating Motives to Values and Goals

In Lewin’s (1938, 1951) scheme, motives are goal-directed forces induced by opportunities or threats related to our values. Values are what we care about. They shouldn’t be equated with observed preferences—to do so would be phenotypic. Yet such preferences are often diagnostic of underlying values. Typically, Mary values State A more than State B if she would consistently choose State A over State B, other things being equal. Further, the assessment of value is subjective, not objective. That is, assessment is made by the valuing individual in his or her perceived reality—what Lewin called the person’s life space. Values include not only capital-V values such as Freedom, Justice, Loyalty, and Honesty. There are also more mundane ones, like valuing quiet weekends, clean clothes, and cabernet.

If a negative discrepancy is perceived between a current or anticipated state and a valued state—we’re down to our last bottle—then obtaining or maintaining the valued state is likely to become a goal—we need another case. A goal-directed force, or motive, impels us toward this end—I want to get one on the way home. Some values are relatively stable, capable of producing a motive whenever threatened (e.g., the value of air to breathe). For others, an opportunity to obtain or maintain the state elicits a motive only under certain circumstances (the value of wearing a warm coat). Sometimes, we are aware of our values, goals, and motives. Sometimes we aren’t. They can exist without being conscious.

In his field theory, Lewin (1951, pp. 39–41) borrowed terms applied to electromagnetic fields to suggest that values have the status of power fields. They represent potential energy or potential desire. When activated by opportunity or threat, they produce goals. Goals have the status of force fields. They represent kinetic energy or actual desire. Goal-directed motives are vectors in these force fields. They reflect the strength of the desire to move toward a positively valenced goal or away from a negatively valenced one. Behavior is movement within the present set of force fields. Thus, the dynamic status of each of the four constructs—values, goals, motives, and behavior—is specified. So is their conceptual relation to one another. (For further discussion of Lewin’s framework, see Batson, Shaw, and Oleson, 1992; Lewin, 1951; Verplanken and Holland, 2002.)


Distinguishing Ultimate Goals from Instrumental Goals and Unintended Consequences

In Lewin’s framework, it’s important to distinguish ultimate goals from both instrumental goals and unintended consequences (Heider, 1958; Lewin, 1951). Ultimate goals are the valued states we seek to obtain or maintain as ends in themselves. Ultimate isn’t used here to mean cosmic or most important. Nor does it refer to a metaphysical first or final cause. Nor to evolutionary function. It simply refers to a state the person is seeking as an end in itself in his or her current life space—fair treatment, world peace, a quiet weekend, cabernet.

A person could have a motive with the ultimate goal of promoting some moral standard, principle, or ideal—be fair, tell the truth, care for the needy, and so on. Because the ultimate goal is to uphold a moral standard, principle, or ideal, I call this kind of motive for acting morally moral integrity. However, moral action can be the product of motives that aren’t themselves moral, motives that have a nonmoral ultimate goal. For example, the motivation of a young boy who refrains from stealing candy in order to avoid being punished isn’t truly moral. It’s egoistic. The ultimate goal is to increase his own welfare by accepting the lesser of two evils—no candy rather than punishment.

Instrumental goals are sought because they’re stepping-stones to ultimate goals. If the ultimate goal can be reached more efficiently by other means, an instrumental goal is likely to be bypassed. The young boy just described, motivated as he is, should feel free to steal if he knows he won’t get caught. The distinction between instrumental and ultimate goals shouldn’t be confused with Milton Rokeach’s (1973) distinction between instrumental and terminal values. All of the values named by Rokeach could induce either instrumental or ultimate goals, depending on whether the value (e.g., a world at peace) is sought as an end in itself or as a means to some other end (e.g., personal safety). More relevant is Gordon Allport’s (1961) distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic values. Intrinsic values—those valued as ends in themselves—induce ultimate goals. Extrinsic values—valued as means to other ends—induce instrumental goals.

Pursuit of a goal, whether instrumental or ultimate, can produce effects that aren’t themselves goals. These are unintended consequences. It’s possible to act morally as an unintended consequence of pursuing some other goal. A business executive motivated to maximize profit may move a factory into a depressed area to take advantage of the cheap labor. Quite unintentionally, this profit-driven action may promote the public good by providing jobs. We may, in turn, judge this result moral even though it wasn’t morally motivated.


Motives Can Cooperate or Conflict, and Motives Can Change

Often, an individual has more than one ultimate goal at a time, and so more than one motive. When this occurs, the different motives can either cooperate or conflict. Moreover, a person’s goal-directed motives can change—sometimes quickly.


Motives as Current Goal-Directed Forces, Not as Dispositions or Needs

Lewin’s goal-directed motives are current psychological forces, not enduring personality types or dispositions. In this regard, his perspective on motivation differs from that of another pioneer in research on motivation, Henry Murray (1938). Murray and his followers treated motives as relatively stable dispositions or needs (need for achievement, need for affiliation, etc.). Murray’s motives thus have the status of persistent values and goals, not motives, in Lewin’s framework. Lewin emphasized the distinctions among instrumental goals, ultimate goals, and unintended consequences. Murray gave little attention to these distinctions. For Lewin, the list of our potential motives is long—as long as the list of states we intrinsically value. Murray and his followers attempted to identify a relatively small number of primary motives.


Focus on Motives, Not Behavior

A major implication that Lewin (1935, 1938, 1951) wished to draw from distinguishing ultimate goals, instrumental goals, and unintended consequences is the importance for psychology of focusing on goal-directed motives rather than on either behavior or consequences. This focus is important even when we want to explain behavior. Behavior is highly variable. Occurrence of a particular behavior depends on the strength of the motive or motives that might evoke that behavior, as well as on the strength of competing motives, on how the behavior relates to each of these motives, and on other behavioral options at the time. The more directly a given behavior promotes an ultimate goal, the more uniquely it does so among the behavioral options available, the more stable and important the underlying value, and the more vulnerable the value is to threat, the more likely the behavior is to occur.

Behavior that promotes an instrumental goal can easily change if either the causal association between the instrumental and ultimate goal changes or a less costly behavioral route to the ultimate goal arises. Unintended consequences of pursuing a given motive also can easily change—unless these consequences are a product of some behavior that directly and uniquely promotes the ultimate goal.


Other Conditional-Genetic Frameworks

Lewin (1951, pp. 31–33) didn’t consider his conditional-genetic framework to be the only possible one. Although quite different, he thought the stimulus–response learning theory of his day was also conditional-genetic. More recently, Walter Mischel, colleagues, and followers have developed a social-cognitive analysis of personality that employs conditional-genetic constructs, but again different ones from Lewin’s (see especially Mischel, 1973, 1990; Mischel and Shoda, 1995, 1998). Mischel’s framework employs constructs such as scripts, schemas, prototypes, self-reflection, and self-regulation to address a “how” question—how personally consistent patterns of situationally variant behavior occur. Lewin’s framework instead addresses a “why” question—why these patterns are as they are. Although each framework gives attention to both cognitive/perceptual and motivational processes, Mischel’s primary focus is cognitive/perceptual whereas Lewin’s is motivational.

Several versions of a social-cognitive framework have been applied to the study of character, providing alternatives to traditional trait models (see Lapsley and Hill, 2009, for a review). However, to deal with motivational issues such as lack of character—that is, failure to act in accord with personally espoused moral standards and ideals—I find Lewin’s framework more useful than either social-cognitive or trait models.


Implications for Moral Psychology

Lewin’s conditional-genetic framework shifts our focus from more Aristotelian concepts like character traits (whether global or local) and situational variation to a more dynamic Galilean analysis based on the relation of values, goals, motives, and behavior. The notion of character traits or virtues as attributes of a person that produce moral behavior is replaced by moral values (power fields). When threatened or violated, or when an opportunity to promote these values is perceived, they induce moral goals (force fields) and goal-directed motives (forces), which—depending on other motives activated and the options and constraints of the present situation—can lead to moral behavior. The same aspects of our moral life that have been talked about in terms of character and virtue are still talked about, but in a more dynamic conceptual framework.

Specifically, Lewin’s framework can, I think, accommodate Aristotle’s (1976) person who wisely pursues the virtuous course of action appropriate to the situation, as well as Aristotle’s vicious, continent, and incontinent persons. Moreover, it can render these distinctions amenable to scientific analysis. (The framework remains mute, however, regarding Aristotle’s metaphysical claim that pursuit of virtue fulfills the “function of Man”—Aristotle, 1976, pp. 75–76 and 87–90 [Bekker numbers 1097b–1098a and 1102a–1103a].) Lewin’s framework does this by highlighting the question of exactly what value or values lie behind any given moral action. And it offers a strategy for uncovering these values. The strategy is to work backward through the sequence of conditional-genetic relations—using the pattern of behavior across systematically varying circumstances to infer the underlying motives, their goals, and, crucially, whether a given goal is ultimate or instrumental. This provides the opportunity to address empirically Kant’s question—and ours—of whether morality is ever valued in its own right or only as an instrumental means in the service of other values.

Recall that when Kant (1785/1898) briefly shifted his attention from what ought to be to what is—from the normative to the descriptive—he admitted that behavior thought to be truly morally motivated may actually be prompted by self-love (i.e., egoism):

Sometimes it happens that with the sharpest self-examination we can find nothing beside the moral principle of duty which could have been powerful enough to move us to this or that action and to so great a sacrifice; yet we cannot from this infer with certainty that it was not really some secret impulse of self-love, under the false appearance of duty, that was the actual determining cause of the will. We like to flatter ourselves by falsely taking credit for a more noble motive; whereas in fact we can never, even by the strictest examination, get completely behind the secret springs of action. … A cool observer, one that does not mistake the wish for good, however lively, for its reality, may sometimes doubt whether true virtue is actually found anywhere in the world, and this especially as years increase and the judgment is partly made wiser by experience and partly, also, more acute in observation. (section 2, paras. 2–3)


Conspicuous self-benefits arise from acting morally. We gain the social and self-rewards of being seen and seeing ourselves as just, caring, honest, trustworthy people. We avoid the social and self-punishments for failing to do the right thing. Are these self-benefits unintended consequences, or is one or more the ultimate goal of our moral action? Perhaps, as Freud (1930/1961) suggested, society inculcates moral principles in us when young to bridle our antisocial impulses by making it in our own best interest to act in accord.

However, even if moral principles are learned in this way as extrinsic values, perhaps they can come to function autonomously (Allport, 1961). Perhaps they can come to be valued intrinsically and not simply as instrumental means to self-serving ends—at least by some people (Colby and Damon, 1992, offer possible examples).

At issue is the nature of the goal. Is promotion of the moral standard, principle, or ideal an instrumental goal on the way to the ultimate goal of self-benefit? If so, the motive is a form of egoism. Is it an ultimate goal, with the ensuing self-benefits unintended consequences? If so, it’s meaningful to speak of intrinsic moral value, truly moral motivation, and moral integrity—that is, to speak of Aristotle’s “good character” and Kant’s “true virtue.”


Two Ways of Internalizing Moral Standards

Social-learning theorists, as well as social-cognitive theorists (e.g., Bandura, 1991; Mischel and Mischel, 1976), typically assume that adherence to internalized moral standards is an instrumental, not an ultimate, goal. Self-regulated moral action “depends on expected consequences, although the consequences are often temporally distant, are not in the immediate external environment, are not easily identified, and reside in the actor himself rather than in social agents” (Mischel and Mischel, 1976, p. 98; also see Bandura, 1991; Hoffman, 1977). From this perspective, we don’t toe the moral line because we intrinsically value the standard or ideal, but in order to avoid self-censure (guilt) and to gain self-esteem (pride). Our moral motivation is instrumental in the service of egoistic motives.

Is it possible for internalization to go beyond this instrumental morality? Deci, Eghrari, Patrick, and Leone (1994) provide an affirmative answer by distinguishing between two forms of internalization. They adopt the term that Freud (1923/1960) used when describing formation of the superego—introjection—to speak of internalization of moral standards valued extrinsically. They use integration to speak of internalization to the level where moral standards are valued in their own right, intrinsically:

Introjection refers to partial or suboptimal internalization … in which the person “takes in” a value or regulatory process but does not identify with and accept it as his or her own. Instead, it becomes an inner control—a rule for action that is enforced by sanctions such as threats of guilt or promises of self-approval. In a metaphorical sense, when a regulation is merely introjected, it is as if the regulatory process and the person being regulated were still separate even though both are “within the same skin.”

Integration, in contrast, refers to internalization in which the person identifies with the value of an activity and accepts full responsibility for doing it. … As such, one’s behavior emanates from one’s self; it is self-determined. One does the behavior wholly voluntarily. … With integrated regulation, the person would not experience the conflict and tension associated with introjection. (Deci et al., 1994, pp. 120–121)


For similar ideas about internalization to the level of integration, see the discussions of moral identity by Blasi (1984) and Glover (2000).

Even though accepted as part of who we should be, introjected moral values aren’t fully a part of who we are. They’re in conflict with more core values and personal desires. Integrated moral values aren’t in conflict with personal desires; they are personal desires. They produce moral integrity—motivation to promote moral standards and ideals as ultimate goals. Of course, integrated moral desires may still conflict with other personal desires—unless Aristotle was right that moral conflict disappears for the truly virtuous and wise person (Aristotle, 1976, pp. 87–90 [Bekker numbers 1102a–1103a]).


Focusing on the Nature of Moral Motivation

Acting morally—behaving in a way that promotes some moral standard, principle, or ideal—may, then, be an ultimate goal or an instrumental goal. If I seek to be fair, kind, honest, loyal, and so forth, as an ultimate goal, it seems appropriate to call the motive truly moral and speak of moral integrity. However, if I act morally as a means to some other end, we should speak instead of instrumental moral motivation. As a young child, right conduct was a means for me to gain material rewards (treats) and avoid material punishments (time-outs). As I matured, doing right became a means to gain social and self-rewards (praise, esteem) and to avoid social and self-punishments (censure, guilt). Still instrumental.

Acting morally can also be an unintended consequence. When it is, the motivation shouldn’t be called moral at all. It should be labeled to reflect the intended goal (which, again, may be conscious or unconscious). Of course, even though my motive isn’t moral, you may call the result moral if it accords with your moral values.

It’s easy to think of examples of moral action that fall into each category—ultimate goal, instrumental goal, and unintended consequence. There are even examples in which the action is the same across categories. Consider a robber who divides the loot equally with his accomplices. If he does so because he wants to be fair and preserve honor among thieves, he displays truly moral motivation. If he divides equally to avoid the inevitable fight an unequal division would produce, he displays instrumental moral motivation. And if he divides equally as the best way to manage a successful getaway, he provides a moral result as an unintended consequence. Simply to observe behavior judged moral tells us little about the nature of the underlying motivation. (For a similar analysis of moral motivation, see Blasi, 2004.)

So, what’s the nature of our moral motivation? Is acting in accord with some standard, principle, or ideal an ultimate goal (moral integrity), with the self-benefits unintended consequences? If so, this would indicate that the standard or ideal is an integrated, intrinsic value. Or is acting in accord a means to reach the ultimate goal of gaining one or more self-benefits (instrumental moral motivation)? If so, the standard or ideal is an introjected, extrinsic value.


Moral Hypocrisy: A Subtle Form of Instrumental Moral Motivation

To illustrate the potential fruitfulness of Lewin’s conditional-genetic framework to address such questions, let me contrast moral integrity with one specific form of instrumental moral motivation. Setting aside the harsh connotations of the term, I call this form moral hypocrisy. (Webster’s, 1990, defines hypocrisy as “a pretense of having desirable or publicly approved attitudes, beliefs, principles, etc., that one does not actually possess”—p. 444.) In contrast to moral integrity, moral hypocrisy is an egoistic motive with the ultimate goal of gaining the self-benefits of being moral with minimal cost. Or, said more pointedly, moral hypocrisy is motivation to appear moral while, if possible, avoiding the cost of actually being moral. (For reviews of Western thought on moral hypocrisy, see Crisp and Cowton, 1994; Kittay, 1992; McKinnon, 1991.)

Seven quick points of clarification about moral hypocrisy. First, I mean more by this term than either a discrepancy between our moral standards and our behavior (Lammers, Stapel, and Galinsky, 2010; Lerner and Clayton, 2011) or a tendency to judge our own moral lapses more leniently than other people’s (Valdesolo and DeSteno, 2007, 2008). Although each of these phenomena has been called moral hypocrisy, each could occur for a number of reasons other than a desire to appear moral yet, if possible, avoid the cost of being moral. Most obviously, a behavior–standard discrepancy could arise because of the overpowering strength of other motives (i.e., weakness of will). Self-leniency could be the result of our having insider knowledge of our intent and of extenuating circumstances—knowledge that we often lack about other people.

Second, reflecting the dictionary’s emphasis on pretense, moral hypocrisy is concerned with appearance. Sometimes, the only way to appear a certain way is to be that way. The only way to appear moral is to be moral. At such times, hypocrisy will promote morality. However, if being moral involves personal cost, as it often does, and if it’s possible to appear moral yet avoid the cost, a person motivated by hypocrisy should do just that. Then hypocrisy won’t promote the person’s moral standards, principles, and ideals.

Third, for people who consider any act of pretense immoral, “moral hypocrisy” may seem an oxymoron. I use the adjective to specify that the domain of pretense is morality rather than, for example, science, politics, or religion—not to claim that hypocrisy is moral.

Fourth, moral hypocrisy is an especially important form of instrumental moral motivation, for two reasons. One reason is that its goal is to masquerade as moral integrity in order to get the social and self-benefits associated with being truly moral. So, hypocrisy can lead us to believe that a person is motivated by moral integrity when he or she is not. Indeed, that’s its goal. The other reason is that, because the goal is not to actually be moral, moral hypocrisy can lead seemingly good, moral people to fail to act morally. If provided sufficient “wiggle room,” a person motivated by hypocrisy may strongly endorse some moral principle or ideal, may judge it relevant to matters at hand, and may be under no particular situational pressure, yet still fail to act in accord. There will be a lack of integrity.

Fifth, although I’ve defined moral hypocrisy as motivation to appear moral, I use this definition to cover two versions of hypocrisy. In what might be called the high-bar version, the goal is to appear moral—to obtain the rewards of virtue, the social and self-esteem for doing right. In the low-bar version, the goal is to not appear immoral—to avoid social and self-censure, the criticism and guilt for doing wrong. The full benefits of moral hypocrisy accrue only to those who make it over the high bar and appear moral. But it’s easier to clear the low bar, and many of us seem satisfied with that (Janoff-Bulman, Sheikh, and Hepp, 2009).

Sixth, many moral philosophers consider the generality and abstractness of universal moral standards, including principles of fairness, justice, and the greatest good for the greatest number, to be major strengths (e.g., Kant, 1785/1898; Mill, 1861/1987; Rawls, 1971). After all, universal principles expand our moral circle beyond the narrow partialities of self-interest, kinship, friendship, and group membership. However, from the perspective of moral motivation, generality and abstractness can be an Achilles’ heel. The more general and abstract the standard or ideal, the more vulnerable it is to rationalization (Tsang, 2002; Uhlmann, Pizarro, Tannenbaum, and Ditto, 2009). Indicative of such rationalization, Valdesolo and DeSteno (2007, 2008) found that when people thought back on a morally questionable act they had committed, they judged their behavior more moral than they judged the same behavior committed by someone else (also see Messick, Bloom, Boldizar, and Samuelson, 1985; Shu, Gino, and Bazerman, 2011).

But, seventh, there’s more to moral hypocrisy than retrospective rationalization of our misdeeds. As defined, moral hypocrisy is a goal-directed motive that can lead us to act. How, you may ask, can we believe we’re acting for moral reasons when we aren’t? Economist Robert Frank (1988) provided a popular and optimistic answer. Building on biologist Robert Trivers’s (1971) ideas about reciprocal altruism and the need for trust, he suggested that people are motivated to present themselves as passionately committed to morality in order to gain the self-benefits that the ensuing trust provides—a form of moral hypocrisy. Frank further suggested that, because of humans’ highly developed ability to detect deception, shamming this commitment is difficult. The more evolutionary stable strategy is genuine commitment. So, although our ancient ancestors may have taken up morality lightly as part of a masquerade, over time natural selection came to favor those whose appearance of morality is genuine. Only they got the rewards of being moral. For Frank, primordial hypocrisy has bred modern moral integrity.

Trivers himself (Trivers, 1985, pp. 415–420; von Hippel and Trivers, 2011) suggested a less sanguine scenario—one in which primordial hypocrisy has bred a more subtle form of hypocrisy (also see Alexander, 1987, pp. 114–125): If we can deceive ourselves into believing that we’re motivated by integrity when we aren’t, there’s no need to sham. We can honestly appear moral, giving off no signals of deceit. Thus, self-deception may be a major asset in hypocrisy’s moral masquerade. It can provide access to all of the social and self-benefits that moral integrity offers—free of charge. This possibility takes us beyond Plato’s analysis of moral deceit in The Republic (1999). Rather than a Ring of Gyges that makes our moral lapses invisible to others, self-deception makes them invisible not only to others but also to ourselves.

Of course, Trivers’s cynical scenario may be wrong. Those, including Frank (1988), from Plato and Aristotle on who have argued for the existence of moral integrity may be right. Even though our morality may be acquired in childhood through the carrot and stick of reward and punishment that produce internalization to the level of introjection, we may move beyond that. By late adolescence internalization may reach the level of integration, where being moral is valued intrinsically as an ultimate goal, not just an instrumental means. We may then be motivated not to appear moral but to actually be moral. Moral integrity may be one of the functionally autonomous goal-directed motives we acquire as we mature (Allport, 1961).


Testing the Nature of Moral Motivation

What, then, is the nature of our moral motivation? Is it integrity, hypocrisy, both, or neither? To address this question empirically, a research strategy is needed that reveals the ultimate goal motivating some moral action. Following the same logic used over the past four decades to test for the existence of altruistic motivation (Batson, 1991, 2011), I think a two-step strategy is required.

First, it’s necessary to give people a chance to act morally or immorally. In so value-laden an area as morality, we can’t trust people’s self-reports about what they have done or will do, or about what they would do in some hypothetical situation. We need to infer motivation from behavior. This is especially true given that moral hypocrisy may involve self-deception. Yet moral action by itself only tells us there is some motivation, not the nature of that motivation. Therefore, second, it’s necessary to vary the circumstances under which the moral act can occur. The circumstances need to vary in a way that reveals whether the actor’s ultimate goal is to actually be moral (integrity) or only to appear that way (hypocrisy). Such variation is possible in experiments.


Turning to Experiments

To implement this two-step strategy, Batson, Kobrynowicz, Dinnerstein, Kampf, and Wilson (1997) initiated a series of experiments in which undergraduate research participants faced a straightforward zero-sum moral dilemma. In order that responses wouldn’t be affected by institutional affiliation or allegiance, the dilemma pitted self-interest against the interest of another individual, not against the interest of a hallowed institution such as church or state. In order to avoid scripted responses, the dilemma was mundane and bland, not stereotypically moral and dramatic. In order to allow observation of actual behavior, the dilemma involved a real decision, not a hypothetical one. It was simple, not complex, so there’d be no problem understanding what was at stake—and so variations could easily be created to disentangle goals. Finally, it was a dilemma with broad consensus about the morally right course of action, not one where opinions differed, so there’d be widespread agreement on what action was right. The dilemma involved assigning oneself and another research participant to different tasks, with one task clearly more desirable than the other.

To give you a sense of what it was like to be faced with this dilemma, let me describe in detail the way Batson et al. (1997) presented it. Experimental participation was by individual appointment. On arrival, the participant was greeted by a same-sex experimenter and escorted to a research room on another floor of the building. The experimenter explained that there were two same-sex participants in the session and it was important that they not meet or even see one another, so each was being met on a different floor. (In fact, there was no other participant, but we led participants to believe there was.) Once seated in the research room, participants were left alone to read an introduction while the experimenter went to get the other participant. The introduction began by explaining that the study was part of an ongoing project exploring “how a variety of task characteristics affect people’s feelings and reactions after performing a task.” It continued,

We are currently examining the effects of task consequences on feelings and reactions. Task consequences can be positive, negative, or neutral. In this particular experiment we are focusing on the effect of positive task consequences—where correct responses are rewarded and there are no consequences for incorrect responses. As a comparison, we are also considering neutral task consequences—where feedback is given about correct and incorrect responses but there are no consequences at all.


The introduction then explained that one of the two participants in the session would be assigned to do a positive-consequences task and the other to do a neutral-consequences task. “By having different types of tasks performed simultaneously by different people, we are able to control for the subtle effects on feelings and reactions of time of day, day of week, and so on.” The two participants would work on their tasks independently and not meet. The consequences of the two tasks were described as follows:

If you are assigned to the task with positive consequences, then for an incorrect response you will receive nothing. For each correct response, however, you will receive one raffle ticket; the prize in the raffle is a $30.00 gift certificate at the store of your choice. Only participants in this study are eligible for this raffle, so if you receive a number of tickets you have a good chance of winning a gift certificate.

If you are assigned to the task with neutral consequences, you will simply perform a task and be given feedback about your performance. Your responses are not related to any consequences. (You should be aware that most participants assigned to the neutral-consequences task find it rather dull and boring. If you are assigned to this task, we hope that you will not find it too bad.)


After participants finished reading the introduction, the experimenter returned, answered any questions, and then left them alone with a folder that contained an information sheet about the task assignment. The sheet began as follows:

There is one aspect of the procedure of this study that we purposely did not explain earlier, but about which we can tell you now. In addition to studying the effect of task consequences—positive or neutral—on feelings and reactions, we are also interested in studying the effect of assigning people to the different tasks. To this end, in some sessions one of the two participants is asked to assign both participants to their tasks. The other participant is entirely unaware of this, simply being told that the tasks were assigned by chance.

As you have probably guessed by now, you are the participant in this session who will assign the tasks. You must assign one of you—yourself or the other participant—to the positive-consequences task and the other of you to the neutral-consequences task.

The decision is entirely up to you. You can assign yourself and the other participant however you choose. The other participant does not and will not know that you are assigning the tasks; he or she will think that the task assignment was purely by chance. Because of this and because the two of you will never meet, your anonymity is assured.


The sheet then reiterated the positive and neutral consequences, including a reminder that “People tend to find the neutral-consequences task somewhat dull and boring.”

Finally, the sheet instructed participants to indicate their decision on an enclosed Task Assignment Form and return the form to the folder. On the form one line said, “Participant assigned to the positive consequences task. _____.” The next line read, “Participant assigned to the neutral consequences task. _____.” Instructions were as follows: “Please indicate your assignment of yourself and the other participant to the tasks by putting an S in one blank (for self) and an O in the other blank (for other participant). Thank you.”

Although participants were led to believe that the focus of the research was their reactions to task performance (in order to direct their attention away from the assignment decision), they didn’t perform a task. Rather, after they assigned the tasks and completed a related questionnaire, the experimenter returned and conducted an interview about their reactions to the study so far. This interview, which focused on the participant’s reactions to making the task-assignment decision, was followed by a full and careful debriefing in which the true purpose of the research and all deceptions were explained. Because participants had been presented with the prospect of earning raffle tickets, they were each given 20 tickets in a raffle to be held following completion of data collection. Once data collection was complete, the raffle was held and a $30 gift certificate was awarded to the winner.


Conflict between Self-Interest and Morality

Documenting a clear preference for the positive-consequences task, Batson et al. (1997, Study 1) found that most research participants faced with this simple dilemma assigned themselves the positive consequences (80%). This was true even though when afterward asked, on an open-ended questionnaire item, “In your opinion, what was the most morally right way to assign the task consequences?” very few said that assigning self the positive was the most moral way (5%). And when asked in another part of the questionnaire to rate the morality of their own action, “Do you think the way you made the task assignment was morally right?” (1 = not at all; 9 = yes, totally), the 80% who assigned themselves the positive consequences rated the morality of their assignment significantly lower (M = 4.38) than the 20% who assigned the other person the positive consequences (M = 8.25). Batson, Thompson, Seuferling, Whitney, and Strongman (1999, Study 3) replicated these results.

In these two studies, the action of most participants failed to match their retrospective judgments about the most moral thing to do. Yet this behavior–standard discrepancy wasn’t necessarily evidence of moral hypocrisy. A desire for the raffle tickets may have overpowered moral integrity. Or participants may simply have failed to think about the moral implications of their decision until asked about it afterward.


Adding Salience and Wiggle Room

Two procedural changes were necessary to test the nature of participants’ moral motivation. First, it was important to make sure the moral relevance of the decision was salient by highlighting the appropriateness of procedural fairness. Second, there needed to be sufficient wiggle room—or ambiguity—so it would be possible to appear moral without having to actually be moral. (Snyder, Kleck, Strenta, and Mentzer, 1979, introduced a classic method of producing moral wiggle room—attributional ambiguity; for more recent examples, see Dana, Weber, and Kuang, 2007; Shalvi, Dana, Handgraaf, and De Dreu, 2011.)

If participants were motivated to actually be moral (integrity), then with a fairness standard salient, they should not unfairly favor themselves even when provided with wiggle room. They should remain steadfast in their pursuit of fairness. If they were motivated to appear moral (hypocrisy), those provided with wiggle room should take advantage of the appearance–reality slippage to favor themselves. Only when the appearance–reality connection is tight (i.e., when there’s no wiggle room) should moral hypocrisy lead them to act fairly.

Batson et al. (1997) used two techniques to provide wiggle room. One was to give participants—who always made the task-assignment decision in private—a coin to flip if they wished. This allowed them to flip the coin (or to say they did) but not abide by the result. The second technique was to allow participants to accept a “random” assignment that they knew had given them the positive-consequences task. (Participants in a different experimental condition knew the random assignment had given them the neutral task.) Results with each technique were much the same, so I’ll discuss only the first.


Initial Tests of the Nature of Moral Motivation

To make the moral standard of fairness salient, Batson et al. (1997, Study 2) modified the task-assignment information sheet to read as follows:

… Most participants feel that giving both people an equal chance—by, for example, flipping a coin—is the fairest way to assign themselves and the other participant to the tasks (we have provided a coin for you to flip if you wish). But the decision is entirely up to you.… (p. 1341)


A clear plastic pouch containing a coin (a quarter) was taped to the inside of the folder that participants opened to read the task-assignment information, Wiggle room was provided, as already mentioned, by the combination of the coin and participants’ being alone in a research cubicle when they made their task assignment decision. If they wished, they could flip the coin (or say they did) but not follow it. No one would know. The other participant wouldn’t even know they had made the assignment. The experimenter would know who they assigned to each task, but not how they made the assignment. No one would know whether they flipped the coin and, if so, whether they accepted the result.

Under these conditions, virtually all participants (95%) said in retrospect that using a fair method such as the coin flip was the most moral way to assign the tasks. Yet only about half chose to flip. Of those who chose not to flip the coin, 90% assigned themselves the positive-consequences task, similar to what participants without the sentence about fairness and without the coin had done. More interesting and revealing, the same was true among those who flipped the coin—90% assigned themselves the positive consequences. This percentage was significantly higher than the 50% expected from a fair coin flip. Clearly, either the coin was very charitable, or some who flipped it failed to abide by the outcome. Batson et al. (1999, Study 2) replicated these findings.

Although the pattern of assignment in these studies was the same for participants who flipped the coin and those who didn’t, there was one notable difference. Those who assigned themselves the positive consequences after flipping the coin rated the morality of the way they assigned the tasks considerably higher (Ms = 7.11 and 7.82 for the two studies, respectively) than did those who made this assignment without flipping the coin (Ms = 3.56 and 4.00). Even though many who flipped didn’t abide by the outcome, they seemed to see themselves as having acted morally—or at least to say they had.


More Tests

This pattern of results has proved very robust. In experiment after experiment, the percentage of participants who assign themselves the positive consequences after flipping the coin (always in private) has been significantly greater than 50%, providing evidence of motivation to appear fair yet avoid the cost of being fair (moral hypocrisy). For example, this pattern was found in a study in which the less desirable consequences were negative—uncomfortable electric shocks—rather than neutral (Batson, Tsang, and Thompson, 2001, Study 3). The prospect of shocks led a smaller percentage of participants to flip the coin, 30% (down from around 50% when the less desirable consequences were neutral). But this prospect didn’t reduce the percentage of those who, after flipping, assigned themselves the positive consequences, 100%.

This pattern was also found in a study in which participants were told that the other participant knew they were assigning the tasks (Batson, Thompson, and Chen, 2002, Study 1). Being told this—instead of that the other believed the assignment was made by chance—led a much larger percentage of participants to flip the coin (90%), but it didn’t noticeably reduce the percentage who, after flipping (in private), assigned themselves the positive consequences (89%). And this pattern was found in a study in which, at the top of the form on which they made the task assignment, participants indicated both (a) the importance to them of making the assignment in a fair way and (b) whether or not they had flipped the coin (Batson, Sampat, and Collins, 2005). Virtually all participants said it was very important to them to make the assignment in a fair way. Reporting this at the top of the form and reporting whether they had flipped led more participants to flip the coin (83%). But it didn’t noticeably reduce the number who, after flipping, assigned themselves the positive consequences (93%).

Nor has the evidence of moral hypocrisy been limited to those scoring relatively low on measures of the personal importance of morality. Quite the contrary. Batson et al. (1997, Study 2) found that an index of personal commitment to moral values correlated positively with choosing to flip the coin (r = 0.40). However, after flipping, those who scored high on this index were as likely as those who scored low to assign themselves the positive consequences. Thus, those with greater self-reported commitment to morality didn’t show signs of greater moral integrity. They showed signs of greater hypocrisy. They were more likely to appear moral (flip the coin) but no more likely to be moral (allow the flip to determine the task assignment). Batson et al. (2002, Study 2) replicated this finding.

Taken together, the results of these experiments provide considerable evidence of moral hypocrisy and little evidence of moral integrity. The results consistently conform to the pattern expected if the goal of many who flipped the coin was to appear rather than actually be moral. And subsequent research has provided evidence that hypocrisy motivates response to moral issues other than fairness and justice. For example, Greene and Paxton (2009) and Ariely and colleagues (Ariely, 2012; Gino and Ariely, 2012; Gino, Ayal, and Ariely, 2012; Mazar, Amir, and Ariely, 2008) found similar effects of wiggle room on participants’ willingness to lie about their task performance for monetary gain.


The Role of Self-Deception

How did participants in the task-assignment studies manage to make the assignment in a way that would appear moral yet still unfairly favor themselves? They don’t seem to have distorted or disengaged their moral standards (Bandura, 1991, 1999). When—after they assigned the tasks—participants were asked about the morally right way to make the assignment, by far the most common response was that one should use a random method such as a coin flip. Next most common was that one should give the other participant the positive consequences. Participants’ moral standards were still there. And, for many, so was the appearance of morality (flipping the coin). However, real morality was rare.

Nor is self-presentation—trying to look good in other people’s eyes—a sufficient explanation (Jones and Pittman, 1982). Participants were alone when they made the assignment decision. No one but they would know whether they flipped the coin, not even the experimenter, so there was no need to flip to impress others.

But if they didn’t flip the coin to impress others, then why? If participants are to gain the self-rewards for being moral and—perhaps more importantly—to avoid the self-punishments for being a hypocrite, they need to appear moral to themselves. How is this possible when violating their moral standards to serve self-interest?

As mentioned earlier, it’s possible if participants can self-deceive. Self-deception is a concept that has been used widely and with varying meanings both in philosophy and in psychology, so it’s important to consider what form of self-deception is implied by the motive of moral hypocrisy.

Sometimes self-deception has been thought to require that a person simultaneously hold two contradictory beliefs, being unaware of one (e.g., Gur and Sackheim, 1979), or that a person believe what at some level he or she knows is not so (e.g., Demos, 1960). Such paradoxical forms of self-deception aren’t required for moral hypocrisy. It’s sufficient that a person engage in what philosopher Alfred Mele (1987) called “ordinary self-deception,” or “desire-influenced manipulation of data” (p. 126; also see Mele, 1997, 2001). The goal of appearing moral to myself can be reached if I can manage to manipulate matters so as to avoid confronting the discrepancy between my self-serving behavior and my moral standards.

How might I manage to avoid this discrepancy? Assuming that (1) I have behaved in a way that violates my moral standards (by failing to abide by the result of the coin flip) and (2) responsibility for my action can’t be denied, ordinary self-deception strategies that could serve moral hypocrisy seem to be of two types. First, I might misperceive my self-serving behavior as being in line with my moral standards even though it actually isn’t. Second, I might avoid comparing my behavior to my standards, thereby overlooking the discrepancy and maintaining the illusion of morality. The first of these two strategies, if available, seems preferable because the second leaves me vulnerable to anything that draws my attention to the behavior–standard discrepancy. If I can employ the first strategy and convince myself that I’ve acted morally, then I can scrutinize my behavior from the perspective of my moral standards with impunity, even with pride.

Could participants in the studies providing evidence for moral hypocrisy have been able to perceive their self-serving behavior as in line with their standards? Could they have perceived the coin flip as fair even when it wasn’t? It seems possible. Participants were left alone to decide whether to flip the coin and, if so, how to interpret the outcome. Some—perhaps many—may not have decided the consequences of heads and tails in advance. Rather, once they saw that the flip produced heads [or tails], they may have “remembered” that this result assigned them the positive: “It’s heads [tails]. Let’s see, that means I get the positive task.” In this way, they could enjoy both the positive consequences and the knowledge that they made the assignment fairly by using the coin.


Labeling the Coin to Eliminate the First Type of Self-Deception

If participants relied on this kind of self-deception, it should be relatively easy to diminish if not eliminate the moral-hypocrisy effect. All that’s required is to specify in advance who gets which task when the coin comes up heads or tails. Accordingly, Batson et al. (1999, Study 1) placed participants in the task-assignment dilemma, but now there was a blue sticker on each side of the coin. One sticker said “SELF to POS,” and one said “OTHER to POS.” If with this labeled coin the hypocrisy effect disappeared (i.e., there was no longer a significant deviation from 50% in the direction of giving oneself the positive consequences), this would be evidence that the effect is due to the first self-deception strategy—perceiving self-serving behavior as moral. If the hypocrisy effect remained, it would be necessary to seek another explanation.

Adding labels did nothing to reduce the hypocrisy effect. The percentage of those assigning themselves the positive consequences after flipping the coin (86%) was much like the percentage doing so without flipping the coin (83%), and was significantly greater than the 50% expected from a fair coin flip. Moreover, once again, those who assigned themselves the positive consequences after flipping the coin rated the morality of the way they assigned the task higher (M = 7.42) than did those who made this assignment without flipping the coin (M = 3.90).

Could it be that the labels failed to clarify who won the flip? Apparently not. When asked afterward whether it would make a difference if the coin had no labels, all participants in this study said the labels made things clear. Most also said the labels eliminated the possibility of the first form of self-deception. Typical comments were, “It would be easier to pick me if the coin wasn’t labeled. You could fool yourself and say, ‘No, I meant that side.’” “Without the labels you’d be more likely to change your mind after the flip.” “People would probably cheat their way out and take the positive for themselves.” “You could fudge it.” “You could play mind games until you came to the conclusion that you get the positive.” Despite these assertions, labeling the coin didn’t noticeably reduce the hypocrisy effect.

Batson et al. (2002, Study 2) replicated these findings using different colored labels on the coin. By using different colored labels—and by surreptitiously observing participants while they made the task assignment—it was possible to know which participants flipped the coin and what color came up, revealing which participants won the coin flip and which lost. Comparing ratings of the morality of their task assignment by those who assigned themselves the positive consequences after losing the flip with the ratings by those who assigned themselves the positive consequences without flipping the coin shed light on a question raised by the results of previous studies: Was the higher rating among those who flipped the coin before assigning themselves the positive consequences simply a product of those participants who honestly won the flip (after all, half should), or was the charade of a dishonest flip sufficient to produce higher ratings of morality?

Apparently, the charade was sufficient. Participants who flipped the coin, lost, and then either (1) ignored the result and assigned themselves the positive or (2) fiddled the flip so they could win (by, e.g., flipping again until the coin came up in their favor) rated the morality of their action significantly higher (M = 5.56) than those who assigned themselves the positive task without flipping the coin (M = 3.89). The sham use of the coin seems to have provided sufficient appearance of morality that these participants could claim to have acted at least moderately morally. They were able to appear moral—or at least not immoral—without incurring the cost.

Results of these two labeled-coin studies couldn’t be explained by the first type of self-deception. But they could by the second—avoid comparing my immoral behavior (unfairly assigning myself the positive consequences) with my moral standards (be fair). Consistent with discussions of motivated reasoning (Ditto, Pizarro, and Tannenbaum, 2009; Kunda, 1990; Tenbrunsel and Messick, 2004) and with Baumeister and Newman’s (1994) claims about the role of strategically interrupted thought in enabling self-deception, those who ignored or fiddled the flip may have reasoned to the point, “I flipped the coin, which is fair,” and stopped without adding, “But I fiddled the result, which isn’t.” In this way, they may have managed to avoid assessing their behavior in light of the salient moral standard.


Using a Mirror to Eliminate the Second Type of Self-Deception

Self-awareness manipulations, such as looking at your face in a mirror, have been found to heighten awareness of discrepancies between our behavior and our salient personal standards, creating pressure to act in accord with standards (Wicklund, 1975). For example, Diener and Wallbom (1976) used being in front of a mirror to induce self-awareness in research participants who had the opportunity to cheat on a test. Those who were in front of the mirror—and therefore self-aware—cheated significantly less often than those who were not (also see Gino and Mogilner, 2014, Experiment 3).

If people motivated to appear moral yet avoid the cost of actually being moral rely on not comparing their immoral behavior to their moral standards, then making them self-aware should reduce or eliminate the hypocrisy effect. It should draw attention to the behavior–standard discrepancy, creating pressure to act in accord with the standard. Pursuing this logic, Batson et al. (1999, Study 2) once again placed participants in the task-assignment dilemma, gave them the statement to make the fairness standard salient, and provided a coin (unlabeled). But now, a large mirror that was ostensibly for use in another study was sitting on the participant’s desk. (The mirror was leaning against the wall to make clear it wasn’t a one-way mirror.) Participants in the high-self-awareness condition were seated facing themselves in the mirror as they made the task assignment. Those in the low-self-awareness condition were also seated facing the mirror, but it was turned to the wall, so they saw only the nonreflecting back. A notice in the corner of the mirror (or its back) said, “ANDERSON STUDY—DON’T TOUCH PLEASE.” Participants were asked not to move the mirror, and none did.

Results in the low-self-awareness condition of this study were much as in previous studies. Even among those who flipped the coin, well over half assigned themselves the positive consequences (85%). However, results in the high-self-awareness condition were dramatically different. Those who flipped the coin while facing themselves in the mirror showed no bias—50% assigned themselves the positive consequences. Reflecting their fair use of the coin, these participants rated the morality of the way they assigned the tasks very high (M = 8.80 on the 1–9 scale). This assignment difference across conditions was precisely what would be expected if self-awareness induced by the mirror rendered the second type of self-deception ineffective, forcing participants to actually be moral in order to appear moral to themselves. It suggested that the second type of self-deception—avoiding comparison of my immoral behavior and moral standards—plays an important role in moral hypocrisy.


What about Moral Integrity?

The reviewed research provides clear and consistent evidence of moral hypocrisy, but it doesn’t rule out the possibility of moral integrity. Suggestive of moral integrity is the fact that in virtually all of the studies, 10% to 20% of participants assigned the other person the positive consequences. This was true whether they flipped the coin or not.

Yet, although this evidence is suggestive, it isn’t conclusive because individuals differ in what’s needed to provide them wiggle room. Some of us have more strict self-regulatory standards than others. For those with especially strict standards, the opportunity to ignore or fiddle a coin flip may not have provided sufficient ambiguity to allow them to appear moral to themselves without actually being moral. If so, then like those facing themselves in the mirror, these participants could have acted fairly yet still have been motivated by moral hypocrisy. Consistent with this possibility, there are several studies in which dispositional or situational restriction of wiggle room seems to have produced an appearance of integrity (e.g., Carpenter and Marshall, 2009; Fernandez-Dols, Aguilar, Campo, Vallacher, Janowsky, Rabbia, et al., 2010; List, 2007; Lönnqvist, Irlenbusch, and Walkowitz, 2014; Mazar et al., 2008; Shalvi, Eldar, and Bereby-Meyer, 2012). Going the other direction, Gino and Ariely (2012) presented provocative evidence that more creative individuals may be better able to provide themselves the wiggle room needed to appear yet not be moral (also see Vincent, Emich, and Goncalo, 2013).

At this point, the existent research suggests that moral integrity is less prevalent and powerful than often assumed. There may well be people whose moral standards are sufficiently integrated into their core self to produce a genuine desire to be—not just appear—moral. However, at least among the undergraduates studied thus far, these people seem rare (even among those scoring high on measures of moral dispositions). And the prevalence of moral failures in the population at large suggests that such people may be rare among nonundergraduates as well (Batson, 2016). Rare, but not nonexistent (Colby and Damon, 1992).


Why Is Moral Integrity Rare, Hypocrisy Common?

Why is moral integrity—motivation with the ultimate goal of upholding some moral standard, principle, or ideal—not more common? I suspect the answer lies in how we acquire these standards. Despite the optimistic claims of Piaget (1932) and Kohlberg (1976) that principled morality emerges as a natural product of cognitive development and adaptation to the social environment, morality is typically taught. Parents aren’t willing to wait for their little dears to learn through experience the virtues of fairness, kindness, and honesty. The child is told repeatedly to share, take turns, play by the rules, and not to grab, hit, bite, steal, or lie. Moral compliance is rewarded, failure punished.

Learned in this way, such standards are apt to create obligations rather than desires—oughts rather than wants (Freud, 1930/1961; Heider, 1958). They are accepted as self-standards but not as part of the core sense of self. In the language of Deci et al. (1994), they are introjected rather than integrated.

Nor are attempts to encourage moral action by the administration of stronger rewards and punishments likely to help. Theory and research on both cognitive dissonance (Festinger and Freedman, 1964) and the undermining of intrinsic motivation (Kunda and Schwartz, 1983; Lepper, 1983) provide compelling arguments that a heavy-handed carrot-and-stick approach is likely to backfire. To see myself as acting morally to gain anticipated rewards or avoid anticipated punishments invites the inference that I don’t value being moral as an ultimate goal, only as an instrumental means to obtain desired self-benefits. It reinforces the tendency to value morality extrinsically rather than intrinsically. As a result, if it’s possible to obtain the self-benefits without actually being moral—as it often is—I should jump at the chance.

In contrast to moral integrity, hypocrisy isn’t likely to be explicitly taught. We’re far more likely to acquire this motive through experience. Over time, we discover that although being immoral can be costly, so can being moral. And we discover that appearance can be more important than reality.

A window through which to glimpse the emergence of moral hypocrisy is provided by observational research on the adjudication by adults of moral conflicts among young children, both at home (Dunn, 1987; Dunn and Munn, 1986, 1987) and in school (Walton and Sedlak, 1982). As if in a courtroom, each child pleads his or her case before the adult: “She hit me first!” “Did not; he took my truck!” The adult then renders a verdict (Darley and Schultz, 1990). Whatever can be made to appear true to the adult, even if not actually true, decides the case. No doubt the child is shocked and confused the first time he or she, although innocent, is judged guilty because a sibling or peer was more adroit at juggling the evidence. And no doubt a key lesson is learned: Parents and teachers aren’t omniscient. Those who judge whether I’ve been good or bad, and who dispense rewards and punishments accordingly, can be deceived. Once this lesson is learned, it’s only a short, natural step to convert the inclination to be moral into a desire to appear moral yet, if possible, avoid the cost of being moral. The hypocrisy motive is born.

These lessons learned in the early courtrooms of life lie deep and are a product of direct experience, not instruction. As a result, the hypocrisy motive may lie outside the realm of language and cognitive awareness. It’s therefore no surprise that behavior motivated by moral hypocrisy can easily be thought to be motived by moral integrity. It’s also no surprise that we keep this truth even from ourselves.


In Sum

As I said at the outset, my cynicism about character stems from two concerns. First, I doubt that character is a useful explanatory concept for moral psychology. This doubt isn’t based on skepticism about the value and importance of the phenomena the concept describes. Rather, it’s based on concern about the type of analysis the concept promotes. I’m concerned that it often encourages Aristotelian rather than Galilean science. It often leads to a focus on surface, observable phenotypes—on what has sometimes been called the reciprocal determinism of person, situation, and behavior—rather than on underlying conditional-genetic process. If we’re interested in understanding why we do and don’t act morally in various situations, I think we’ll make more progress by following Lewin than by focusing on either the situation or the person (or on the interaction of the two) as the cause of moral behavior. I think we need to consider the interplay of values, goals, and motives that produce morally relevant behavior. This conditional-genetic approach allows person and situation to be combined in, as Lewin said, one constellation of interdependent factors. Rather than situationists, personists, or interactionists, I think we need to be psychologists.

I tried to give at least a hint of the fruitfulness of such an approach by considering two ways of valuing our moral standards, principles, and ideals—and considering two forms of moral motivation. When our standards and ideals are internalized only to the level of introjection, they’re valued extrinsically as means to gain social and self-rewards and to avoid social and self-punishments. Opportunities to uphold them produce instrumental moral motivation, a form of egoism. When internalized to the level of integration, they’re valued for their own sake, intrinsically. Opportunities to uphold them produce truly moral motivation.

Moral motivation can be deceptive. What looks like truly moral motivation (moral integrity) often isn’t. Instead, it’s a subtle form of instrumental moral motivation—motivation to appear moral yet, if possible, avoid the cost of actually being moral. When there’s sufficient wiggle room, this moral hypocrisy motive has the virtue of providing us many of the benefits of moral integrity without having to pay the price. We can ride roughshod over our principles, standards, and ideals, yet still see ourselves as persons of character.

However, the goal of moral hypocrisy isn’t reached without skill. To gain the full benefits, we must be adept not only at rationalization and deceit of others, but also at self-deception. Many of us seem to be.

To recognize the prevalence of moral hypocrisy, and the role that self-deception can play, complicates our understanding of the moral life. Yet this recognition seems essential if we’re to unravel the mysteries of why we act morally—and why we so often don’t. It also may help us see not only the virtue of the concept of character but also its vice.
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1.1 Getting Less Cynical about Virtue

Joshua May

As usual, Dan Batson provides an experimentally rigorous, yet philosophically sophisticated, account of moral motivation—a model for exemplary work in moral psychology. I’ll attempt to summarize some of the main ideas in his illuminating essay but focus on raising some worries, despite much agreement otherwise. I too am cynical about character: Virtue, like moral knowledge, is precarious. However, I will try to motivate the idea that we are more virtuous and morally motivated than Batson suggests.

Batson gets cynical about character in two different ways and for two different reasons. First, character, as a psychological posit, isn’t useful. This is perhaps an unsurprising conclusion from a psychologist who many view as a father of situationism. However, Batson’s reason for skepticism about character traits has little to do with the surprising role situational factors play in behavior. After all, we’re rather consistently egoistic across a wide range of situations, as some of Batson’s studies suggest (see also the discussion in Kleingeld, 2015). Rather, we needn’t appeal to character to explain moral and immoral behavior, Batson says, because we achieve a deeper understanding of behavior by looking to motives and values (which, by the way, can vary easily with the situation). In particular, we should identify ultimate (or intrinsic) goals, which are pursued for their own sake, not as a means to something else.

Second, Batson is cynical about character in the sense that good character is rare. By good character—at least good moral character—he seems to mean moral integrity: motivation to uphold moral principles for their own sake. We’re often ultimately driven by self-interest (egoism) instead of a concern to be moral. Now this conclusion is perhaps surprising from such an ardent defender of the existence of altruism (Batson, 2011). However, while we can be ultimately motivated by moral principles and by a concern for others, Batson believes egoism is more common. The latest theme in his research suggests that, even when it comes to moral behavior, we are often ultimately motivated to appear moral while avoiding the cost of being moral if possible (the motive of moral hypocrisy). In other words, Batson believes that good character is rare because moral integrity is rare while moral hypocrisy and other forms of egoistic motivation are prevalent.

I’ll focus only on Batson’s second form of cynicism and aim to raise two worries for it. First, I’ll suggest the experiments on moral hypocrisy and other data in psychology may provide evidence for moral integrity. Second, while moral hypocrisy no doubt exists, its scope in our lives may be limited. But first let’s consider whether virtue or good character does require moral integrity.


Virtue without Moral Integrity?

Batson connects virtue with moral motivation, contrasting good moral character with self-interested motivation in particular, much in the spirit of Kant. The idea is intuitive enough. If we discover that, say, Raoul Wallenberg rescued so many Jews from the horrors of the Holocaust ultimately just for fame, our reverence for his deeds would surely diminish. But do we require of such heroes that they be ultimately motivated by moral principles?

What Batson calls “moral integrity” (or “principlism” in Batson, 2011) includes the ultimate goal of upholding specific moral principles, such as Be fair. However, it also appears to include what philosophers have called the “motive of duty”—the ultimate motivation to do whatever is right, as such. Suppose I’m deliberating about whether I should lie to my mother to spare her feelings or instead be honest. I value honesty, but I opt to lie because I conclude being kind in this situation is the right thing to do. Here, let’s suppose, I’m ultimately motivated to do whatever is right. As Kant says, such actions are not just in conformity with duty but done from duty.

Some ethicists believe this is too demanding, as it involves an obsession with abstract morality, a fetishizing that amounts to a vice. Imagine, for example, that Michael visits a friend in the hospital ultimately because he just wants to do the right thing. Michael exhibits moral integrity, but wouldn’t it be more appropriate—more virtuous—to just be motivated ultimately by a concern for his friend’s well-being (Stocker, 1976)? Moral integrity might alienate us in this way from the personal attachments that often provide us with moral obligations in the first place.

These are disputed issues among philosophers. My own view is that anything like the motive of duty is difficult to count as a vice given that we often happily and unabashedly describe our own actions as done simply “because I believe it’s the right thing to do” (May, 2013). Perhaps moral integrity can more often conflict with certain virtues in certain cases, such as helping close friends in need (Aboodi, 2015). But it’s less often problematic when doing right by strangers (as in Batson’s experiments) or in altering one’s behavior in light of changes in moral belief (Carbonell, 2013). Consider again the white lie to my mother. If I initially believe it would be wrong to lie to her, but then change my mind, it’s fitting to be motivated to do whatever is right, as such. Moral integrity is needed to appropriately structure such deliberations.

So I prefer a pluralistic approach. Moral integrity is sometimes a component of good moral character, but not always. In Batson’s defense, that is presumably all he needs for cynicism. If moral integrity is rare while egoism is common, then virtue is at least on thin ice.


The Prevalence of Moral Integrity

How rare is moral integrity? Batson’s main evidence is a series of brilliant experiments suggesting that at least some moral behavior is often motivated by self-interest. Participants are asked to assign one of two tasks to themselves and another person. One is positive or rewarding while the other task is boring or negative. Left to their own devices, people tend to allocate the positive task to themselves, and the negative one to the other person. When offered a fair procedure (e.g., flipping a coin), about half use it, but somehow such participants overwhelmingly award themselves the positive task. It turns out that people secretly manipulate or ignore the fair procedure to benefit themselves. Many thus seem motivated by moral hypocrisy: to appear moral while avoiding the costs of actually being moral when there’s sufficient wiggle room.

As Batson notes, this fits with a growing literature that suggests we’re highly prone to cheat if it yields greater benefits and we think we can fudge the results to our own satisfaction (e.g., Ariely, 2012). Even when we can just say “To hell with what’s right,” we instead more often say (or think) “I deserve the reward” or “Anyone else would do the same.” Frequently we’re willing to violate our own scruples—from morality to prudence—if we can deviously portray it as acceptable. As Groucho Marx once quipped, “Those are my principles, and if you don’t like them, well, I have others.”

Much as the road to hell is paved with good intentions, the route to temptation is paved with rationalization. Sometimes we concoct poor reasons for a self-serving choice already made (post hoc), but we take preemptive measures too by rationalizing a tempting choice before it’s made (ante hoc). It may seem that we succumb to temptation by the brute pull of passion or selfish desire. Rationalization, however, is a cognitive affair that involves changes in moral judgment or, more broadly, normative or evaluative judgment (Holton, 2009). Humans often succumb by persuading themselves that what they’re about to do is justifiable (cf. Watson, 1999). If this is right, then quite often we might be motivated by moral integrity—an ultimate concern to act in ways we can justify in terms of moral principles or ideals we accept (cf. Sie, 2015).

Consider the hypocrisy experiments in more detail. Participants will often fudge their use of a fair allocation procedure in order to ensure they assign the rewarding task to themselves. However, participants don’t exploit the wiggle room in order to avoid detection by others. They apparently cheat only by engaging in self-deception. The evidence suggests that people are not deceiving themselves by misremembering how the benefit was to be distributed (e.g., “Heads meant I get the good task, right?”). Rather, they seem to be avoiding an explicit comparison of the self-interested action to their moral standards. Batson believes the best explanation of this is an ultimate motivation to merely appear moral. However, it may be too quick to rule out motivation by moral principles (integrity).

It’s significant that participants are sensitive to whether their actions can be morally justified, despite no perceived risk of being caught. In all of the experiments, participants are led to believe that no one will know how they made their choice. So why do they fiddle with the flip? Why not just bypass the coin flip altogether? And why does fairness increase when one is more liable to compare one’s behavior to moral standards (e.g., in the presence of a mirror)?

A plausible explanation posits an ultimate motive to conform to one’s scruples (moral integrity). After all, participants who did act unfairly later rated their actions as more morally acceptable, provided they were able to justify it to themselves (e.g., by flipping the coin but fudging the results). This should be expected since the process of rationalization only makes sense in creatures who are ultimately concerned to uphold their principles, even in private. An ultimate goal of merely appearing moral to others is undoubtedly egoistic, but ultimately aiming to appear moral to oneself involves moral integrity, for one must then represent the act as moral in order to achieve one’s goal. Accounting for participants’ unfairness only by appeal to egoism struggles to explain why they act unfairly by justifying it to themselves (ante hoc rationalization). After all, being motivated to uphold a moral principle doesn’t serve self-interest unless one antecedently cares about being moral.

Of course, doing what’s right might seem to promote one’s interests if others will witness it and dole out praise or financial rewards, but that isn’t the case here. It may seem that morality serves self-interest if one would feel bad about acting immorally. But why would being moral yield positive feelings (or avoid negative ones) in the absence of an intrinsic concern for morality or justifiability? Feeling bad about violating one’s own moral scruples seems to presuppose a concern to be moral. Absent such a concern, feeling guilt is inappropriate and would call for a special explanation (cf. Slote, 2013, on guilt being incompatible with egoism). Merely seeking to avoid punishment or censure calls for fear, not guilt. Thus, it’s plausible that participants’ motivation to be moral is ultimate, not instrumental to an egoistic goal.

Self-interest is surely playing a role for most participants since they are rationalizing the selfish choice. Perhaps the self-interested motive is even ultimate. The best explanation is likely mixed, positing multiple ultimate goals, particularly egoism and moral integrity (cf. Ariely, 2012), perhaps also altruism. Positing multiple ultimate goals, however, is compatible with my main claim, which is just that we haven’t ruled out moral integrity in the hypocrisy experiments.

Of course, it doesn’t seem particularly virtuous to uphold principles corrupted by (ante hoc) rationalization. However, I am merely challenging the claim that moral integrity is infrequent since Batson’s assumption is that virtue requires it. It’s a separate question whether the prevalence of rationalization threatens the prominence of virtue. My own view is that, to a certain extent, it does. Whether the situation is truly tragic, though, depends partly on how pervasive egoistic motives (like moral hypocrisy) are—an issue to which we should now turn.


The Limits of Moral Hypocrisy

Perhaps a cynic could claim victory, even while accepting that moral integrity exists, provided that moral hypocrisy is more frequent. There are at least three reasons to be doubtful of this strategy.

First, rationalization appears to be rather prevalent in a variety of contexts. Motivated reasoning induces wishful thinking of all sorts (see Kunda, 1990), and again there is some evidence that this often works through changes in normative or evaluative judgment (Holton, 2009). For example, one study found that children as young as 8 appear to devalue a treat they initially ranked as worth waiting for, once they’re tempted to instead simply take the lesser treat sitting right in front of them (Karniol and Miller, 1983). By devaluing what was previously thought more valuable, one can rationalize a different option. Like Aesop’s fox, we sometimes judge the grapes to be sour once we realize they’re out of reach. If, as I’ve suggested, rationalization when deliberating about moral matters implicates moral integrity, then such a nonegoistic motive is prevalent.

Second, as Batson’s earlier research suggests, we also sometimes have an ultimate concern for the well-being of others. In particular, when we empathize with others in need, we are more likely to be ultimately motivated by genuine altruism. In fact, I have defended Batson’s empathy–altruism hypothesis against various attacks (e.g., May, 2011). Thus, I believe we have strong evidence—from common experience to rigorous experiments—suggesting that we can at least sometimes have other morally laudable motives that rise above egoism. Given the pluralistic approach to virtue outlined earlier, we may include altruism as part of a virtuous character (cf. Miller, 2013).

The third reason to be doubtful of the scope of egoistic motives like moral hypocrisy is that we have some evidence that it isn’t so rampant. After all, Batson’s key experiments purporting to demonstrate its existence might not have ruled out my rationalization hypothesis and at best demonstrate mixed motives of integrity and hypocrisy. More importantly, even if we have strong evidence of moral hypocrisy, there is some reason to think that egoistic motives driven by rationalization are constrained by an ultimate desire to be moral (moral integrity).

Consider the extensive studies now done on cheating and honesty, primarily conducted by Dan Ariely and his collaborators (see Ariely, 2012). Such experiments have consistently shown, as Ariely says, that most people cheat a little but not a lot (cf. Miller, this volume). Many of the studies involve presenting participants with an opportunity to lie with impunity about the number of problems they solved, thus increasing the cash they can pocket at the end of the experiment. For example, in one study, those who had an opportunity to cheat claimed on average to solve only two more math problems (six out of twenty total) than those without an opportunity to be dishonest (four out of twenty). Importantly, the average difference wasn’t due to a select minority of amoral liars who claimed to solve most of the problems but rather to “lots of people who cheated by just a little bit” (Ariely, 2012, p. 23). Such results in this line of research are the norm, even when the payout per problem solved is substantially increased. Moreover, the best explanation again appeals to rationalization: We tend to cheat only a little because that’s the amount we can justify to ourselves (or to others if they happen to find out). Increasing the “fudge factor,” as Ariely puts it, increases cheating because it allows one to rationalize bending the moral rules.

So do we ultimately lack virtue or good character? Is there something “wrong with morality,” as Batson (2016) has put it? Certainly to some degree. We may categorically lack good character but only if the bar for virtue is rather high. Perhaps even then many of us are not vicious but simply have “mixed” character traits (Miller, 2013). Either way, I doubt the situation is quite as dire as Batson lets on. Like our propensities to cheat, we should be a little bit cynical about good character, but not a lot.
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1.2 In Defense of (a Little) Moral Hypocrisy

Karl Aquino

Dan Batson makes a persuasive case for why scholars should be more judicious about using the concept of “moral character” to explain why people perform praiseworthy acts and refrain from committing harmful ones. I agree with his first reason for cynicism. I too believe that the concept has limited utility and the field should move away from building theories around moral character as a set of attributes and focus instead on identifying the values, goals, and motives that lead people to behave as they do in certain situations. Batson associates this framework with a Galilean approach to explaining the natural world and is both sensible and consistent with how many of the moral psychologists I know already go about their business. Perhaps Batson’s initial reason for cynicism is meant to gently nudge those who continue operating on the Aristotelian model to consider an alternative approach.

In my comment on his essay, I will heed Batson’s advice to use the concepts of values, goals, and motives when discussing what I consider to be the more intriguing reason for why he is cynical about moral character—namely, because it is rare. His definition for what constitutes moral character is a rather severe one and requires a person to have moral integrity, meaning that his or her actions should be motivated by an ultimate desire to uphold self-determined moral standards, principles, or ideals and not by the prospect of gaining the benefits of being perceived as moral. In the latter case, the person would be acting on an instrumental motive and not the intrinsic one that Batson maintains is the hallmark of moral integrity. His evidence for the paucity of moral character comes from a series of experiments he and his colleagues have conducted over the years. The results of these experiments are ably summarized by my co-commentator Joshua May, so I will not repeat them. I will simply remind the reader that the main conclusion of these studies is that what appears to be moral behavior is often a chimerical attempt by study participants to appear moral without bearing the costs of actually performing moral acts. Batson calls this “moral hypocrisy.”

I have always found Batson’s studies convincing. They are rigorous, cleverly designed and affirm my personal experiences with moral failure. Like many of Batson’s experimental participants, and I suspect many readers of this volume, I have violated principles I claim to espouse and later presented myself to others as having remained faithful to my moral commitments. The question I raise in response to Professor Batson’s cynicism about those of us who occasionally lapse into moral hypocrisy is “So what?”

François de La Rochefoucauld, another notable cynic, once said that hypocrisy is the tribute vice plays to virtue. If one were to adopt a critical stance against this practice, one could interpret La Rochefocauld’s statement as a moral rebuke against those who know what is right, do not do it, yet intentionally deceive others to preserve the image of rectitude. Such people would be said to lack the virtue of honesty, and it would not be a stretch to say that a fair number of us believe there is a special place in Hell reserved for them. In fact, Dante tells us in the Inferno that this place can be found in the Eighth Circle of Hell where the souls of hypocrites are condemned to march eternally in a slow procession, their bodies weighted by a cloak of lead. However, a more benign interpretation of hypocrisy’s connection to virtue is possible, and I believe this one gives us more insight into the motives that likely underlie many instances of moral hypocrisy of the kind that Batson found in his studies. This interpretation assumes that moral hypocrisy is one possible outcome of the self’s attempt to achieve two equally adaptive goals: (1) maintaining a belief in its essential goodness (Taylor and Brown, 1988; Tesser, 1988) and (2) striving for consistency. These goals can be simultaneously achieved if a person acts with integrity, as Batson defines it. Yet he acknowledges that in any given situation there are many forces that can lead a person to deviate from self-determined moral principles like being fair or concerned about the needs of others. In Batson’s studies, participants assigned themselves the positive consequences task that could only benefit them and not another person much more frequently than the neutral one. We can infer from this finding that the perceived egoistic gains from being assigned the former task were sufficiently enticing that they overwhelmed any concern most participants had about their partner’s welfare.

What is important to consider when thinking about such behavior in the context of Batson’s experiment and other situations is that the self can assume two different roles for engaging with the social world. A number of writers have commented on the dual nature of the self, describing it as being able to adopt the perspective of an executor of action—that is, an agent—and an actor who observes the agent’s activities (Frimer, Schaefer, and Oakes, 2014; McAdams, 1993). The former, being a private self, should be largely unfettered by concerns about social disapproval. In contrast, when a person takes the perspective of the self as actor, social life becomes a stage where putting on the right performance in front of the watchful eyes of observers becomes a paramount concern (Goffman, 1959). Importantly, the actor also assumes the role of observing his or her own performance and by doing so becomes subject to self-examination and judgment. There is considerable evidence that the agentic self is more egoistic than the self as actor (Frimer et al., 2014), and it is probable that this version of the self was adopted by most of Batson’s subjects in the anonymous decision-making tasks. If so, it would explain why they often assigned themselves the pleasant task. 

Nevertheless, since most people in Batson’s studies also claimed that making the assignment in a procedurally fair way was the more moral choice, when they violated this fairness principle there are good reasons to suspect that doing so could have activated the subsidiary, self-relevant goal of being consistent in thought and deed. This goal could be brought into consciousness by the uncomfortable feeling that ensues when people act in a way that deviates from what they believe (Aronson, 1969). The term commonly used to describe this vague sense of unease is “dissonance” (Festinger, 1957). According to Batson, the solution many participants may have chosen to avoid dissonance arising from unfairly assigning their partner the neutral task was to engage in a type of self-deception whereby they avoid making (or refuse to make) explicit comparisons between their self-interested actions and their moral standards. Batson attributes this mental maneuver to their desire to appear moral without paying the cost of doing so. However, an arguably less pernicious motive could simply be that they anticipated feeling bad as a result of acting inconsistently, so they expressed the identity of being a moral person to maintain a belief in their essential goodness.

All of this is to say that what Batson calls “moral hypocrisy” could be interpreted more generously as a type of identity work. Identity work refers to the activities individuals engage in to construct personal identities that are consistent with and supportive of their self-concept (Snow and Anderson, 1987). Identity work is particularly likely to occur in the aftermath of feedback that threatens the coherence of one’s current self-view (Sonenshein, 2007), as would be the case if people recognized that their actions violate a principle they adopt as a guide for behavior. I am guessing Batson would agree that maintaining a positive self-concept is a worthwhile goal if it contributes to personal happiness and doesn’t lead to pathological narcissism or a sustained disregard for the welfare of others. People are cognitive misers so they will probably choose the least demanding routes to defend against identity threats. In Batson’s experiments, avoiding a comparison between their actions and their moral standards would be one such route, but there may be others. That the self and its goals are intimately connected to the moral hypocrisy motive is evidenced by results of the study in which Batson and his colleagues (Batson et al., 1999) had participants look into a mirror and, as a result, they did not exhibit moral hypocrisy. This finding gives me reason for optimism because it shows that moral hypocrisy does not appear to be a chronic motive for most people. I draw this conclusion because it appears that its motivational force can be neutralized by a fairly subtle social cue in the experimental environment: the presence of a mirror. Although there are certainly people who may go through much of their lives as deliberate frauds and impostors, I wager that more people will have a harder time exhibiting moral hypocrisy where they are in environments where multiple social cues activate the self as actor and not only as agent. As social beings these are the kinds of environments where we spend most of our lives. No doubt some people—low self-monitors (Snyder, 1974) come to mind—may require stronger social cues to experience the self as actor, but there are other individual differences, some of which Batson alludes to briefly in his essay, that could weaken the potency of the hypocrisy motive.

One individual difference that has a direct connection to the self is moral identity (Aquino and Reed, 2002; Blasi, 1984). Moral identity can be broadly defined as the mental representation that people hold about themselves as moral beings. It is essentially a theory of self, and for those whose moral identity is strong this theory carries with it associations with moral values, ideals, and goals that are tightly integrated into the self-concept. Consider the case described by Badaracco and Useem (2006) of a junior banker who, despite his Orthodox Jewish beliefs, misled his clients and was then tormented by failing to uphold his own standards. Not only would people with a strong moral identity be more likely to recognize violations of their moral standards, but their desire to maintain consistency with these standards could dominate the motive to appear moral without actually being so (Blasi, 1984; Mulder and Aquino, 2013). Of course, even people with a strong moral identity may exhibit moral hypocrisy under certain conditions, but this is true of any individual difference. My point is that the moral hypocrisy motive may prove to be a more malleable and less potent force compared to other forces that motivate a consistent adherence to one’s moral standards.

Another reason why I am not terribly concerned about moral hypocrisy is that there is theory and empirical evidence suggesting that moral hypocrisy can influence people to act morally at a later time. Batson implicitly acknowledges the transformative potential of moral hypocrisy when he alludes to Frank’s (1988) argument that people need to present themselves convincingly as being committed to morality even when they are not if they want to gain the trust of others and initiate reciprocal altruism. According to Frank (1988), one way to do this without being detected is to really become committed to morality. Over the course of time, adopting such an orientation could lead people to reach a state of genuine moral integrity. This explanation assumes that moral integrity emerges as a result of a selection process in which those who are truly moral will be more successful at initiating reciprocal altruism and increase their survival chances. However, there are psychological pathways through which virtue might arise from moral hypocrisy that do not depend on environmental selection mechanisms.

Several writers argue that when people decide whether or not to act morally in a given situation, they take into account what they have done in the past (Jordan, Mullen, and Murnighan, 2011; Monin and Miller, 2001; Sonenshein, 2007). This assumption is the basis for models of compensatory ethics (Jordan et al., 2011; Zhong, Ku, Lount, and Murnighan, 2010). Compensatory ethics assumes that people try to maintain a state of moral equilibrium where they make up for the bad things they do by doing good, and vice versa. As it applies to Batson’s moral hypocrisy experiments, one testable hypothesis based on a compensatory ethics model is that after people unfairly assign their partner to the less desirable task, knowing that it was not the most moral choice, they might be highly motivated to act morally in a subsequent situation to restore a state of moral equilibrium. They may even experience a stronger motivation to be moral than those who assigned themselves the less desirable task. In the latter case, acting morally on one occasion could give them a license to later relax their moral standards (Monin and Miller, 2001). If compensatory ethics models are correct, then moral hypocrites might be less egoistic than those who were not hypocritical when given a chance to atone for their previous moral failure. Or it could be that if the nonhypocrites acted with genuine integrity, and their desire for self-consistency is strong, we would see no difference between their behavior and those of the moral hypocrites in the new situation. In either case, the moral hypocrites would show a willingness to bear the cost of acting morally if given a second chance because this would allow them to reach a state of equilibrium around their moral standard. This is particularly likely to occur if they also have a strong moral identity. Mulder and Aquino (2013) provide some evidence supporting this possibility by showing that people with a strong moral identity engaged in more prosocial behavior after acting dishonestly than those with a weak moral identity.

A final reason why I am more sanguine than Batson about the presence of all the moral hypocrites around me is that they may serve a useful social function. Assuming we want to live in a world where it would be difficult for people to feign virtue (and I’m not certain that most of us would really want to live in such a world), our exposure to moral hypocrisy gives us the opportunity to sharpen our “crap detection” skills, to borrow Postman and Weingartner’s (1969) memorable phrase. Batson notes how as a society’s ability to detect cheaters becomes more sophisticated, those who want to present themselves as virtuous without having to be so will need to become more skilled at dissimulation. I contend that this is getting more difficult as the ubiquitous gaze of electronic surveillance technology, the global reach of social media, and the ready access people have to cameras and video recorders in their cell phones amplify our crap detection abilities.1 One need only turn to the news to find examples of people who experience embarrassing disclosures about their personal lives that taint their public image as beacons of morality. Consequently, routinely professing to be scrupulously moral without really being eventually proves to be a highly demanding and risky way of getting ahead in life. If I am right, then many people might become increasingly cautious about being merely moral poseurs as they realize that the most reliable and safer way to reap the rewards of moral repute is to actually behave like a moral person. Of course, these cultural developments may not necessarily deter those for whom the exercise of moral hypocrisy has become an integral part of their repertoire of social skills, especially if fraudulent self-presentation frequently helps them achieve their goals. Life is not fair, and many scoundrels end up with all the goodies. For people disturbed by this fact, I submit that the onus is on them to unmask moral hypocrites wherever they may find them. But there is an old saying about living and dying by the same sword that could temper their enthusiasm to do so.

Even if it turns out that people don’t become more virtuous as result of occasional moral hypocrisy, the injuries they inflict on society may be tolerable given the benefits they gain in the form of self-concept maintenance. It could also be that society benefits even from false professions of morality by people who are really hypocrites if it sends the message about what behaviors are valued by others.2 Thus might the sanctimonious moral hypocrite bring about a positive social outcome by exerting normative pressure on others to become more virtuous. Furthermore, As Josh May points out in his commentary, when people do act badly as a result of moral hypocrisy or other motivations, experiments suggest they do not act as badly as they could. Batson’s experimental participants may have been willing to assign a less desirable task to other participants than the one they give themselves while still claiming to have acted morally, but it is not obvious that they could entertain this illusory judgment for very long if they were asked to defraud a trusting client, market tobacco to adolescents, or betray a close friend. The burden of going through the world as a moral hypocrite par excellence may be too much for most people to bear. Perhaps this is why the hypocrites in Dante’s Hell face the endless torment of wandering the netherworld shrouded in a cape of lead.

My response to Batson’s cynicism about the paucity of moral integrity is that the kind of hypocrisy that he and his colleagues have discovered in their experiments is largely beneficial for the self and potentially beneficial for society. Whether the cost of being duped by a few chronic and ruthless moral hypocrites is too high to countenance a little moral hypocrisy once in a while from everyone else is a question the reader will have to answer. To be clear, I am not defending moral impostors (see Hornsey and Jetten, 2011) who regularly use moral hypocrisy as a means for exploiting others and gaining undeserved social repute. These people are truly dangerous and exposing their duplicity is a worthwhile goal in my opinion. However, I can appreciate how the hypocrisy motive under certain circumstances can be psychologically adaptive for imperfect creatures like us. I am doubtful that the results of Batson’s experiments, and the conclusions he reaches in his essay, suggest that participants and society would be happier and better off if we were always honest with ourselves about our moral failures. Life is difficult enough, and not everyone can endure with equanimity the harsh truths exposed by realistic self-appraisal. If a dash of moral hypocrisy followed by a sprinkling of moral atonement can lessen the sting of what Shakespeare’s brooding Hamlet described as the “thousand Natural shocks that Flesh is heir to,” then I believe there is more reason for being grateful than cynical about how easily we can convince ourselves that we are far more virtuous than we really are.
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1.3 Help Thou My Unbelief: A Reply to May and Aquino

C. Daniel Batson

Many thanks to Josh May and Karl Aquino for their thoughtful, penetrating comments. They’ve provided good springboards to further reflection on the nature of moral motivation and on how we value our moral standards. Thanks also for their optimism. Josh argues that we’re more virtuous and morally motivated than I suggest. Karl sings the praise of limited moral hypocrisy. Their attempts to get me out of the depths of doubt and cynicism are most appreciated.

But I fear they didn’t succeed. Cynicism remains. Before getting to my reasons for spurning the generous offers of reassurance, I’d like to offer five quick clarifications:

	In response to Josh’s first section on virtue without moral integrity, let me say that when I speak of moral principles, standards, and ideals—and of truly moral motivation as directed toward the ultimate goal of being moral—I’m not talking only about Kantian conceptions of morality. You don’t need to have an abstract goal of wanting to do right, be moral, or follow the dictates of duty. If you think being fair is the right thing to do in a given situation, and you pursue fairness as an ultimate goal, then, as I use the term, you’re truly morally motivated—that is, motivated by moral integrity. The same is true if you think the right thing is to provide the greatest good for the greatest number, or do no harm, or not cheat, or show compassion to a person in need, or follow the Golden Rule, or promote any other moral principle, standard, or ideal that you consider relevant to the situation. I speak of the ultimate goal of “being moral” as shorthand to cover all such possibilities. Any principle (standard, ideal) the person in question holds for proper conduct in the situation qualifies, whether concrete or abstract. If the person acts to uphold such a principle as an end in itself, that’s moral integrity.

	I don’t consider altruism to be a truly moral motive. This view—controversial I know—follows from my Galilean focus on motivation instead of the more common Aristotelian focus on behavior. I define altruism as a motivational state with the ultimate goal of increasing another’s welfare. I define truly moral motivation as a motivational state with the ultimate goal of promoting a moral principle, standard, or ideal. It’s true that altruistic motivation often leads to behavior judged moral. Still, this behavior isn’t morally motivated because promoting a relevant moral principle (standard, ideal) isn’t the ultimate goal; it’s an unintended consequence. So, referring to one of Josh’s examples, to be motivated by concern for your friend’s well-being is altruism and not moral (or virtuous) motivation despite the fact that both you and I may judge the resulting action moral (or virtuous).

	I use the term “moral hypocrisy” to refer to a subtle form of instrumental moral motivation, a form of egoism. The ultimate goal of the hypocrisy motive is to appear moral in order to get the social and self-benefits that being moral provides yet, if possible, avoid the associated costs. When presenting this definition, I should have made it clearer that to fully reach this goal, you need to appear moral both to others and to yourself. If you fail to appear moral to others, you lose the benefits of social approval, and you risk the costs of social censure. If you fail to appear moral to yourself, you lose the benefits of self-approval, and you risk self-censure. Apparently, I was too cryptic when I mentioned a Ring of Gyges that makes our moral lapses invisible not only to others but also to ourselves. Even if it can’t always be achieved, the goal of moral hypocrisy is to appear moral to both self (Josh’s focus) and others (Karl’s focus).

	When I pointed out that moral hypocrisy involves more than retrospective rationalization of our misdeeds, I didn’t mean to suggest that rationalization plays no part in hypocrisy. Prospective (previolation) rationalization is almost always involved in self-deception of the two types I considered as potential contributors to moral hypocrisy—(1) misperceiving standard-violating behavior as standard-promoting and (2) avoiding comparison of such behavior with relevant standards. I may, for example, reason that “what she doesn’t know won’t hurt her,” thereby strategically shifting from a standard of fairness to one of do no harm that allows me to act morally by one of my standards yet still take the positive-consequences task (echoes of Josh’s quote from Groucho Marx). Or, I may flip the coin until I win because the earlier flips were “just practice.” Prospective rationalizations.

	I brought up Robert Frank’s proposal that primordial hypocrisy leads to present-day integrity to challenge it, not to endorse it. Evidence for the role played by self-deception in the task-assignment situation supports Trivers’s view rather than Frank’s. Instead of having to actually be moral to avoid giving off cues of deceit, self-deception enables me to appear honestly moral to others (and to myself) when I’m not, thereby avoiding detection.


Now, to the reasons for remaining cynical.


Lingering Doubts about the Prevalence and Power of Moral Integrity

Josh suggests that the task-assignment experiments, which I believe reveal evidence of moral hypocrisy, provide evidence for the prevalence of moral integrity. This is because to find that people are concerned to appear moral to themselves indicates a concern to conform to their scruples:

An ultimate goal of merely appearing moral to others is undoubtedly egoistic, but ultimately aiming to appear moral to oneself involves moral integrity, for one must then represent the act as moral in order to achieve one’s goal.… Being motivated to uphold a moral principle doesn’t serve self-interest unless one antecedently cares about being moral. (Josh’s italics)


I quite agree that a person must care about being moral to be motivated by moral hypocrisy. For example, the person must believe, consciously or unconsciously, that he or she should use a fair method to assign the tasks. However, this doesn’t mean that the person is motivated by moral integrity, only that he or she knows (1) what integrity implies in the situation and (2) the significance of acting morally. Integrity and hypocrisy walk together to this point. Then they part company because of their different goals and underlying values (e.g., be fair vs. appear fair). In pursuit of the goal of appearance, hypocrisy carefully attends to and cares about integrity and about getting the benefits it brings—while, if possible, avoiding the costs. It may be more difficult to appear moral to myself without actually being moral than it is to appear moral to others, but the relation of hypocrisy to integrity is the same in each case. So is the instrumental nature of the motivation.


Overpowered Integrity versus Moral Hypocrisy

What about Josh’s “rationalization hypothesis”? If I understand it correctly, it’s a version of weakness of will, or what I call overpowered integrity. (Karl speaks of integrity being “overwhelmed.”) By this view, a self-serving moral violation such as unfairly giving myself the positive-consequences task is the result of conflict between truly moral motivation to assign fairly—moral integrity—and egoistic motivation to get the positive task. Rationalization is used to convince ourselves that to pursue self-interest doesn’t violate our moral principles—at least not much (“What I did isn’t that bad”; “Anyone else would do the same”). Such rationalizations tip the scales in favor of self-interest—Aristotle’s incontinence. Moral integrity may not be powerful enough to win the day, but it’s in the battle.

I think that overpowered integrity, with or without the particular form of rationalization Josh suggests, is an important alternative to moral hypocrisy. I think it’s apparent in the behavior of participants who, without flipping the coin, assigned themselves the positive consequences then immediately afterward (1) said this wasn’t the morally right thing to do and (2) rated the morality of their assignment behavior low. It’s also possible that some research participants who flipped the coin intended to abide by the result. But when the coin came up against them, this intent was overpowered by their desire for the positive consequences. Such behavior may reveal the weakness of moral integrity—and our need for something like moral Depends to deal with our incontinence—but it also reveals that an integrity motive is present.

At the same time, I think there’s considerable evidence for hypocrisy that’s hard to explain in terms of overpowered integrity. First, there’s the behavior of participants who fiddled the coin flip by flipping until they won. If their desire to be fair was overpowered, why bother to flip again? Having decided to favor self rather than be fair, there’s no need. Even harder to explain is the fact that these fiddlers rated the way they assigned the tasks as more moral than did participants who assigned themselves the positive consequences without going through the charade of flipping the coin. If the fiddlers’ desire to be fair was overpowered, there should be no difference in these ratings. Finally, there’s the effect of sitting in front of the mirror on the fairness of assignment after flipping the coin. Why would a mirror prevent overpowering? This self-awareness induction has been found to make the standard–behavior discrepancy salient, not to strengthen the standard. Each of these results is more consistent with moral hypocrisy.

So I don’t think overpowered integrity can account for all the evidence claimed for moral hypocrisy, but it can account for some. How much, I hope future research will tell. Let me suggest one research possibility that could shed some light.


A Research Possibility

We might be able to tease the overpowered integrity and hypocrisy accounts apart by looking at whether the moral principle (standard, ideal) is still present after the violation. A hypocrisy account would expect it to be. It’s not clear an overpowered integrity account would. For example, in the Karniol and Miller (1983) research that Josh cites, the children devalued the treat they were waiting for (analogous to devaluing fairness in the task-assignment situation), which allowed them to prefer—and take—the initially less desirable but immediately available treat (analogous to taking the positive-consequences task). If our research participants devalued fairness, that would be more consistent with overpowered integrity than hypocrisy. It would suggest that participants experienced a standard–behavior discrepancy which they were motivated to remove. In contrast, devaluing the standard doesn’t promote hypocrisy’s goal of appearing truly moral. To reach that goal, the person must believe that the standard has been met. But, of course, there’s no parallel to this possibility in the Karniol and Miller research because the competing goals were physical objects—treats. How could a child appear to get the more desirable treat without getting it?

Turning, then, to the possibility of standard devaluation in moral dilemmas, two different rationalizations could account for the “cheat a little” behavior of participants reporting how many math matrices they solved correctly when given the chance to shred their answer sheet before reporting (vs. when given no chance to shred—Ariely, 2012, in Josh’s references). Ariely claims that participants found it tolerable to say they solved more than they did as long as they inflated their score by only a few, reasoning something like, “Cheating’s not right, but everybody does it, so it’s OK—within limits.” Such a trade-off is, once again, quite consistent with (partially) overpowered integrity, not hypocrisy.

Could participants in the shredder condition have been motivated by moral hypocrisy instead of overpowered integrity? It seems possible. If participants were pursuing moral hypocrisy, I would expect a different type of rationalization—one that convinced them they didn’t cheat. One way to do this would be to perceive some of their wrong answers as right. When scoring their work, participants might, for example, reason for certain wrong answers, “Oh, that’s not what I meant; I meant this one (the correct answer).” So their inflated score would be, in their eyes, their true score.

Insofar as I know, the content of rationalizations wasn’t measured in Ariely’s cheating research, perhaps because such measures would likely be reactive and contaminated by self-presentation. Fortunately, I think there’s a better way to test the two accounts—by modifying the Ariely procedure as follows: After participants perform the matrix task and then score, shred (or not), and report their result, tell them that they’re to do the task a second time under the same conditions (shred vs. not) with a different matrix sheet. But this time, they must specify in advance the number of matrices they think they’ll get right. If they get the specified number or more correct, they’ll receive $2.00 for each correct matrix up to the number they specified, and $0.50 for each correct matrix beyond that number (so, e.g., if they specified five correct then got seven, they would receive [5 × $2.00] + [2 × $0.50] = $11.00). If, however, they fail to get at least the specified number correct, they’ll get nothing.

The idea is to give participants an incentive for reporting how many matrices they really think they’ll get right. (In the example above, had they specified seven correct, they would have received [7 × $2.00] = $14.00.) If shredder participants were motivated by overpowered integrity when reporting their result on the first task (and know they cheated a little), they should specify a lower number than the number they said they got right on the first task. They should, on average, specify a number close to the number reported for the first task by no-shredder participants, who had no opportunity to cheat. On the other hand, if shredder participants were motivated by moral hypocrisy (and think they reported their true score on the first task), they should specify a number close to the number reported for the first task. (I say “close to” in each case because participants might want to make a somewhat conservative estimate to ensure reaching it.) What do you think we’d find? I’m not sure, which is why I’d like to know.


What’s Overpowered? Is It Integrity or Hypocrisy?

Another cause for doubt. Even when there’s clear evidence of overpowering, it’s important to consider what motive is overpowered. Is it motivation to be truly moral, as overpowered integrity accounts assume? Or could it be motivation to appear moral yet, if possible, avoid the cost of actually being moral? That is, could it be overpowered hypocrisy? Especially if the only way to appear moral in a given situation is to act morally (i.e., there’s no wiggle room), I could decide to serve self-interest and say to hell with appearing moral. Motivation to serve blatant, material self-interest could overpower hypocrisy rather than integrity. Again, more research is needed.

For these reasons, I still doubt the prevalence and power of moral integrity. At least when it comes to interpersonal interest-conflict situations, the research to date suggests moral hypocrisy is more common. Of course, new data could change things.


So What?

Karl suggests that moral hypocrisy isn’t that common and, with the exception of those few people who “go through their lives as deliberate frauds and impostors,” its benefits may outweigh its liabilities. It leads us to feel better about ourselves after moral failures, and it may inspire others to practice what we preach—even if we don’t. So, as long as it doesn’t get out of hand, why worry about it?

Tempting reassurances. But I can think of two reasons to worry about whether moral action is motivated by hypocrisy or integrity—in addition to the obvious yet profound reason that has stoked the furnaces of scientists for centuries: Wouldn’t it be nice to know what really makes things tick? One reason carries implications for understanding the nature of moral motivation; the other for the creation of a more moral society.


Underestimating Hypocrisy

First, because the goal of moral hypocrisy is to convince ourselves and others that it’s really moral integrity, it should lead us to underestimate its own prevalence and power. To reach its goal, hypocrisy must stay out of sight of both self and others by wearing the mask of moral integrity. Whether in the street or the research lab, it must lead us to think that moral action, when it occurs, is motivated by a desire to actually be moral.

Consistent with this expectation, most discussions of moral motivation—either by psychologists or by philosophers—focus on the strength of the motivation, not on its nature (ultimate goal). The question addressed is whether the motivation is strong enough to produce moral behavior or will be overpowered by other motives—most notably, various forms of self-interest (again, overpowered integrity). However, if moral action can be produced by different motives with different ultimate goals, strength of the motive isn’t the only issue. Also key is the connection between the motive’s ultimate goal and moral action. If, for this person in this situation, the ultimate goal can be reached more easily without acting morally, then what had been a promoral motive becomes antimoral.

When should moral hypocrisy motivate moral action, and when not? Remember the key qualifier in the definition: “… while, if possible, avoiding the cost of actually being moral.” When it’s not possible to appear moral without actually being moral, hypocrisy should encourage moral action. One implication of this is that we shouldn’t assume that a person who acts morally is not motivated by hypocrisy. To make this assumption is to shift focus from motivation to behavior, from underlying process to surface manifestation. When Karl relies on those cases in which social or self-deception fails—allowing him to see behind the mask—to conclude that hypocrisy is rare, he almost certainly underestimates its frequency. He omits all of the cases in which social or self-deception succeeds.

But aren’t there certain types of people among whom integrity is common and hypocrisy rare? To be specific, what about those who score high on the Aquino and Reed (2002—see Karl’s references) Importance of Moral Identity scale? Have these people internalized morality to the point of integration, leading them to be motivated by moral integrity, not hypocrisy? I doubt it, and if I understand correctly, Karl does too. He and colleagues (Aquino, Freeman, Reed, Lim, and Felps, 2009) depict the internalization of high scorers on this scale as introjection, not integration (to use the terms I borrowed from Deci, Eghrari, Patrick, and Leone, 1994, cited in my chapter). And if their standards are introjected, high scorers should be more prone to hypocrisy, not integrity—as colleagues and I found was the case in the task-assignment situation for participants scoring high on a measure of personal commitment to moral values. My doubt notwithstanding, whether high scores on Importance of Moral Identity are associated with increased integrity or increased hypocrisy should be tested. Fortunately, as I write, I believe Karl is in the process of doing so.

Let me mention one more possible source of underestimation—moral compensation. At this point, we don’t know whether persons motivated by hypocrisy in one situation are similarly motivated in others. Hopefully, future research will shed some light. You might think that the Mulder and Aquino (2013) research cited by Karl (see his references)—as well as other work on compensatory ethics—provides contrary data. I don’t think so. In those studies, it seems clear that participants knew of their moral lapse at Time 1 before being faced with the chance to be/appear moral at Time 2. If so, increased moral behavior at Time 2, which is what was found for high scorers on the Importance of Moral Identity scale, is what the hypocrisy motive should produce.

Only if there is sufficient wiggle room at Time 1 so that pursuit of hypocrisy is successful—and if participants’ attention isn’t later called to their moral lapse at Time 1—should they perceive themselves to have acted morally at Time 1. Then the hypocrisy motive should not produce a compensatory increase at Time 2. Instead, we should see either a moral licensing effect (i.e., a decrease) or consistency. Another hypothesis worth testing?


Implications of Moral Motivation for Building a More Moral Society

But, again, so what? If people motivated by hypocrisy sometimes act morally, isn’t that what we want? And if we want them to act morally more often, all we need to do is eliminate the chance to appear moral without being moral—that is, eliminate wiggle room. Karl steers us toward this solution, framing the situation in terms of the Frimer, Schaefer, and Oakes (2014) model that distinguishes two “selves”—self as agent (the executor of action), motivated by self-interest, and self as actor on the social stage, motivated to garner the praise and avoid the censure of observers. Taking comfort from the finding that self-awareness induced by the mirror eliminated wiggle room in the task-assignment situation, Karl suggests we (1) add social-evaluation cues to our environments (pictures of Big Brother watching, perhaps?) and (2) encourage “identity work” whereby people will come to place more importance on their moral identity. Each should reduce wiggle room.

More doubts. First, note that the Frimer et al. model fails to consider both moral integrity and moral hypocrisy. There’s no doubt that people are often motivated by self-interest and by the desire for social approval (which is, of course, only a particular form of self-interest), and that the latter—as well as other forms of self-interest—can lead us to act morally. The question is this: Are these motives all there is in our motivational repertoire when it comes to acting morally? It was in an attempt to address this question that my colleagues and I purposely removed the chance for social evaluation from the task-assignment situation. No audience, so no self as actor.

Why want more than self-interest and self-presentation to motivate moral action? The hope is that there might be forms of moral motivation that take us beyond a Hobbesian world in which surveillance and power are used to keep the peace. I would like for people to act morally when they fill out their taxes, when they think no one will know if they pollute or lie on their résumé, and so on. I would like for them to value their moral principles, standards, and ideals intrinsically—to want to promote them as ends in themselves, not as a means to garner praise and avoid prison. Is that too much to ask?

If moral integrity is or can be an important part of our motivational repertoire, it’s not too much to ask. However, to the degree that what looks like integrity is actually hypocrisy, matters are more complicated. Motivated by hypocrisy, we, in essence, seek to have our cake and eat it too. Hypocrisy’s goal is to pursue at once both self-interest and the social and self-benefits that being moral provides (and to get those benefits free of charge). Importantly, if barriers to this goal arise—public scrutiny or an internalized sense of the importance of being moral—the person motivated by hypocrisy doesn’t simply give up the goal and compliantly toe the moral line. Rather, alternative routes to the goal are sought, routes that circumvent the barriers. The more we have to gain from a moral violation, the more we will want to avoid the costs of actually being moral, and so the harder we’ll look. This is, once again, a key reason why it’s important to focus on the nature of the motivation rather than on behavior. Goal-directed motives are persistent.

When alone, self-deception via rationalization and other strategies of motivated reasoning provides an alternative route. When under public scrutiny, we (1) learn to discriminate which publics censure if we fail to act morally and which publics don’t, (2) learn to hide our actions (at least their true intent), (3) learn how to conform to the letter but not the spirit of the law, and so on. Much research, as well as a quick read of the newspaper, suggests we can be very skilled at finding alternative routes. Indirect modes of communication, such as social media, often make it easier.

And, as I noted near the end of my chapter, to increase social pressure in the form of surveillance and sanctions isn’t likely to help—except in the short term. Over time, such pressure is likely to lead us to see our morality as coerced, undermining what intrinsic moral motivation we have, and prompting us to look all the harder for ways to circumvent the barriers.

Nor am I comforted by the thought that those pursuing hypocrisy at least pay lip service to morality, which may lead others to practice what they preach, even if they don’t. Research suggests that when we observe someone preach principle but practice violation, we’re likely to model both behaviors (e.g., Rushton, 1975). We simply learn another way to appear moral without actually being moral. We don’t do this because we’re malevolent. Rather, it’s because we want to reach our goal.

Finally, what about the benefit of increasing the importance of morality in the self-concept? As I suggested earlier, the benefit of doing so hinges on whether morality is internalized as an integrated (intrinsic) value or as an introjected (extrinsic) one. If the former, being moral will be pursued as an end in itself—moral integrity. If the latter, it will be pursued as a means to feel good (or at least not bad) about ourselves—moral hypocrisy. In the latter case, even if importance is high, the link to moral action remains tenuous. Call on a little creativity to provide some wiggle room, and it’s gone.


Conclusion

I think the ideal way to build a more moral society is to instill in its members good moral principles (standards, ideals) as intrinsic values that produce motivation to promote these principles as ultimate goals—moral integrity. Only then do I think “identity work” will do the job. Then people will want to be moral, not just feel they ought to be. Then we won’t need to replace “Know Thyself” with “Deceive Thyself so as to Live More Comfortably with Thyself.”

But to instill integrity, our principles, standards, and ideals need to be internalized to the level of integration into the core self—not simply introjected. If we can figure out how to bring this about, I’ll gladly shed my cynicism about moral integrity. A tall order, but I have some thoughts about how it might be done. Hope you do too.
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2 Does Whole Trait Theory Work for the Virtues?

Eranda Jayawickreme and William Fleeson

As research psychologists interested in the study of character and virtue, we are very happy to see the manner in which psychological science has informed philosophical thought about ethics, character, and virtue. Such interdisciplinary collaboration can generate meaningful and complementary growth in both disciplines. Part of this collaboration involves engaging both philosophers and psychologists in accessible discussions on cutting-edge research and theory on personality relevant to character and virtue.

This chapter is meant in part to provide an access point to those psychologists interested in arguments against the empirical adequacy of virtue that have arisen in the philosophical literature utilizing research from the social psychology literature. This has in part led to the reemergence of the question of whether features within the person have little meaningful impact on behavior, as slight changes in situational characteristics arguably lead to large changes in virtuous behavior. We begin by providing a brief summary of virtue ethics—the terrain of the debate—before providing an overview of critical arguments in the current debate. We acknowledge that these sections may be less helpful for philosophers deeply immersed in this debate, yet we hold that they will be of particular benefit for psychologists interested in accessing this debate. We believe psychologists interested in the process by which regularities in thoughts, feelings, and behaviors occur, as well as why these regularities take the structure they do, would find this debate over moral behavior both intriguing and informative. We hope this chapter will pique their interest.

We subsequently argue that empirical evidence indicates that people differ from each other in how they act, and that these differences are due to internal psychological traits. That is, there is no empirical barrier for the study of ethics from the point of view of virtue. We introduce a theory that builds on this evidence for personality traits—whole trait theory—evaluate the extent to which this theory may work for the virtues, address some criticisms made against components of the theory (with a focus on Doris’s, 2002, critique of aggregation in his Lack of Character), and briefly speculate on some future directions for interdisciplinary collaboration.


Virtue Ethics as an Approach to Morality

While interest in the virtue ethics tradition has increased drastically over the last 40 years or so, the field has its direct origins in the philosophical works of Plato and Aristotle during the fifth century B.C. Aristotle employs at least three concepts that remain in use in modern versions of virtue ethics, and, as one of virtue ethics’ most prominent contemporary advocates, Rosalind Hursthouse (2013), notes, a clear understanding of these concepts is vital to a proper understanding of the theory. These concepts are arête (which translates roughly as virtue or excellence), phronesis (practical wisdom), and eudaimonia (flourishing) (Aristotle, 1955/2000).

One of the major complaints against traditional accounts of ethics was that human intentions and actions were frequently described in language that did not sufficiently convey the individual’s underlying motivations. Virtue ethics attempts to correct this problem by subscribing to “thick evaluative concepts”; in other words, to possess a virtue is not merely to have a general tendency to act in one way rather than another, but to have a particular kind of complex mind-set, or particularly complex form of explanatory machinery for one’s moral thoughts, feelings, and behaviors (Hursthouse, 2013), leading to a well-motivated disposition to do the right thing (Adams, 2006).


Possessing Some Virtue Is Still Virtuous

A virtuous person is someone who is motivated to act morally by a particular range of motivations. Such a person would act in light of a particular virtue because of his or her belief in the value “for its own sake” of the virtue in question. This person’s belief in that virtue, moreover, would influence all relevant actions and emotions. Obviously, the full possession of virtuous capacities is rare, and the vast majority of people would be virtuous at most only to a particular degree.

Moreover, many would find that their rational desire to be virtuous might conflict with their emotional reactions, causing inner tension. Aristotle thus distinguishes between the fully virtuous individual; the “continent” person, who acts in light of the virtuous, but only following a struggle with one’s emotions; the “incontinent” person, who fails to act virtuously despite a similar struggle; and the “vicious” person, who takes pleasure in wrong action (Aristotle, 1955/2000). However, we would argue that the existence of individual differences (in which individual traits are seen as existing on a dimension) demonstrates that the concept of “fully virtuous” is not especially helpful. The question of whether people are moral is not dichotomous as “fully virtuous” or “not at all virtuous.” We do not need people to be fully virtuous for them to still be more virtuous than others. On this view, virtue is properly conceived of as coming in degrees—thus, being “partially” virtuous is still being virtuous to some degree (see Miller, 2013, chapter 1). It is not being “unvirtuous,” because it is more than the virtue others have, and more means at least possessing some virtue.

This argument has an important premise that is worth seriously considering: The consistency of moral choices over time is relevant to evaluating virtue. Were this consistency not relevant to evaluating virtue, it would not be able to serve as a criticism of virtue. But if it is relevant to evaluating virtue, then it shows that some people are more virtuous than others. Since some are more virtuous, they are at least somewhat virtuous. They are not unvirtuous. So, even without full virtue, such individuals can be said to be virtuous to some degree, or have “some virtue.” And if some people have some virtue, then it is not possible that virtues do not exist as individual differences.

One possible response to our argument would be to say that their behavior does not represent virtue, but rather something else, such as incontinence. However, such a response would be premised on the assumption that specific moral behaviors and consistency of such behavior are not relevant to virtue. Such a move would be to negate the original position of philosophers who saw the inconsistency of such moral behaviors in social psychological research as relevant to knowing whether someone was virtuous or not, as will be discussed below (Jayawickreme et al., 2014).


The “Psychological” Challenge to Virtue Ethics

One major objection to virtue ethics has been advocated by a group of philosophers who have taken research in the social and personality psychology literature as evidence against the widespread possession of virtues, thus rendering any talk of virtue ethics irrelevant. Philosophers Gilbert Harman (1999) and John Doris (1998, 2002) have claimed that a number of experiments reported in social psychology present a significant challenge to virtue ethics. This challenge against virtue ethics originally stems from the controversy over trait theories in the personality psychology literature in the late 1920s, when the ability of such theories to consistently predict people’s behavior was questioned. (The work of Hugh Hartshorne and Mark May, 1928, was crucial in provoking this debate.) The personality psychologist Walter Mischel, who argued that situation-specific behavior was the rule rather than the norm, challenged other psychologists in the late 1960s to provide evidence to the contrary (Mischel, 1968). A number of experiments conducted in the early 1970s seemed to support Mischel’s claims (e.g., Darley and Batson, 1973; Isen and Levin, 1972), and these experiments were subsequently invoked more than thirty years later by philosophers as proof of the inadequacy of virtue ethics as a suitable moral theory. As Doris writes: “This notion of character (as destiny) is both venerable and appealing, but it is also deeply problematic. For me, this judgment is motivated by reflection on a longstanding ‘situationist’ research tradition in experimental social psychology” (Doris, 2002, p. 1).

To summarize Doris’s (1998, 2002) argument, he claims that were virtue theory to be true, a virtuous individual would activate the appropriate virtue in the vast majority of relevant virtue-eliciting situations, and one would moreover be able to predict the behavior of that individual as a result of this consistency of behavior:

Apparently, character is expected to have regular behavioral manifestations: we believe that the person of good character will behave appropriately, even in situations with substantial pressures to moral failure … this interpretive strategy presupposes that the attribution of a character trait allows us to predict an individual’s behavior in novel circumstances. (Doris, 1998, p. 505)


However, the social psychological experiments referenced above seem to show that characterological personality constructs do not stand up to empirical investigation in terms of their cross-situational consistency. These experiments thus have significant implications for virtue ethics since traits understood as dispositions similar to virtues have very little cross-situational consistency, and thus predictive value. This puts the neo-Aristotelian virtue ethicist into a dilemma since virtue theory explicitly calls for “robust traits” (Doris, 2002, p. 18). For Doris, situationism is more supportive of a system of local character traits, which are temporally stable and situation-type specific, as opposed to the broad trait categories of the neo-Aristotelian (Jayawickreme, 2005).1

If one were to take seriously the claims of the Doris/Harman variant of situationism, one possible philosophical response would be to abandon neo-Aristotelian virtue ethics in favor of a virtue theory that is more accommodating of the apparent validity of situationism, an approach preferred by some philosophers interested in constructing a more empirical foundation for their work. For example, Miller (2003) and Merritt (2000) both accepted Doris and Harman’s assertion that the findings in social psychology are relevant to the validity of virtue ethics, and have attempted to move away from a strict neo-Aristotelian account of virtue.

However, others responded by questioning the validity of these findings for virtue ethics in the first place (see chapter 8 of Miller, 2014, for a review). For example, Sreenivasan (2002) focuses his argument on whether assuming such a connection is in fact warranted and concludes that the evidence in the social psychological literature “does not really engage the assumption one way or the other” (p. 48). He points out that the empirical data do not rule out the fact that many people may meet the criteria for being virtuous (and exhibit cross-situationally consistent behavior) and proceeds to make three criticisms of such studies. To summarize his criticisms, he argues that a properly operationalized study of behavior should do the following:

	Specify a response that represents a central (or paradigmatic) case of what that trait requires (e.g., a child lying in order to protect another child getting into trouble, a situation used in the Hartshorne and May, 1928, study, cannot be described as a paradigmatic case of lying).

	Not have any features that could defeat the reason on account of which the specified trait required the appropriate response (as what can be argued happened in Darley and Batson’s Good Samaritan experiment—e.g., one’s desire to be conscientious and arrive at a talk on time could defeat the inclination to help the stricken person on the side of the road).

	Have characterizations of the specified situations and responses that are not “objective” measures from the experimenter’s viewpoint, but are agreed upon by both the subject and the experimenter.


For example, were requirement (2) to fail, then the study would not display evidence for one’s normative sensitivity.

Given the fact that experimenters such as Hartshorne and May have not properly defined their studies to test the validity of virtue ethics per se, Sreenivasan concludes that while a theory of virtue is open to the charge of empirical inadequacy, it has not even been tested yet. However, he notes that those experiments that have taken the considerations above into account have actually shown evidence of cross-situational consistency. For example, Mischel and Philip Peake (1982) found that people who perceived themselves as highly consistent in their conscientiousness had significantly higher mean temporal stability coefficients as a group than individuals who saw themselves as less consistent in their conscientiousness. Here, Mischel and Peake used behavioral measures that the subject population had rated as more prototypical or less prototypical of the trait “conscientiousness.” This study explicitly fulfilled requirements 1 and 3 and showed that the subjects exhibited cross-situational consistency for a limited number of prototypical measures.

Thus, while Harman and Doris each argue that the psychology literature supports their assertion that global character traits do not exist, in reality the valid experiments in the literature appear to back up Sreenivasan’s claims. Sreenivasan, however, argues that among other things, situationism does suggest that the models for a particular virtue will have to be seen in relation to some “normal background” range of situations since it would be unrealistic to expect one’s behavior in every situation to be consistent with one’s paradigm. The challenge here is to provide a model of traits that addresses the question of variability in moral behavior.


Personality States and Personality Traits: The Promise of Whole Trait Theory

Whole trait theory (Fleeson and Jayawickreme, 2015) may have the capacity to accomplish this task (i.e., provide a model of traits that addresses the question of variability in behavior) for moral behavior, as it has already done so for behavior relevant to the Big Five. On whole trait theory, the descriptive side of traits is best thought of as density distributions of states. When traits are used to describe what people do, traits are describing individuals’ entire distributions of how the individuals act. Fleeson (2001), building on several previous approaches (e.g., Buss and Craik, 1983; Epstein, 1979; Funder and Colvin, 1991; Shoda, Mischel and Wright,, 1994), has offered a concrete and articulated version of this conception of personality traits. Specifically, Fleeson proposed that traits are best conceived of not as single ways of acting, but rather as entire (and wide) distributions of behaviors.

This approach starts with the concept of a “personality state” (Fleeson, 2001; Cattell et al., 1947; Fleeson et al., 2002; Fridhandler, 1986; Zuckerman, 1983). A state has the same content as a corresponding trait but applies for a shorter duration. For example, an extraverted state has the same content as extraversion (talkativeness, energy, boldness, assertiveness, etc.) but applies as an accurate description for only a few minutes. For instance, I could have the state of extraversion for the few minutes while I ride the new roller coaster at the amusement park and return to my more common introversion after the ride. State content, like trait content, is primarily behavioral, but it also includes some cognitive and affective content (Zillig et al., 2002). The key is that the state concept assesses what the individual is actually doing, at the moment he or she is doing it, in real situations, using the same adjectives and numeric rating scales as are used to assess traits. Thus, personality states are qualitatively similar to personality traits, and both are descriptive of a person’s behavior, feelings, and thoughts.

Personality states differ from personality traits in at least three ways. First, the duration of a state is shorter than that of a trait; thus, states and traits are quantitatively distinguishable. Second and relatedly, states are more continuous in nature while traits are more interrupted in nature. Third, it is possible that there are certain features associated with states that are not associated with the corresponding trait. For example, trait extraversion may be associated strongly with brain structure, where such a relationship may not be evident for state extraversion.

The personality state concept facilitates a comprehensive assessment of each individual’s behavior in naturally occurring situations, and such assessments have typically involved the utilization of experience sampling methodology (ESM). In ESM, each participant carries a PalmPilot and describes his or her current behavior using the state concept, several times per day for several days. ESM is broadly accepted as a valid behavioral measurement tool, with a number of advantages over other measurement methods (Furr, 2009; Scallon et al., 2003). Perhaps most importantly, ESM has high ecological validity because it allows individuals to answer questions while in real-life situations. In addition, by asking respondents to describe their experiences on the spot, it avoids memory biases associated with retrospective methods of behavioral measurement.

Via ESM, researchers observe the frequency with which each individual acted at each level of the personality state dimension, and these frequencies are then combined to form a distribution for each individual of each trait. The distribution provides a comprehensive account of the individuals’ behaviors across several days. Figure 2.1 presents examples of such distributions, illustrating that they can differ in important ways that provide insights into the psychosocial factors that drive behavior. In this figure, compassion is viewed as a matter of degree rather than as an all or none phenomenon. Thus, the x-axis shows the degree of compassion of a single behavior, with the behaviors farther to the right indicating greater compassion. The height of the curve above any given point on the x-axis indicates the proportion of times the person acted at the degree of compassion described on the x-axis at that point. Thus, for example, if the curve is very high about the middle point of the x-axis, it means that a high portion of the individual’s actions showed a middle degree of compassion. The right panel of figure 2.1 represents a person whose behavior exhibits a high degree of within-person variability, which means that the person acts very differently from occasion to occasion. This person is often somewhat compassionate, somewhat callous, and moderately compassionate. In this case, there seems to be little evidence of a general tendency to behave with a particular degree of compassion, and thus it is not as accurate to describe the person’s level of compassion in general. For example, it would be inaccurate to label the person as either compassionate or callous, or to label his or her compassion at all. Furthermore, if the typical person is like this, then there would be little reason to scientifically or philosophically study traits such as virtue, extraversion, or compassion, as such traits imply a general tendency to enact a particular degree of virtue, extraversion, or compassion. The person on the left, like the person on the right, also acted at all levels of compassion over the course of the week, sometimes being callous and sometimes being saintly. However, on the majority of occasions, he or she was moderately compassionate; that is, this person has a tendency to enact a particular degree of compassion. Thus, it would be useful and accurate to describe him or her as a moderately compassionate person. If most people have distributions like this, then the study of virtue could offer much to philosophy, psychology, and to the world by identifying the nature of virtues.
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Figure 2.1 How compassionately the person acted. This distribution depicts a single (hypothetical) person’s compassion-relevant behaviors over many occasions of a week. In this figure, compassion is viewed as a matter of degree rather than as an all-or-none phenomenon. Thus, the x-axis shows the degree of compassion of a single behavior, with the behaviors farther to the right indicating greater compassion. The person on the left can be considered a more compassionate person compared to the person on the right.

Indeed, behavioral distributions like these can be examined to address and integrate issues that are fundamental to the person–situation debate in psychology and philosophy, and in so doing can provide an integrative approach to thinking about virtue and other traits. Using behavioral data from an ESM study, researchers can calculate a standard deviation for each person describing the amount that his or her behavior differed across the occasions. A large standard deviation indicates that the individual’s state levels varied widely, such that on some occasions he or she behaved at a high level of the state, and on other occasions he or she behaved at a low level of the state. A low standard deviation, in contrast, indicates that the individual behaved in the same or a similar way on most occasions. The average of the standard deviations across all people is the typical individual’s amount of variability.

The results of many such studies reveals that the amount that a typical individual varies in his or her behavior across two weeks is about the same as the amount of a typical individual varies in his or her affect across two weeks, and is more than the amount people differ in their traits, meaning that individuals differ from themselves more than they differ from others. Thus, when observing the same people in multiple situations, and even when obtaining direct measures of the Big Five traits, a density-distribution approach directly verifies the high levels of within-person variability that were indirectly implied by the “main effects” results in earlier experiments. In this way, the density-distribution model supports the observations of situationism.

Using behavioral data from an ESM study, researchers can also compute cross-situational correlations between behaviors from two randomly selected occasions. The correlation between personality states in two single situations is thus a conservative test of the cross-situational consistency of individual differences in behavior. Such analyses revealed moderate consistency of behavior when behavior is conceived at the single-state level (Fleeson, 2001). When two randomly selected single states per person were chosen, the consistency was around the 0.3 level. Thus, people did differ from each in their states, but one could predict a person’s second state based on their first with only moderate accuracy. This finding is in line with additional points raised by the situationist perspective.

Although the density-distributions approach verifies some arguments proposed by situationists, it also provides robust evidence supporting the trait perspective. That is, consistency does exist, but in the distribution as a whole and not in single states (Epstein, 1979; Diener and Larson, 1984; Fleeson and Noftle, 2009; Moskowitz, 1982). Most importantly, although each individual’s distribution is very wide, their distributions occupy different locations on the dimension. This location can be represented by the distribution’s central point or tendency around which the individual varied. The question is whether each individual’s central point remains stationary across time. If the center point remains stationary, then people differ in their level of the given virtue. And if the center point remains robustly stationary, then people differ robustly in their level of the given virtue.

The first step in testing whether individuals have different central points and whether these points are stable is to divide each person’s data into equal time periods, such as Week 1 and Week 2. The average for each participant on each trait is calculated for each of the time periods and describes the central point of that person’s behaviors in that time period. Figure 2.2 shows a typical scatterplot in which each participant’s extraversion central point during one week of a study is graphed as a function of his or her extraversion central point during another week. As this example shows, different people have different central points, but two central points from the same person are not only similar to but almost identical to each other. Scatterplots that look like the one shown in figure 2.2 were found for each trait. In fact, correlations on relative position of central points at different times are typically around 0.9, among the highest correlations in psychology (Fleeson, 2001). In other words, people’s behavior week to week exhibits almost perfect consistency.
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Figure 2.2 Stability of behavior over time. Each point in this graph represents one person’s average level of extraversion in two different weeks. How people act on average in one week is highly similar to how they act on average in another week.

Such scatterplots have two crucial implications. First, they mean that one person’s central points from several different time periods will be very similar to each other, forming a distribution similar to that seen in the right side of figure 2.1. Second, they also mean that the position of one person’s central point relative to the central points of other people will be maintained almost perfectly from one time period to another. That is, the people who are relatively extraverted during the first week of an ESM study are extremely likely to be relatively extraverted during the second week, the people who are relatively introverted during the first week of an ESM study are extremely likely to be relatively introverted during the second week, and the people who were “in-between” extraversion and introversion during the first week are extremely likely to be “in-between” during the second week.

These findings are key evidence in support of a trait position, as differences between individuals in their location (or average behavior) were as consistent and predictive as any variable in psychology. Thus, stable personality differences are robustly apparent in the distributions generated via a density-distribution approach, if not in terms of single behaviors in randomly selected situations.

The density-distributions approach reconciles the claims for situationism and for personality traits by showing that they are both right in the same data. It also shows clearly the manner in which they are both right, by fitting them together into a distribution. Generally, everyone routinely acts in a wide range of ways on a given dimension of behavior, yet different people’s ranges of behaviors are centered on different portions of the dimension, and each individual’s center remains very stable across large periods of time.

Both aspects of the distribution are important. The high variability in the single states is important because it reveals people’s sensitivity to situations as well as the operation of psychological processes that produce behavior. The high consistency of distribution locations is important because over time those distribution differences amount to substantial consequences. When people perceive each other, it is these location differences they see, and when it comes to career, marriage, happiness, and even length of life, it is these location differences that contribute most robustly. Finally, we know that these traits are broad across a range of behaviors because people who are high on one aspect of a trait tend to be high on other aspects of that same trait.

Note that the current view of traits is not a standard view that many might have held prior to the person–situation debate. The density-distributions approach is a novel conceptualization of traits—one that incorporates the important discoveries of the situationists—and this approach could be integrated into new theorizing about virtue.

Building on the insight of the density-distributions approach, it is clear that while traits are real descriptions of how people act, they need to be constituted by mechanisms capable of discriminating between situations (following on Sreenivasan’s concerns noted earlier). Whole trait theory here provides an explanatory account of traits (Fleeson and Jayawickreme, 2015). The job of the explanatory account is to explain the distributions—that is, to explain why people differ from each other in their distributions (origin of traits) and to explain the within-person variability in states within the distributions (mechanisms constituting traits). Adding an explanatory account to the Big Five creates two parts to traits, an explanatory part and a descriptive part, and these two parts are separate but also are joined into whole traits. The two parts of traits are joined together because one causes the other, and because both are considered legitimate references of the trait term.

Whole trait theory proposes that the explanatory side of traits consists of “social-cognitive” mechanisms such as goals, plans, and rules (Mischel, 1973). This is because social-cognitive mechanisms are clearly important in personality, and because density distributions of states make it clear that personality is responsive to situations. We propose that several such processes are the determinants of states (Fleeson and Jolley, 2006). These processes include interpretative processes, motivational processes, stability-inducing processes, temporal processes, and random error processes. We discuss these processes below.2

The interpretative process represents the cognitive aspects of the mind—the manner in which information is processed and which results in implications for behavior. The motivational process is the representation of desired and feared end states that create the directional impetus in the individual. The stability-inducing process accounts for factors that guide the individual toward his or her typical trait manifestation, such as genetic, homeostatic, or habit forces. The temporal process is necessary to account for influences of past events on the present, such as inertia or cycles. The random error process is needed to account for unpredictable trait manifestations. For example, extraversion state levels are the function of interpreting the current situation as favorable toward extraversion, pursuing a goal that produces extraverted behavior, a homeostatic tendency toward extraverted behaviors, an ongoing trend that leads to extraverted behavior, and/or purely random processes.

As shown in the top part of figure 2.3, these processes have structural elements and dynamic elements. The structural elements are the fixed pieces that guide the flow. They include inputs, intermediates, outputs, and links. The first structural elements—inputs—are environmental or internal events. Intermediates are other environmental or internal events influenced by those inputs. The outputs are always increases or decreases in at least one of the Big Five states. For example, the output of an interpretative process might be to increase an individual’s state openness and to decrease his or her state extraversion. Finally, links are connections between inputs, intermediates, and/or outputs; they are structural elements that allow other structural elements to influence each other. For example, there may be a link between the goal of wanting to have fun and the output of state extraversion.
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Figure 2.3 Whole trait theory. TraitDES, the descriptive part of traits; TraitEXP, the explanatory part of traits.

Flows are the dynamic processes that run across these structural elements. When a given structural element is activated, a link will spread that activation to other structural elements. Only when a flow spreads to and through a structural element via links does a structural element become active in producing states. Thus, these processes explain the occurrence of any given state as the result of flow across one or more of the social-cognitive processes. Different states happen at different times because of different inputs to the processes at different times, because of different intermediates in the processes, and because of different links between the inputs, intermediates, and outputs (Fleeson and Jayawickreme, 2015).

Individuals differ in these processes because they differ in the links between the inputs, intermediates, and outputs. As a result, the same input to different individuals may lead to different outputs (i.e., to different states), depending on the individuals’ strengths of the links between those inputs and those outputs. For instance, individuals with strong links between goals of connecting with others and extraverted behavior are likely to manifest high levels of extraversion in their behavior (McCabe and Fleeson, 2012).

For example, in an interpretative process, psychologically active elements of situations trigger cognitive–affective units that ultimately lead to behavior (Shoda and LeeTiernan, 2002; Fleeson, 2007). Whole trait theory sees trait manifestations as reasonable responses to situations. Variability is caused by the situation, and people interpret situations and act accordingly. For example, an individual in a relatively structured situation may expect it to be easy to concentrate and so may increase his or her level of conscientiousness (Fleeson, 2007). The inputted environmental or internal events flow via encoding of the events into interpretations, which flow via activation to other beliefs. These beliefs flow to implications for behavior, and the output of that flow is behavioral changes in manifestation of states. This step is the final step only in the schematic of the process. All outputs (interpretations, beliefs, and behaviors) count as internal or environmental events that feed back into the process, continuously adjusting the interpretative process (Mischel, 1973). Outputs will impact situations, thereby changing the environmental events, creating new situations (Snyder and Stukas, 1999). Thus, the interpretative process is a continuous process, which includes changes in states on an ongoing basis—those changes in states influence other beliefs, which continue to influence other beliefs, other emotions, and other behaviors.

We note that multiple studies have now tested the ideas contained in whole trait theory and have provided consistent support. For example, Big Five personality states are predictable from features of the situation (Bleidorn, 2009; Church et al., 2008; Clifton and Kuper, 2011; Côté et al., 2012; Fleeson, 2007; Fournier, Moskowitz, and Zuroff, 2009; Huang and Ryan, 2011; Judge et al., 2013). McCabe and Fleeson (2012) found that 50–75% of the variance in personality states is predictable from the goals people are working on at the moment. Big Five personality states are also predictable from the goals an individual is pursuing at the moment (Bleidorn, 2009; Heller et al., 2007; McCabe and Fleeson, 2012; Perunovic et al., 2011). Thus, it has been shown empirically that, indeed, enactment of personality states is predictable from social-cognitive processes.


Applying Whole Trait Theory to the Virtues

In our prior work (Jayawickreme et al., 2014), we highlighted some considerations about applying the density-distributions model of traits to the virtues, and here we note that similar considerations apply to the application of whole trait theory. We acknowledge that this empirical evidence has mostly concerned traits in general, and not necessarily specifically virtuous traits. Some have objected that the evidence does not apply to virtues because virtues are arguably different than other types of traits and behaviors (Jayawickreme et al., 2014). Virtue may well be an exception to which the scientific evidence does not apply although this case would need to be made. As we have noted elsewhere, however (Jayawickreme et al., 2014), the evidence has moved to being described as irrelevant to the question of virtue. Whereas earlier the scientific evidence was used to discredit the virtues, now the scientific evidence is being described by critics as irrelevant to the virtues. While the evidence may not fully support the existence of virtue, it no longer can be seen as discrediting the existence of virtue. In that case, the arguments that virtue theorists are inconsistent with the scientific evidence are abandoned.

And in our view, the evidence appears to apply to the virtues. One reason is that recent research has suggested that at least some of the virtues appear to be contained within the Big Five. That is, virtues such as compassion, prudence, and reliability seem to be incorporated within traits such as Agreeableness and Conscientiousness (although see Miller, 2014, for an alternative view). Thus, research based upon the Big Five does have clear implications for at least some virtues. As we have pointed out (Jayawickreme et al., 2014), another reason is that the density-distributions account is consistent with intuitions about virtues such as compassion.

To flesh out the example of compassion, most people are compassionate on some occasions and are not compassionate on other occasions. However, the more compassionate people are repeatedly and clearly more compassionate than the heartless ones. We would accept this conclusion because we would tolerate the compassionate individuals’ decisions to be less than perfectly compassionate on some infrequent occasions as possibly being forgivable mistakes or even as being reasonable judgments given the circumstances of the situation. We understand that a theory of virtue would also be willing to tolerate such actions and still conclude that the person to the right of the distribution (i.e., an individual with a higher mean level of compassion) was more compassionate in a meaningful way than was the person to the left of the distribution (i.e., an individual with a lower mean level of compassion). Moreover, such an attribution is preferable to a dichotomous judgment where being “fully virtuous” is the only criteria for being virtuous. In other words, it would make no sense on our view for someone who is compassionate 80% of the time to be judged equally compassionate as someone who is compassionate 20% of the time given that the former individual was not “fully virtuous” on the trait of compassion.

Traits that would be considered vices could also be described in terms of density distributions. For examples, consider the trait of selfishness. Again, just as with compassion, most people are selfish on some occasions and are not selfish on other occasions. (This fact of human nature likely prompted Jane Austen’s famous declaration in Mansfield Park that “Selfishness must always be forgiven you know, because there is no hope of a cure.”) However, the more selfish people are repeatedly and clearly more selfish than people who are more generous. Again, we would accept this conclusion because we would be more willing to accommodate those generous individuals’ decisions to be selfish on some infrequent occasions as possibly being forgivable or reasonable given the circumstances of the situation. And again, just as with compassion, an attribution of relative generosity or selfishness is preferable to a categorical judgment where being “fully virtuous” is the only criterion for being virtuous. In other words, it would make no sense on our view for someone who is selfish 80% of the time to be judged equally selfish as someone who is selfish 20% of the time.

Humility, fairness, responsibility, loyalty, and most other virtues may admit of a similar analysis. Most people are humble on some occasions but struggle to be humble on other occasions. However, the more humble among us are repeatedly and clearly more humble than the more boastful. Additionally, those humble individuals may indeed be boastful on some infrequent occasions. As Aristotle (1955/2000) noted, individuals should deploy the appropriate response when the situation demands it, and it could be that being boastful in one context may be the best response. In any case, we would also want a theory of virtue that would not give too much undue weight to single instances of relatively immoral actions at the cost of dismissing all previous moral actions. For most virtues, we would surely not want single transgressions to necessarily undermine individuals’ moral status (although this would of course depend on the action committed; for example, one act of murder or rape would count as an exception).

In short, whole trait theory fits with our everyday intuitions about many virtues. Moreover, to return to the definition of the virtuous person as being “concerned with many other actions as well, with emotions and emotional reactions, choices, values, desires, perceptions, attitudes, interests, expectations and sensibilities” (Hursthouse, 2013), whole trait theory provides a framework for examining the various mechanisms (the explanatory side of moral virtues) undergirding moral behaviors, feelings, and thoughts (the descriptive side of moral virtues).


Contra Whole Trait Theory: Doris’s Critique of Aggregation

Whole trait theory also affords the opportunity to provide an explanatory account of many virtues. In others words, we posit that whole trait theory can explain the mechanisms behind the manifestations of these virtues in the same way that it explains the traits of the Big Five. However, Doris’s (2002) critique of aggregation is at odds with the view espoused by whole trait theory. In Lack of Character, he specifically provides at least twelve assertions regarding aggregation as a solution to the problem of generality in behavior:

	While aggregation has provided evidence for the tenability of traits as broad, stable dispositions, this claim remains hotly disputed (p. 72).

	Methodological concerns have been raised about the aggregation solution, even though Doris notes that all parties in the debate nevertheless acknowledge that it can be a useful tool in the study of personality (p. 73).

	Personality is of little use in predicting specific behaviors in specific situations (p. 73).

	Personality psychologists exhibit “apathy” about predicting single actions related to people’s “day-to-day” concerns (pp. 73–74).

	Personality psychology (or “characterological moral psychology”) should be interested in the prediction of specific moral behaviors, such as whether a potential baby-sitter could molest someone’s child (p. 74).

	Yet personality psychology does not have the “good sense” to do so (p. 74).

	Aggregation does not enable us to confidently predict when a virtuous person will not fail to act virtuously in a situation where the situational pressures toward moral failure are high (p. 74).

	Aggregation makes us hesitant about using individuating trait terms in an unqualified way, given that average behavior captures variability in behavior (p. 75).

	At most, aggregation can give us relative confidence in how people will behave in the future (p. 75).

	However, this provides a “for the most part, more than the next guy” type of comparison that is “tepid” and does not “seem the kind of thinking that fuels our loves and hates” (p. 75).

	Thus, it may be that aggregation reveals some deterministic role for personality (p. 75).

	Yet this role is much weaker than we would expect from either a robust “characterological moral psychology” or from “everyday thinking” (p. 75).


Although Doris included these dozen or so objections to the aggregation solution, we did not find the full arguments spelled out, so we are not sure exactly about the nature of these arguments. While we agree that the example of a molesting baby-sitter is alarming, we are not sure how examples such as this one bear on the critical theses of the chapter or book. Specifically, we are not sure how they bear on the question of whether consistency correlations are high enough to warrant the acceptance of global traits of character, which appears to be the central thesis of the chapter (e.g., p. 64, pp. 65–66). We will take the liberty of doing our best to faithfully represent the arguments he might be making. We will accept any corrections. But the key point is that the arguments, to be strong, must lead to the conclusion that consistency or predictability of behavior is not high enough to warrant the conclusion that global traits exist.

We see three such arguments. The first argument might be that even correlations of aggregates do not imply a high degree of consistency, so even these correlations do not demonstrate robust and global individual differences in character. This argument is intimated in points 10 and 12 above (“tepid,” not robust enough). On the contrary, this is a misreading of the literature. The correlations between aggregates are extremely high—0.8 to 0.9. What this means can be seen most clearly in figure 2.2. There are clearly very stark individual differences, and these differences are very precisely repeated from week to week. One can know very precisely how someone will act across a week from knowing how they acted across another week. And these aggregates are global across a range of behaviors and situations. These correlations—and this knowledge about people’s traits—is not tepid, is not a “more or less” kind of knowledge, but is strikingly robust. What is most striking about these correlations is that they require only a few days’ knowledge to achieve. If we know how a person acts in just two–three days of situations, we can predict very convincingly how they will act in a new two–three days of situations. Fleeson and Law (2015) have also demonstrated that this is true even in a brand new set of situations.

The second argument may be an extension of the first, and may go something like the following. Although aggregates are consistent, traits demonstrated by the consistency of aggregates are not the kind of robust, global traits needed by moral psychology. Averages of behavior are not important, are inconsequential, and are not what people are interested in. People’s everyday concerns are about single behaviors, and moral psychologists want to predict single behaviors. Averages necessarily smooth over the interesting actions of life to form abstract, relative terms that describe “for the most part” kinds of conclusions and do not fuel loves and hates. Thus, no matter the high degree of consistency of aggregates, any “traits” demonstrated by the consistency of aggregates are not the robust traits that moral psychology requires because such traits are based on consistency of the wrong things.

However, the evidence indicates that aggregates are the right things. The evidence shows that the traits that are based on consistency of aggregated behaviors are indeed robust traits of the kind that matter. First, the traits that are supported by aggregated averages of behavior are extremely consequential. When it comes to any major lifetime outcome (joy, misery, life meaning, occupational success, and relationship satisfaction), such traits turn out to have major predictive power, potentially more than any other variable that has been used to predict these outcomes. This makes sense—it is the accumulation of regular behaviors that makes a difference to jobs, happiness, and marriages, rather than single behaviors. Thus, when it comes to real-life concerns and consequences, these traits make robust differences.

Second, these traits make a difference to evaluations people make of each other. When people indicate who they like, who they love, and who they hate, those judgments are related to those people’s traits. So indeed, loves and hates are fueled by these kinds of traits. This also is highly intuitive—people do not marry based on how kind a person will be on July 3, 2018, at 3 p.m., but on the basis of how kind a person will be over a lifetime. Thus, the traits that are demonstrated by the very high consistency of average ways of acting are indeed consequential and indeed are robust enough to be the kinds of traits moral psychology requires.

The third possible argument is the most specific to character (as opposed to applying to all traits). This argument is also closely connected to the first two and may go something like this. Aggregates, by virtue of being averages, can include in them extremely negative behaviors, whereas virtues cannot include in them extremely negative behaviors. Thus, aggregates cannot be the basis of virtues. With virtues, every single action counts because any given action could ultimately be a disqualifying action. For example, imagine a person who has an average level of compassion that is very high, but within that aggregate is included one instance of murder. That one instance may not disqualify the aggregate from being very high on compassion, but for our judgments of that person, the one instance of murder would disqualify that person from our evaluation of him or her as compassionate. That is, no number of other acts of compassion would be capable of canceling out the one murder, meaning that we would not be able to judge the person as compassionate.

As aggregates could allow such exceptions, but evaluations of the person’s virtue would not allow such exceptions, aggregates cannot be the basis of robust, moral traits. The evidence that aggregates could allow such exceptions is that aggregates are averages, aggregation does not take into account the situational pressures behind the actions, and the correlations between aggregates and single behaviors empirically hover around 0.20.

There are three reasons why this argument does not render aggregates irrelevant for establishing the existence of robust individual differences in global traits. First, this argument only applies for an external evaluation of the trait rather than for the existence of the trait. This argument does not argue that the trait does not exist, but rather that we would not call the trait virtuous. Thus, this argument does not challenge the existence of nonevaluative traits, and only challenges the existence of evaluative traits qua evaluative traits.

Second, this argument underappreciates the impact of extreme outliers on averages. Averages are highly influenced by extreme cases, and are moved quite a bit by them. So indeed, a person who was otherwise highly compassionate but murdered on one occasion would not have a very high average. The point here is that—even from the point of view of aggregates—not all single behaviors are alike. So, in fact, aggregates would not ignore such extreme cases, but would actually be influenced by them quite a bit.

Most importantly, even for the case of evaluative traits, correlations also take into account the extremity of the deviations, and do not treat all single behaviors alike. A correlation of 0.20, while relatively small in many cases, is actually quite strong in predicting the nonoccurrence of such extreme deviations. A correlation of 0.20 means that people who are high on average on compassion are more likely to perform a compassionate act on any given occasion, but that there are plenty of exceptions. Sometimes the noncompassionate person performs the compassionate act, and sometimes the compassionate person performs the noncompassionate act. However, exceptions are coded both by the fact that they are an exception, and also by the degree of exception. Thus, a correlation of 0.20 means that there are many exceptions, and some quite strong exceptions, but very rare extreme exceptions.

To demonstrate this, we instructed SPSS to randomly create 10,000 individuals with varying degrees of aggregate compassion. We then instructed SPSS to create 10,000 single acts of varying compassion by those same individuals. The only restriction on those single acts was that they be correlated about 0.20 with the average degrees of compassion by the same person. We did this multiple times and selected a typical result that was fairly common. We presented the results in a scatterplot in figure 2.4, with the aggregated average level of compassion along the bottom and the degree of compassion in the single act along the left side. Anybody could repeat what we did and would get similar results.
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Figure 2.4 Scatterplot of 10,000 individuals with varying degrees of aggregate compassion.

Because the y-axis along the left side shows the degree of compassion, the acts very low in compassion are at the bottom of the figure. Probably murder would be even lower on the scale than is depicted in this figure, but for the purpose of this example, we will allow murder to be at the very bottom of the scale. The people very high in average compassion are on the right side of the figure. Each dot in the figure represents one person, with a combination of a certain degree of average compassion and a certain degree of compassion in the given single action.

Putting this together creates a “region of possible disqualification,” in which people with very high degrees of average compassion nonetheless enact a very noncompassionate behavior. Such behaviors might be so heinous that they disqualify the person from being counted as compassionate, even though the person had acted in a very compassionate way in many other instances.

The important point to see here is that there are nearly no people in the region of disqualification (exactly none in this particular example). That is, even though the correlation is “only” 0.20, such a correlation is robust enough to have confidence that the highly compassionate person—based on their aggregate compassion—will not engage in heinous, disqualifying acts.

The prediction does not mean that it will never happen. We cannot have certainty that none of the highly compassionate people will not have a breakdown and commit murder. Life is indeed somewhat uncertain. However, the correlation means that is very rare. We can count on people with high degrees of aggregated virtue to not enact any disqualifying behaviors. These are indeed the robust traits moral psychology requires.

We also do not believe that it is right to claim that none of the people high on the distribution of moral traits should be seen as compassionate because a few people turn out not to be because of single extreme behaviors. In such a scenario, the distribution of the vast majority of people would not be wide enough to include such extreme behaviors. Of course, we are currently humble enough to acknowledge that certain virtues and vices may not fit neatly into this paradigm proposed by whole trait theory, but these intriguing possibilities await future conceptual and empirical clarification.


Whole Trait Theory as a Framework for Cross-Disciplinary Fertilization

Whole trait theory could additionally provide the scaffolding for exciting interdisciplinary theorizing on virtue and morality. Psychology has been suspicious of any attempt to incorporate the study of values into psychology, arguing that such study lies outside the purview of science (e.g., Seligman, 2002; Tiberius, this volume). Considering values when doing science, on this view, would lead to a skewed outlook that would preclude any successful attempt to get at the truth of a particular matter—the traditional claim of science. Tied to this view, however, is a deeper implicit belief that the fundamental goal of the natural sciences—psychology included—is to gain insight into what is undeniably true in the world. This would explain many psychologists’ preference for a hard dichotomy between fact and value, which is in many respects a knee-jerk defense of psychology as an “objective” science: that is, as a value-free examination of features in the natural world. However, once we recognize the fact that we do bring values to the scientific table, we should carefully examine which values we choose to adopt (Machamer and Wolters, 2004).

We argue that any meaningful discussion of the interpenetration of virtue ethics and whole trait theory must answer two questions of the type posed by Lawrence Kohlberg in an essay published on the naturalistic fallacy (Kohlberg, 1981): What can the psychological study of moral behavior tell us about the philosophy we choose to adopt, and what philosophical commitments are needed to engage in the psychological study of moral behavior in the first place? As psychologists, we would need to partner with philosophers sympathetic with whole trait theory for such an enterprise (and we note that such projects sympathetic to whole trait theory already exist; Miller, 2013, 2014; Snow, 2010), but this represents an exciting new avenue for interdisciplinary collaboration, with a view toward a richly developed psychological theory of moral personality.


Conclusion

In this chapter, we have attempted to provide an access point to both psychologists and philosophers interested in arguments against the empirical adequacy of virtue that have arisen in the philosophical literature utilizing research from the social psychology literature. We have also attempted to provide an access point for both psychologists and philosophers to some of the research in personality psychology relevant to resolving this debate. We introduced a theory that builds on this research for personality traits, evaluated the extent to which this theory may work for the virtues, and speculated on some exciting future directions for interdisciplinary collaboration. We invite the interested reader to read Fleeson et al. (2014), Jayawickreme et al. (2014), and Fleeson and Jayawickreme (2015) to learn more about these developments.


Acknowledgments

This publication was made possible through the support of a grant from the Templeton World Charity Foundation. The opinions expressed in this publication are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the Templeton World Charity Foundation.


Notes

1 It should be noted, however, that David Funder and Daniel Ozer (1983) have argued that the fact that the empirical evidence shows that dispositional factors have low predictive power (i.e., a person’s disposition to act in a particular manner does not necessarily lead to that individual’s acting consistently in that manner) does not necessarily mean that situational factors have a higher degree of predictive power. They argue that any meaningful psychological undertaking to understand human behavior needs to combine multiple predictors of behavior, as the prediction of single actions from single variables is an unfeasible task.
2 Portions of this section are adapted from Fleeson and Jayawickreme (2015), and we invite readers interested in a more complete (and technical) description of whole trait theory to read that article.
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2.1 Virtue Traits and Personality Traits

Lorraine L. Besser

In an effort to reinvigorate psychological discussions of traits in the wake of situationism’s influence on philosophers, Jayawickreme and Fleeson present a model for thinking about traits that promises to deliver greater insight into the nature of a person’s overall behavioral trends. Part of this insight, they suggest, is that people are in fact far more virtuous than the situationist literature seems to allow for. The “whole trait theory” is promising insofar as it offers us an alternative way to understand patterns of human behavior and the individual differences that arise within these patterns. However, I have some concerns about whether or not the whole trait theory can also provide an understanding of virtue. In what follows here, after exploring the advantages of the whole trait theory, I’ll call into question Jayawickreme and Fleeson’s fundamental assumption that virtue traits are a subset of personality traits. I’ll argue that this is a mistake, albeit one not unique to Jayawickreme and Fleeson. Virtue traits are not personality traits.

The whole trait theory holds that there are two dimensions of personality: personality traits and personality states. “Personality traits” refer to the wide distribution of a person’s behavior, to the traits a person typically exhibits. “Personality states” refer to a shorter duration of behavior. Your friend Dylan is typically quiet, but at a party last night she was exceptionally talkative. Her personality trait thus might be described as introversion, but at the party her personality state was one of extraversion.

The distinction between personality traits and states has important consequences for our understanding of individuals and for the study of personality. Because, on the whole trait theory, personality traits are wide distributions of behavior, they can be assessed only over a substantial period of time. Studies of this nature allow us to see general patterns of behavior and so to make trait attributions that the one-off studies favored by situationists do not allow for. I agree with Jayawickreme and Fleeson that this kind of information is important: It would be a mistake to see Dylan acting extraverted at the party and to determine that she, in fact, was extraverted. To make these kinds of broader assessments, it is important to look at the individual’s general patterns of behavior. This emphasis on exploring the patterns of behavior rather than particular acts in assessing one’s possession of traits is one theme that arises in response to philosophical discussions of situationism, and it is an important one.

Jayawickreme and Fleeson’s discussion extends this general concern and highlights an interesting implication of it for discussions of virtue: Once we start looking at patterns of behavior, they argue, we see that it is a mistake to dichotomize virtue into all-or-nothing categories. We cannot declare that a person lacks compassion because he or she failed to act compassionately in one experiment, which is what some take situationists to be doing; rather, we need to study the individual’s overall patterns of acting compassionately, patterns which may reveal that he or she is mostly compassionate, or rarely compassionate, or not compassionate at all. Recognizing these degrees of virtue possession allows us to recognize individual differences and, presumably, to challenge any conclusions made on the basis of a one-off situation. We can attribute trait possession based on the patterns while acknowledging that an individual’s personality state may not be reflective of his or her trait.

While I think it is important to recognize degrees of virtue, and think the distinction between personality traits and personality states is an important and promising one, the argument Jayawickreme and Fleeson use to substantiate why it is that we ought to recognize degrees of virtue places, mistakenly, I think, too much weight on consistency of choices. As I’ll show, this move tracks a serious limitation in their methodology. They argue that as long as we hold that consistency of choices is important to evaluating virtue, then we ought to hold that some people are more virtuous than others. This is true. However, one point of the argument that they are criticizing (Aristotle’s emphasis on being “fully virtuous” as opposed to being continent, incontinent, or vicious) is that when it comes to virtue, we cannot look solely at the consistency of choices. We have to instead look into the emotional and motivational states underlying a person’s choices. As Jayawickreme and Fleeson note, for Aristotle the difference between being fully virtuous and being continent (and even being incontinent) has nothing to do with the consistency of an agent’s choices; rather, it has to do with the agent’s inner psychological states. Aristotle’s position is thus that in order to determine whether or not someone is virtuous, we have to know what is going on inside the person’s head both during the deliberative process that culminates in the act, and during the individual’s process of practical reasoning on a regular basis.

One limitation of Jayawickreme and Fleeson’s research is that it overlooks this component of virtue. Their particular use of the experience sampling methodology to support the attribution of traits and states to individuals tracks only the individual’s choices and not necessarily the emotional state the individual experiences in the moment of choice.1 The kinds of concerns driving Aristotle’s commitment to attributing virtue only when an individual acts virtuously and experiences the emotions appropriate to that virtue at “the right time, toward the right people, for the right reason, and in the right manner” (Aristotle, 1962, sec. 1106b21–23) are overlooked when we focus only on the subject’s reports of having acted compassionately. Reports of compassionate acts alone fail to track these normative requirements that transform a particular act into a possible display of virtue.

If we are interested in virtue attribution, we need to know much more about the agent’s decision-making process, motivations, and emotional states. Did the agent act compassionately because he or she felt sympathy for the person in need and wanted without hesitation to help? Did the agent act compassionately after hesitation and reflection, perhaps backtracking in order to help? Did the agent act compassionately because the agent was with a friend and didn’t want to look bad in front of her? Or did the agent act compassionately because of feeling pressure to record some data? These are the kinds of considerations that allow us to attribute virtues, for virtues are not just dispositions to act. This point has been made by many in response to Doris’s discussion of situationism (Doris, 2002). Doris’s argument that people lack character traits revolves around the assumption that virtues are essentially robust dispositions to act, which can be proven to exist or not exist through the observation of people’s behavior. However, as many have argued, this emphasis on the dispositional component of virtue overlooks other important components of virtue. Kamtekar (2004), for example, emphasizes that the Aristotelian conception of virtue includes practical reasoning, making it the case that we cannot isolate virtue from a person’s deliberations. I’ve argued that conceptions of moral character ought to include a person’s moral beliefs and how it is that those beliefs influence one’s behavior, making it the case, again, that we cannot read virtue off of one’s behavioral choices (Besser-Jones, 2014, chapter 5).

This point (that there is more to virtue than one’s disposition to act) tracks a larger concern regarding the psychological study of virtue that Jayawickreme and Fleeson’s discussion falls victim to. Even if we bracket the notion that virtue involves something more than behavioral dispositions, there still remains the question of whether or not, at an individual level, virtue traits function in the same way as personality traits and can be studied by the same methodology used to study personality traits. Jayawickreme and Fleeson acknowledge that their empirical evidence “has mostly concerned traits in general, and not necessarily specifically virtuous traits” but argue that their evidence ought to apply to the virtues because “at least some of the virtues appear to be contained within the Big Five.” This may be true, but it really just relocates the problem without resolving the driving question: Are virtue traits personality traits? I think there are several good reasons for thinking that virtue traits are not personality traits.

We can begin to see why by reflecting first on the nature of virtue traits as they are typically understood within philosophical discussion.2 Virtues are generally recognized to exhibit the best or most excellent state of character. They serve as aspirational traits. We strive to develop the virtues in ourselves; we teach our children how to become virtuous; we seek out models of virtue to emulate. Virtues are also the subject of our moral appraisals. We praise the virtuous and fault the vicious; we praise efforts to develop the virtues and blame those who make no effort. Involved in these moral appraisals, and in the aspirational nature of the virtues, is the assumption that the development and exercise of the virtues involve choice and agency. They thus are voluntary traits that, we assume, people choose to develop, ideally because they believe that being virtuous is the best way to behave, and that possession of the virtues makes them a better person. Virtue traits, as I’ve already noted, are so reflective of practical wisdom and moral beliefs. Finally, because they are voluntary, aspirational, praiseworthy traits that are reflective of practical wisdom and moral beliefs, virtue traits are thought to also be stable and consistent.

These are the features, in addition to their content, that are constitutive of virtue traits. Whereas psychological discussions of the virtues, Jayawickreme and Fleeson’s included, tend to see the virtues as defined by their other-regarding content or direction (e.g., a disposition to help), the content of the disposition alone does not define a trait as virtuous. We do not describe other-regarding dispositions in other species as virtuous. This would be a category mistake, precisely because those traits do not function in other species as the virtues function for human beings. Altruism in other species is just a fact about the nature of the species. It is not something we take individual members of the species to aspire to or even something we think they can develop voluntarily; we do not take exhibitions of altruism in other species to be morally praiseworthy, and so forth.

Having laid out the components of virtue traits, let us now turn to a comparison of virtue traits and personality traits. Do personality traits share these features of virtue traits? It doesn’t take long to see that they don’t, and that they function differently within individuals than do virtue traits.

The study of personality traits, and here I limit my discussion to the Big Five model of which the whole trait theory is a species, finds that personality traits are largely the product of one’s genetics and one’s environment. Jang, Livesley, and Vernon’s (1996) twin studies, for instance, find the genetic influence on personality to range between 41% and 61%, a finding that corroborates earlier research.3 Environment counts too, and can explain variability, but here, again, the factors that influence personality are outside of the individual’s control, such as parental income and sibling order.

That personality traits are so influenced by these factors, which are external to an individual’s agency, helps to explain another aspect of personality traits, which is that they tend to be relatively stable across an individual’s lifetime. McCrae and Costa’s (1999) influential theory of trait development holds that traits develop throughout childhood but are stable in adulthood. Economists find that personality traits function as fixed inputs to decision-making and attribute to personality significant predictive power.4 Personality traits, we see, are taken to be traits ingrained in the individual, early on, by factors he or she does not control, and, for the most part, to remain that way.

This research regarding personality trait change and development reveals a view of personality traits according to which personality traits are seen to be traits that an individual experiences, rather than chooses; they are traits individuals find themselves developing, rather than developing because they think they are important traits to have.5 The presumption is that personality traits are primarily the outputs of factors that are external to the individual’s locus of agency.6 Whether this presumption results from the data, or whether this presumption guides the data,7 what results is an understanding of personality traits that stands at odds with the philosophical understanding of virtue traits.

Consider again what I’ve suggested to be the definitive features of virtue traits. Virtue traits are voluntary, aspirational, praiseworthy traits that reflect practical wisdom and moral beliefs and are thus stable and durable. There is little evidence that personality traits share these features of virtue traits so considered. Personality traits are not voluntary but are instead, most often, the products of factors external to an agent’s choosing. We see Paul’s shyness as something that he is given; while Paul might try to overcome his shyness, more often than not, these efforts take the form of managing one’s shyness, rather than eliminating it. Because personality traits are not things that are completely up to us, this limits the extent to which they can be aspirational and the subject of praise or blame. While we often admire another’s personality trait, and even wish it for ourselves, admiration is different than praise. We admire someone’s confidence in the way we admire someone’s physical features: as traits that are good to have, but not necessarily reflective of something deep about the person. And indeed, there is little evidence that personality traits reflect anything about the person, other than the dispositions that they describe. Whereas virtue traits reflect a person’s practical wisdom and moral beliefs, personality traits do not. They are reflective of what the person has been given, rather than reflective of what the person chooses to be. Finally, while personality traits (according to some, at least) may be durable and stable, this durability and stability functions differently in personality traits than it does in virtue traits. Virtue traits are meant to be durable and stable insofar as they reflect a person’s most fundamental beliefs about how one ought to behave, beliefs that, in a virtuous person, translate into an added layer of protection against the everyday whims and contingencies of our experiences. Personality traits, to the extent that they are durable and stable, are so because of environmental consistencies and genetic influence.

Given these differences between virtue traits and personality traits, the study of virtue traits must proceed differently than the study of personality traits. Understanding the incidence of compassionate behavior, as Jayawickreme and Fleeson’s research delivers, is a promising start, but until we investigate the mental states underlying this behavior we won’t have a feel for whether the behavior reflects virtue. Most importantly, psychological investigation of the virtues should begin with the presupposition that virtue traits play a unique role within individuals, and that given this uniqueness, we can learn about them (and, indeed, determine their existence) only by exploring the features that make them unique.


Notes

1 It also neglects to track the number of opportunities an individual has or does not have to exercise the particular trait, a point I think seriously limits the use of this methodology to establish virtue possession.
2 For one example of virtue, see Besser-Jones (2014, chapter 6); for overviews of different formulations of virtue, see Besser-Jones and Slote (2015).
3 See Bouchard (1994), Loehlin (1992), and, for review, Bouchard and McGue (2003).
4 For a review, see Boyce, Wood, and Powdthavee (2013).
5 And note that where substantial personality change is desired, change occurs as the product of intervention and cognitive theory and thus evolves in the therapeutic context.
6 Bouchard and Loehlin, for example, describe the development of personality as a result of the interaction between genetics and environment: Personality traits are “major reflections of ‘causal agency’ embedded in humans by evolutionary processes … [they] have distal causes but are influenced, triggered, and moderated by proximal internal and external stimuli,” where the internal stimuli are one’s genetic makeup and the external stimuli are features of one’s environment (Bouchard and Loehlin, 2001, p. 244).
7 As Roberts, Walton, and Viechtbauer (2006) note in their meta-analysis of personality trait development, research on personality change has most often focused on mean-level change, or changes that are evident within a group of people (e.g., a specific age group), as opposed to change at the individual level. Research on mean-level change will naturally support findings that place the explanation of trait change in factors external to the individual, such as genetically driven biological changes, or, perhaps, engagement with tasks associated with distinct periods of one’s life (e.g., starting a career). This is one area where the approach offered by Jayawickreme and Fleeson (and developed in more detail in Fleeson, 2001) appears more promising, insofar as it tracks personality traits at the individual level and focuses on within-person variation.
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2.2 Personality Is Not Destiny, but It’s Still Real

Simine Vazire

Science is in the business of prediction. Psychology is in the business of predicting human behavior. Personality psychology is in the business of predicting who will do what. The paragon of this type of prediction would be to be able to identify who is going to commit the next mass shooting or which 6-year-old is going to grow up to make the next transformative discovery in cosmology.

As nice as it would be to be able to succeed at this type of prediction, it is unrealistic. Human behavior is incredibly complex, and any patterns that we identify will not be even close to law-like. At best, we can hope to predict human behavior at moderately-better-than-chance levels. In this commentary, I will argue (1) that this is nevertheless an impressive achievement, (2) that personality traits are one of the best tools we have to predict behavior, and (3) that this has fundamental implications for our understanding of moral psychology.


Why Does Probabilistic Prediction Still Matter a Lot, Even Though It Is Fallible?

Jayawickreme and Fleeson lay out the argument very nicely. First, for most selection decisions, we are choosing someone not because we think the individual is likely to perform a single act, but because we hope the individual will consistently perform that act and related acts. For example, in selecting an employee, supervisors hope that they can select someone who is more likely than other candidates to be dependable, hardworking, honest, cooperative, and competent. If someone consistently performs 20% better than the other candidates on behaviors related to these traits, then that employee’s supervisor will be better off.

Even in cases when we want to predict a single act (e.g., who will give a good colloquium talk), if we can increase our chances of selecting a strong candidate by 20% by taking into account the candidates’ personalities, we would be foolish not to use that information.

The accuracy of behavioral prediction should be judged by a realistic standard, not against the standard of perfect prediction. The question is not whether knowing someone’s personality allows us to perfectly predict what he or she will do, because no set of variables will ever be able to predict human behavior perfectly, or even close to perfectly. If the goal is to predict everything, to know who will be the next mass shooter, or the next supergenius, we might as well give up now. This is not a task that any social science can accomplish.

What is a more realistic standard? Perhaps prediction is impressive if it makes a difference that people would notice in their everyday lives. By this standard, personality predictors shine. Everyone uses personality in judging and selecting others all the time. Imagine a world where people selected their friends, spouses, employees, roommates, and pet sitters without regard to personality. This would mean that whatever characteristics you value in a friend, spouse, and so on, you would not be able to select on those attributes, and you would end up, on average, with a friend, or spouse, who has an average level of those characteristics. Forget about avoiding flaky friends, jealous partners, and arrogant employees. It would be a nightmare of a world.

When it comes to our own lives and our own decisions, we are all personality psychologists. And we all believe that even probabilistic prediction is extremely valuable. If I value not fighting in my relationship, and I can use personality traits to predict which partner will pick a fight, on average, once a year versus once a week, it would be madness not to use that information. Happily, we can (and do) use this kind of information to make decisions in our everyday lives. Even though personality is not destiny, it is powerful enough to be a major factor in our life decisions, and to be an effective tool for successful prediction.


Personality Traits Are among the Best Tools We Have to Predict Behavior

As Jayawickreme and Fleeson point out, the existing body of research paints a clear picture of the value of personality for predicting consequential outcomes (see, e.g., Roberts et al., 2007). Moreover, the results of their own work, depicted in their figures, are among the most robust and well-replicated findings in the literature. The density-distribution approach has spurred a proliferation of studies examining the consistency of personality, and every single study that has examined the stability of people’s density distributions has found results similar to those presented in this chapter—people fluctuate a lot, but the location of their own distribution remains extremely stable from week to week, or month to month. The finding is real, and it is strong. This is especially impressive in light of the replication crisis we are experiencing in psychology (Funder et al., 2014; Spellman, 2015). We are in the middle of a reckoning which is bringing to light that many findings in psychology are not as robust as we thought. This has called into question many effects, and one response to this crisis has been to argue that situational effects are, by their very nature, fleeting, or that repeating an original study’s methods is not enough to ensure that the replication is a valid test (Stroebe and Strack, 2014). In other words, the argument goes that we should not necessarily expect studies to replicate in another location or at another time. However, many researchers argue that the ability to directly replicate a finding is the surest sign that we can trust it (Open Science Collaboration, 2015). Few findings have been demonstrated to clear this high bar, but Fleeson and colleagues’ finding that there are stable individual differences in people’s general tendencies—the center of their density distributions—replicates across labs and over time.

Moreover, researchers who have systematically compared the power of the situation and the power of personality for predicting behavior have found that the two effects are about equal in strength (Funder and Ozer, 1983; Richard, Bond, and Stokes-Zoota, 2003). If the effects of situations are more fleeting than we thought (as argued by some in light of the replication failures), but personality effects replicate, this suggests that perhaps the power of personality is greater, or at least more reliable, than the power of the situation. This is not a line of argument that I’m interested in pushing—I suspect that both types of effects are quite heterogeneous (some personality traits predict some behaviors better than others, and the same goes for situations), and it does not make much sense to compare the two “average” effect sizes. More importantly, the power of personality traits should not be scoffed at unless we are ready to throw out all other predictors of human behavior as well—no other predictor consistently outperforms personality.


What Does This Mean for Moral Psychology?

Compared to Jayawickreme and Fleeson, I am less sanguine about scientists wandering into the space of pre- and proscription. I agree that it is impossible to conduct science without bringing in our values, but I am not comfortable naming virtues or placing value labels on personality characteristics (though I do it all the time in my personal life and have done it occasionally even when wearing my scientist hat). Nevertheless, I think this does not limit the value of personality traits for informing the discussion of virtue ethics and moral character. What I think Jayawickreme and Fleeson’s work, and other personality research, tells us is that, whatever dimension you value and would like to select people on, personality traits can probably help you. Whatever behavior you would like to predict in others (or in yourself), chances are that there are personality traits that would help improve the accuracy of your prediction.

Some of us may be interested in minimizing our exposure to emotional people, whereas others of us may be more interested in maximizing our exposure to creative, interesting people, regardless of their emotionality. It is not for science to say which of those characteristics should be valued more. What science can do is tell us that, although people are somewhat unpredictable, there are some people who are reliably less emotional, or reliably more creative, than others.


Unanswered Questions

Overall, I am in almost perfect agreement with Jayawickreme and Fleeson. If anything, I think they could go even further and declare that the evidence suggests personality traits are the best tool we currently have to predict human behavior. However, there are a few areas where I think the evidence is still murky, and future research should address these questions.


Does Personality Extend to the Process Level?

Jayawickreme and Fleeson declare that there are individual differences in processes underlying traits, such that people have different links between the inputs, intermediates, and outputs. However, there is very little research examining whether people really differ at this level. We know for a fact that there are individual differences in the outputs (average levels of thoughts, feelings, and behavior), but we know very little about the extent to which these are due to different inputs versus different reactions to these inputs (i.e., links). The evidence that Jayawickreme and Fleeson cite (e.g., that personality states are predictable from features of the situation, or from individuals’ goals) shows main effects of these inputs/intermediates, but it has not been established that the strengths of the links between situations/goals and behavior is different for different people.

Many of us have found preliminary evidence of individual differences in these links (i.e., significant heterogeneity in within-person slopes between situation features and personality states; e.g., Sherman et al., 2015), but what accounts for this heterogeneity is unclear. In order to know whether these individual differences in slopes (i.e., links) are meaningful, we first need to empirically test whether these individual differences are stable over time—do the same people consistently show stronger links than others?—and whether we can identify the moderators of those individual differences in slopes—what kinds of people have stronger links? Until we do this, it is premature to conclude that people have idiosyncratic processes underlying their behaviors, thoughts, and feelings. The output is certainly different from person to person, but it’s not clear that we have idiosyncratic processes that produce those different outputs. It is possible that the mechanisms are more or less universal, but people differ in the extent to which they are exposed to, or choose to expose themselves to, different inputs.

If the process underlying traits looks the same (or very similar) for everyone—that is, if everyone has similar links between inputs, intermediates, and outputs—then this raises questions for whether traits are explanatory or merely descriptive. This is a fundamental question for personality psychologists to answer, but in my view, neither answer is problematic. I don’t have an intuition one way or the other—it seems plausible to me that people tend to react to internal and external events in pretty similar ways, but it also seems plausible to me that there are large differences in people’s reactions to these inputs. If the former is true, personality would not extend down into the processes producing the outputs, because everyone would look the same “down there.” You could describe a person’s personality without reference to his or her internal processes because those would be relatively universal. Hence, personality traits would be “merely” descriptive. However, I think descriptive facts get short shrift—if traits are accurate, useful summaries of people’s general tendencies, they are still doing a lot of work for us in predicting behavior. If they are also explanatory—if there are important individual differences in the links/reactions people have to inputs—more power to personality. But if all individual differences come down to differences in outputs (due to selective exposure to inputs), that would not, in my view, undermine the value of traits.


Methodological Challenges 

Fleeson’s density-distribution approach to personality and Jayawickreme and Fleeson’s whole trait theory have opened up an exciting new territory for personality research. The first wave of studies has established conclusively that people fluctuate a great deal around their general tendencies, and that individual differences in these general tendencies are important and stable (Fleeson and Gallagher, 2009). The second wave of studies is under way now, showing that there are replicable predictors of these fluctuations, including situational features and internal characteristics. These studies are methodologically rigorous, and the findings are groundbreaking.

As with any new area of research, the methods will continue to become more and more robust. I am confident that the knowledge we have accrued so far will hold up to these new methods, and some new, more nuanced conclusions may also arise. Specifically, I anticipate the next wave of studies in this area will go beyond experience sampling methodology (ESM) studies, combining the self’s perspective captured in ESM with an observer-based measure such as the Electronically Activated Recorder (EAR; Mehl et al., 2001). There have already been studies validating the ESM-based results with observer-based measures (e.g., Fleeson and Law, 2015), but no study has yet presented results using naturalistic intensive within-person data from an observer-based measure. Our lab has two studies under way, and we anticipate that this approach will allow us to identify any differences in patterns observed from a subjective (i.e., ESM) perspective versus an observer-based (i.e., EAR) perspective. I anticipate that there will be few differences overall, but those that emerge are likely to be in domains where self-insight is most likely to be limited (Back and Vazire, 2012; Carlson, Vazire, and Oltmanns, 2013; Vazire and Wilson, 2012). These might be domains that are especially interesting for the discussion on moral psychology and character, such as prosocial and antisocial behaviors (see, e.g., Bollich et al., 2016).

Another methodological challenge for this area of research will be to dig deeper into the meaning of people’s responses on ESM surveys. Some research suggests that variability in a person’s responses may not be straightforward to interpret (Baird, Le, and Lucas, 2006; Lucas et al., under review). Additionally, like traits, ratings of states are inherently comparative—what it means to be “kind” is related to the distribution of “kindness” in the population. To be kind is to be kinder than others. When assessing personality at the state level, it is unclear how a state should be interpreted when the situation exerts a strong pull on that dimension. For example, if I am an introvert but I am giving a public lecture, should I rate myself as high on state talkativeness because I am talking a lot in an absolute sense (i.e., I am in a situation that requires me to talk a lot), or should I rate myself as low on talkativeness if I am talking less than most people would in this situation? The answer to this depends on whether I should get “credit” for being in a situation that pulls for talkativeness in the first place. Either approach is defensible, and it’s likely ESM respondents use a combination of both approaches (i.e., partially controlling for how other people would likely behave in the same situation but also giving themselves some credit for being in that situation in the first place). Understanding exactly how situation selection and pressures affect personality state ratings is an interesting and important challenge for research on personality at the state level.


Conclusion

I agree with all of the major points made by Jayawickreme and Fleeson. Personality is one of the most important predictors of behavior. It is not destiny, but it is important enough to be a major factor in how people predict others’ behavior and how they judge and select others in everyday life. The density-distribution approach has been a groundbreaking new approach to personality psychology that reconciles the power of the situation and the power of personality. The findings from this approach are robust and well-replicated. The next wave of research in this domain will need to tackle the thorny issue of processes underlying these distributions, and whole trait theory provides an excellent framework for thinking about these questions. There are exciting methodological challenges and opportunities that will help provide a more complete picture of personality at every level.
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2.3 Whole Trait Theory Can Explain Virtues

Eranda Jayawickreme and William Fleeson

Both Besser and Vazire (this volume) agree with our assertion that whole trait theory offers advantages in furthering our understanding of virtue. We are very grateful for their commentaries and, in our response, will attempt to continue the interdisciplinary dialogue begun by our colleagues. We are especially heartened by Vazire’s generously positive description of our work. We naturally are in almost total agreement with her. We also want to emphasize our agreement with her characterization of existing unanswered questions. The questions she raised are important next-generation questions to get right.

In this response, we will argue that whole trait theory can in fact assess the emotional and motivational states underlying a person’s choices, thus leading to a more complete understanding of virtue; that, contra Besser’s claim, virtues are in fact personality traits since they vary among people (i.e., there are individual differences in the degree to which people manifest the virtues); that while we acknowledge unique challenges in examining virtues, such as social desirability, these are issues that come up in other areas of personality as well (e.g., the study of perceived character change following adversity; Jayawickreme and Blackie, 2014), so we do not believe that the study of virtue traits must proceed differently than the study of personality traits. We will address each of these points in turn.


Can Whole Trait Theory Help Explain Virtues?

In her commentary, Besser notes, “when it comes to virtue, we cannot look solely at the consistency of choices. We have to instead look into the emotional and motivational states underlying a person’s choices.” We are in complete agreement with her, and this is precisely the reason why our theory is termed whole trait theory—we’re not just looking at behavior, but also at the motivations behind the behavior. It is worth noting here that Doris (2002) and other situationists initially critiqued accounts of virtue using empirical evidence that purported to show evidence of behavioral inconsistency. We argue that the right kind of evidence for behavioral inconsistency, were it to exist, would in fact count against virtue ethics (and we believe it does not; Jayawickreme, Meindl, Helzer, Furr, and Fleeson, 2014). We would also agree with Besser that such evidence, were it to exist, would nevertheless only be one part of the argument against virtue ethics. Nonetheless, the debate is about behavioral inconsistency, and thus we addressed that point first.

As we discussed in our chapter, however, whole trait theory is an account of traits that attempts to explain the choices that people make that are manifested in thoughts, feeling, and behavior. Whole trait theory proposes that behavior can be explained by “social-cognitive” mechanisms such as goals, plans, and rules (Mischel, 1973). This critical component is what extends the theory beyond the density-distribution approach (Fleeson, 2001). Prior research has shown that such mechanisms are clearly important in predicting behavior (McCabe and Fleeson, 2012). The theory proposes that several such processes are the determinants of behavior (Fleeson and Jolley, 2006), and such processes are likely implicated in morality as well.

To briefly recap how whole trait theory fulfills Besser’s stated preference that an account of traits explain the emotional and motivational states underlying a person’s choices, the theory postulates a number of processes causally implicated in the manifestation of behavior. The interpretative process represents the cognitive aspects of the mind—the manner in which information is processed and which results in implications for behavior. The motivational process is the representation of desired and feared end states that create the directional impetus in the individual. The stability-inducing process accounts for factors that guide the individual toward his or her typical trait manifestation, such as genetic, homeostatic, or habit forces. The temporal process is necessary to account for influences of past events on the present, such as inertia or cycles. The random error process is needed to account for unpredictable trait manifestations.

As an example, a person might act highly extraverted at a party. According to whole trait theory, this might be a result of interpreting other people in the current situation as welcoming, of pursuing a goal to try to meet new people, of a homeostatic tendency toward returning to one’s habitual behaviors, an ongoing trend that continues extraverted behavior from the lecture right before the party, and/or purely random processes.

Thus, in response to Vazire’s comment, we believe that traits in this view are both descriptive and explanatory. They are descriptive because they describe how people act. But they are explanatory because they also encapsulate the processes that give rise to how people act. As Vazire noted, is possible that different people have different processes, but it also possible that everyone has the same processes. If people have the same processes, then traits are explanatory in that they create the behaviors that the traits describe. If different people have different processes, then individual differences in traits are explanatory as well. Vazire rightly points out that the extent of individual differences in such explanatory processes is still an open question.

We agree with Vazire that the identification of such processes is an important part of current research in personality science (DeYoung, 2015; Fleeson and Law, 2015; Read et al., 2010). Research has only begun on the question of understanding virtue from the perspective of whole trait theory (Meindl, Jayawickreme, Furr, and Fleeson, 2015). As a result, we are confident that Besser’s concern is largely a function of this research’s being at a nascent stage rather than due to limitations with the theory itself.


Personality, Destiny, and Virtues: Are Virtues Traits?

One sharp distinction between the two commentaries concerns the relevance of normal personality traits for the virtues. Besser notes, “I think there are several good reasons for thinking that virtue traits are not personality traits” and subsequently argues that “the study of virtue traits must proceed differently than the study of personality traits.” On the other hand, Vazire argues that “no other predictor consistently outperforms personality,” and that “whatever dimension you value and would like to select people on, personality traits can probably help you.”

Our fundamental view is that virtues are also traits. Virtue ethics in our view is dependent on the common assumption that people differ from each other in meaningful ways in their behavior. As Vazire eloquently notes, the facts that people’s behaviors do indeed differ systematically from each other over time, these interindividual difference in behavior are impressively stable, these individual differences have substantial implications for the quality of one’s life, including happiness, longevity, income, health, and relationships (Jayawickreme et al., 2014), and conceptualizing traits as distributions of trait-relevant behavior successfully reconciles the trait perspective with evidence for substantial within-person variability (Fleeson, 2001) settles the matter in favor of the existence of robust individual differences.

Besser notes what she believes, in her view, is a substantive difference between personality traits and virtues:

We admire someone’s confidence in the way we admire someone’s physical features: as traits that are good to have, but not necessarily reflective of something deep about the person. And indeed, there is little evidence that personality traits reflect anything about the person, other than the dispositions that they describe. Whereas virtue traits reflect a person’s practical wisdom and moral beliefs, personality traits do not. They are reflective of what the person has been given, rather than reflective of what the person chooses to be.


In our humble view, this is not how people think of individual differences. To take one example, we would think of someone who behaved in a more intelligent, curious, or open-minded manner relative to other people as someone who had higher intellect compared to other people. We would moreover believe that this information reflected something “deep” about that individual.

We also question Besser’s view that personality is fundamentally something durable and stable or perhaps even unchangeable while virtues are different in that they are “aspirational.” We admit that this is a long-dominant view—Costa and McCrae (1994) famously declared personality to be “set like plaster”—but recent work highlighting the malleability of personality across the life span (e.g., Caspi, Roberts, and Shiner, 2005; Edmonds, Jackson, Fayard, and Roberts, 2008; see also Blackie, Roepke, Forgeard, Jayawickreme, and Fleeson, 2014; Fleeson and Jayawickreme, 2015) as well as some empirical evidence for personality change in the wake of various life events (Hoerger et al., 2014; Jackson et al., 2012) do highlight the fact that field is moving beyond an understanding of the field characterized by Besser’s assertion that “personality traits, to the extent that they are durable and stable, are so because of environmental consistencies and genetic influence.”

Vazire highlighted in her commentary the notion that personality is not destiny. Rather, personality can predict in only a probabilistic way because people are not slaves to their traits or dispositions. Of particular note, people aspire to change their personality traits—one study found that 90% of people expressed a desire to change one of their Big Five traits (Hudson and Roberts, 2014; Hudson and Fraley, 2015). Moreover, individuals may sometimes intentionally change their Big Five trait level when they realize that it does not match up to where they would ideally like it to be. To give one example, a recent college graduate may decide to work on becoming more conscientious to cope with the demands of her new career as an army cadet (Jackson et al., 2012). If the behavioral changes she enacts are feasible and she is able to implement the changes repeatedly until they become relatively habitual—that is, until they have resulted in changes in the descriptive part of her trait (Blackie et al., 2014; Fleeson and Jayawickreme, 2015)—then it may be said that her trait has in fact changed (Hennecke et al., 2014).

In fact, there is growing evidence that people care enough about their personality to intentionally set goals to inculcate specific traits (Hudson and Fraley, 2015; Robinson, Noftle, Guo, Asadi, and Zhang, 2015). These preliminary findings in fact hold promise for the view that people can intentionally change their traits, virtues included. Hudson and Fraley (2015) found through a series of intervention studies, for example, that people who wanted to increase their level on a particular trait may simultaneously modify their behavior to manifest that trait to a greater degree and also begin to adopt a social identity in line with that trait—for example, begin seeing themselves as more conscientious. Such research insight—built on the idea that personality traits are more malleable and desirable—can be extended to the project of virtue development, and we see this as an exciting new area for future research (Jayawickreme et al., 2014).

Another interesting conceptual distinction raised by Besser is that “Personality traits are not voluntary but are instead, most often, the products of factors external to an agent’s choosing.” However, to give a further example of how contemporary research has moved beyond traditional views of personality as being “set in stone”: McCabe and Fleeson (2016) found that people in fact chose to enact the personality traits of extraversion and conscientiousness at any given moment in order to achieve the goals they were pursuing at that moment. This effect was found in both experience-sampling and observer-rated studies. This highlights an alternative, functionalist explanation for traits—they are not only involuntary products of factors external to an agent’s choosing, but they are also tools that an agent can in fact use to pursue and achieve daily goals.

Of course, some proportion of the variability in personality would be “products of factors external to an agent’s choosing”; however, we note that this would also be the case of virtues as well. In other words, virtues would also be subject to nonagentic influence (environmental consistencies; genetic influences) in the same way that traits are. It is beyond the scope of this commentary to consider behavioral genetics methods—we only have time here to express our complete confidence that a behavioral genetics study of virtues would reveal nearly identical findings as do behavioral genetics studies of traits (Turkheimer, 1998).

Indeed, our belief that virtues are part of personality and can be studied with the methods of personality psychology is behind our response to Vazire’s concern about prescriptive science. In our view, morality is used as a selection tool rather than as a prescriptive tool. We use morality to pick which domains are of interest to us to study. Ultimately, if the domain is interesting enough, then its true or perceived relevance to morality is less critical. For example, if compassion is ever deemed not relevant to morality, research on compassion would nonetheless be interesting because the domain of compassion is inherently interesting. That is, this strategy acknowledges the inherent disagreement about moral issues but continues forward with the assumption that the study of morality will likely still be interesting.

Moreover, disagreement about which actions and which individuals are morally good may present a scientific opportunity. Specifically, such disagreement may reflect Besser’s contention that virtues operate differently than other traits. Conversely, such disagreement may mask underlying similarities across moral and nonmoral traits. Scientific research may be able to resolve which of these two possibilities is accurate by revealing similarities or differences in findings across the types of traits.


Methodology and Philosophy and the Future

What the two of us both feel is excitement about the interdisciplinary approach to a topic like virtues. Here we have one comment saying future research on virtues needs to enrich its assessment methods and another comment saying future research on virtues needs to enrich its conceptions of traits. We are getting rich feedback from both sides, and we agree!

We agree with Vazire’s claim that there may be unique challenges to measuring virtue (such as social desirability issues) necessitating innovative methods such as the EAR (Vazire, this volume) or self-report measures of virtue specifically designed to reduce social desirability (Meindl et al., 2015). We also agree with Besser’s implication that a careful assessment of the relationship between virtues and traits is an important step in using empirical research to contribute to knowledge about virtues.

We are excited about a study of such a big question—morality—with the most sophisticated tools of both disciplines. We hope this continues and want to be deeply involved in the interconnection of philosophy and methodology. Although we are aware of the risks Vazire alludes to when studying morality, we are willing to take the risk. After all, morality appears to be the most important and essential part of who we are (Strohminger and Nichols, 2014). It would be unfortunate if it were impossible to study.


Conclusion

In responding to Besser’s claims about the nature of personality, we should note that it is not our intention to be dismissive or thoughtless. Indeed, we acknowledge that this form of interdisciplinary dialogue is challenging, and achieving clarity on what it means to possess a personality trait and a virtue is important, especially given that intuitions on what that means will differ from discipline to discipline. Continuing dialogue is critical, and we are grateful for the commentary we have received thus far. Of interest, Besser ends her commentary by noting the following:

Understanding the incidence of compassionate behavior, as Jayawickreme and Fleeson’s research delivers, is a promising start, but until we investigate the mental states underlying this behavior we won’t have a feel for whether the behavior reflects virtue. Most importantly, psychological investigation of the virtues should begin with the presupposition that virtue traits play a unique role within individuals, and that given this uniqueness, we can learn about them (and, indeed, determine their existence) only by exploring the features that make them unique.


We may be wrong, but we believe that what Besser is interested in here is the process underlying behavior (for her, moral behavior). As we noted in our original chapter, this is also the goal of whole trait theory, and we remain confident that our approach can offer one path forward to a more complete understanding of the structure of the virtues.


Acknowledgments

This publication was made possible through the support of a grant from the Templeton World Charity Foundation. The opinions expressed in this publication are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the Templeton World Charity Foundation.


References

	Blackie, L.E.R., Roepke, A. M., Forgeard, M.J.C., Jayawickreme, E., & Fleeson, W. (2014). Act well to be well: The promise of changing personality states to promote well-being. In A. C. Parks & S. M. Schueller (Eds.), Handbook of positive psychological interventions (pp. 462–473). Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell.

	Caspi, A., Roberts, B. W., & Shiner, R. (2005). Personality development. Annual Review of Psychology, 56, 453–484.

	Costa, P. T., Jr., & McCrae, R. R. (1994). Stability and change in personality from adolescence through adulthood. In C. F. Halverson, G. A. Kohnstamm, & R. P. Martin (Eds.), The developing structure of temperament and personality from infancy to adulthood (pp. 139–150). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

	DeYoung, C. G. (2015). Cybernetic Big Five theory. Journal of Research in Personality, 56, 33–58.

	Doris, J. (2002). Lack of character: Personality and moral behavior. New York: Cambridge University Press.

	Edmonds, G. W., Jackson, J. J., Fayard, J. V., & Roberts, B. W. (2008). Is character fate, or is there hope to change my personality yet? Social and Personality Psychology Compass, 2(1), 399–413.

	Fleeson, W. (2001). Toward a structure- and process-integrated view of personality: Traits as density distributions of states. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 80, 1011–1027.

	Fleeson, W., & Jayawickreme, E. (2015). Whole trait theory. Journal of Research in Personality, 56, 82–92.

	Fleeson, W., & Jolley, S. (2006). A proposed theory of the adult development of intraindividual variability in trait-manifesting behavior. In D. K. Mroczek & T. D. Little (Eds.), Handbook of personality development (pp. 41–59). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

	Fleeson, W., & Law, M. K. (2015). Trait enactments as density distributions: The role of actors, situations, and observers in explaining stability and variability. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 109(6), 1090–1104.

	Hennecke, M., Bleidorn, W., Denissen, J. J., & Wood, D. (2014). A three‐part framework for self‐regulated personality development across adulthood. European Journal of Personality, 28(3), 289–299.

	Hoerger, M., Chapman, B. P., Prigerson, H. G., Fagerlin, A., Mohile, S. G., & Epstein, R. M., et al. (2014). Personality change pre- to post-loss in spousal caregivers of patients with terminal lung cancer. Social Psychological & Personality Science. doi:10.1177/1948550614524448

	Hudson, N. W., & Fraley, R. C. (2015). Volitional personality trait change: Can people choose to change their personality traits? Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 109(3), 490–507.

	Hudson, N. W., & Roberts, B. W. (2014). Goals to change personality traits: Concurrent links between personality traits, daily behavior, and goals to change oneself. Journal of Research in Personality, 53, 68–83.

	Jackson, J. J., Thoemmes, F., Jonkmann, K., Lüdtke, O., & Trautwein, U. (2012). Military training and personality trait development: Does the military make the man, or does the man make the military? Psychological Science, 23(3), 270–277.

	Jayawickreme, E., & Blackie, L.E.R. (2014). Post‐traumatic growth as positive personality change: Evidence, controversies and future directions. European Journal of Personality, 28(4), 312–331.

	Jayawickreme, E., Meindl, P., Helzer, E. G., Furr, R. M., & Fleeson, W. (2014). Virtuous states and virtuous traits: How the empirical evidence regarding the existence of broad traits saves virtue ethics from the situationist challenge. Theory and Research in Education, 12(3), 283–308.

	McCabe, K. O., & Fleeson, W. (2012). What is extraversion for? Integrating trait and motivational perspectives and identifying the purpose of extraversion. Psychological Science, 23(12), 1498–1505.

	McCabe, K. O., & Fleeson, W. (2016). Are traits useful? Explaining trait manifestations as tools in the pursuit of goals. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 110(2), 287–301.

	Meindl, P., Jayawickreme, E., Furr, R. M., & Fleeson, W. (2015). A foundation beam for studying morality from a personological point of view: Are individual differences in moral behaviors and thoughts consistent? Journal of Research in Personality, 59, 81–92.

	Mischel, W. (1973). Toward a cognitive social learning reconceptualization of personality. Psychological Review, 80(4), 252–283. doi:10.1037/h0035002

	Read, S. J., Monroe, B. M., Brownstein, A. L., Yang, Y., Chopra, G., & Miller, L. C. (2010). A neural network model of the structure and dynamics of human personality. Psychological Review, 117(1), 61–92. doi:10.1037/a0018131

	Robinson, O. C., Noftle, E. E., Guo, J., Asadi, S., & Zhang, X. (2015). Goals and plans for Big Five personality trait change in young adults. Journal of Research in Personality, 59, 31–43.

	Strohminger, N., & Nichols, S. (2014). The essential moral self. Cognition, 131(1), 159–171.

	Turkheimer, E. (1998). Heritability and biological explanation. Psychological Review, 105(4), 782–791.


3 Character Education and the Rearguard of Situationism

Gopal Sreenivasan

Can you tell me, Socrates, whether virtue is acquired by teaching or by practice; or if neither by teaching nor practice, then whether it comes to man by nature, or in what other way?


So begins Plato’s Meno (70a). In the dialogue, Meno evidently presupposes that virtue should be acquired, if only it can be. His discussion with Socrates therefore focuses on the question of whether virtue can be acquired. Up to a point, this focus is perfectly reasonable. Few, presumably, would wish to insist that virtue should be acquired despite the fact that it cannot be. As we shall see, however, the truth of this matter is not quite as simple as it first appears.

I am interested to examine the extent to which the viability of Meno’s presupposition is affected by the specific modalities of character education—affected, that is, by how virtue is to be acquired, rather than simply by whether it can be. To this end, I shall distinguish, somewhat crudely, between two different models of virtue acquisition, the “ham-fisted Aristotelian” model and the “Fosbury” model, as I shall call them. I have no idea which of the two is more effective. That is an interesting empirical question, which I leave open. Nor are they the only two models available. Still, I shall argue, these two models do have radically contrary implications for whether virtue should be acquired.

The context for my enquiry will be the recent “situationist critique” of virtue ethics.1 Situationism’s frontline critique is that virtue ethics is “empirically inadequate” because, as social psychology is supposed to have shown, most people do not have any character traits. Yet the best theories of virtue claim only that “some people,” models of virtue, will have the relevant character traits, not that “most people” will have them, and few people are expected to be models of virtue. Against such theories, situationism’s frontline critique is entirely useless, as situationists know full well (e.g., Doris, 1998, pp. 511–513). Hence, situationism requires some rearguard critique in order to indict theories of virtue whose primary scope is restricted to “a few” people.

I shall argue that situationism’s rearguard critique has to be able to saddle traditional theories of virtue with a universalized version of Meno’s presupposition. Traditional theories of virtue, in other words, are vulnerable to a rearguard critique to the extent that they must affirm that “everyone should acquire” some virtues. However, this proposition admits of at least two interpretations. On one interpretation, derived from the ham-fisted Aristotelian model, it turns out that virtue both can and should be acquired by everyone, even when all of situationism’s empirical claims have been conceded. Thus, there is no harm in affirming the proposition so interpreted. On the other interpretation, derived from the Fosbury model, the proposition to be affirmed does wind up being false. But then it also turns out that traditional theories of virtue need not affirm it after all. Either way, situationism’s rearguard critique is a failure.

In §1, I shall define the rearguard critique more carefully. In §2, I shall describe the two models of character education to be investigated, that is, the ham-fisted Aristotelian model and the Fosbury model. In §3, I shall argue that, if the ham-fisted Aristotelian model is more effective, then everyone should acquire some virtues. This will be my first reply to the rearguard critique. In §4, we shall switch gears and assume that the Fosbury model is more effective. In that case, as we shall see, most of us should not acquire any virtues. Nevertheless, I shall go on to argue that the rearguard critique still fails. This argument comes in two parts. Its first part, which I shall review in §§5–6, is a defense borrowed from a surprising source. In §7, I shall then explain why, surprising or not, a traditional theory of virtue is perfectly entitled to help itself to this defense. This will complete my second reply to the rearguard critique. I summarize my conclusions briefly in §8.


§1. The Rearguard Critique

Let me begin by reviewing the dialectic between situationism and traditional theories of virtue a little more carefully, concentrating on the demands of the rearguard critique. A theory of virtue qualifies as “traditional” insofar as it employs the traditional definition of virtue as “a species of character trait.”2 Employing this traditional definition is what exposes a theory of virtue to situationism’s empirical critique in the first place. For if a virtue is a species of character trait, and most people do not have any character traits, then most people do not have any virtues either.

Now the traditional definition is far from compulsory. Indeed, some philosophers opt for alternative definitions of virtue. As situationists have recognized from the outset (e.g., Harman, 1999, pp. 327–328), adopting a nontraditional definition of virtue can suffice to make a proponent of “virtue” immune to the situationist’s critique. We shall return to this point in §6, where it will take on an unexpected significance. In the meantime, I shall proceed under the conventional assumption that this point is of little comfort to traditional theorists of virtue (and hence, of little interest to us).

To clear the slate, let us accept that most people do not have any traditionally defined virtues. This conclusion represents the central philosophical payoff of situationism’s empirical critique. Having accepted this conclusion, consider a traditional theorist of virtue whose primary claim is that a few people have some virtues, though perhaps not many do.3 Or, more explicitly, that a few people have some virtuous character traits (though perhaps not many do). Or, finally and more precisely, that for each virtuous character trait, a few people have it (though perhaps not many).4 This theorist certainly makes an empirical claim,5 but the theorist’s claim is entirely consistent with the situationist’s (reading of the) empirical evidence, as well as with situationism’s philosophical conclusion that most people do not have any traditionally defined virtues. So far, then, from constituting a critique of this theory of virtue, situationism does not even manage to contradict it—at least, not yet.

Doris refers to a virtue theory of this kind as “empirically modest” (1998, p. 512). Let us embrace this as our label for virtue theories featuring the italicized claim from the previous paragraph. Doris fully accepts that situationism cannot convict empirically modest virtue theories of empirical inadequacy.6 Moreover, he anticipates that some adherents of traditional virtue theory will respond to the situationist critique by declaring that, all along, they were only ever interested in an empirically modest theory (and, of course, he was right about that).7 Accordingly, if situationism is to reject (traditional, but) empirically modest theories of virtue, it requires some other basis—distinct from the claim that most people do not have any character traits—on which to do so. I shall refer to this “other basis” as situationism’s rearguard critique.

The rearguard critique’s point of departure is the assumption that a moral theory must be “practically relevant” to everyone.8 Obviously, a moral theory that fails this requirement will be practically irrelevant, at least to some people. One might reasonably wonder what is so bad, let alone fatal, about a moral theory’s being practically irrelevant to some people.9 Nevertheless, I shall not pursue this question, since I am happy to accept the requirement that a moral theory be practically relevant to everyone.

An empirically modest theory of virtue restricts the scope of its primary claim to “a few” people. It follows that everyone else is left out of the theory’s primary scope, even if not exactly excluded from it (i.e., most people are left out). Hence, on pain of practical irrelevance to most people, empirically modest theories must have some secondary claim they address to everyone else. However, as long as an empirically modest theory of virtue has some such claim to offer,10 it falls to the rearguard critique to refute that claim. Otherwise the charge of practical irrelevance will not stick. We shall presently consider what secondary claims an empirically modest theory may have to offer. But before we do, we should first clarify and regiment some relevant terminology.

I shall phrase the analysis throughout in terms of a single virtue—kindness, say—in order to avoid getting entangled in the unity of virtue thicket (cf. note 4). Someone with the character trait of kindness has, among other things, a reliable disposition to act kindly: for example, to help an old woman to cross the street or to overlook faults in others. (More precisely, such an individual is reliable about acting kindly when that is what the situation requires. I shall read this requirement into the meaning of “acting kindly.”11) For present purposes, we need not pay attention to the “other things” built into a virtuous character trait.12 Rather, we can follow the situationists’ lead and concentrate on the dimension of reliable behavior.

Reliable behavioral dispositions come in degrees. For different reasons, we are not really interested in the endpoints of these continua—zero and 100% reliability, respectively. Nobody thinks that having the character trait of kindness requires a person to be 100% reliable in acting kindly.13 I shall therefore use the expression “model of kindness” to designate people who meet the upper threshold of reliability in acting kindly, whatever it is, above which a person counts as fully having the virtue of kindness.14 It does not particularly matter exactly where this threshold lies. As far as the virtue of kindness is concerned, then, an empirically modest theory of virtue’s primary claim is that “a few people are models of kindness.”

Most of us are not models of kindness. We can all agree about that. But the empirical evidence does not show, nor do the situationists claim, that most of us have degree zero (or even, zero plus epsilon) of reliability in acting kindly.15 So the zero point of the continuum is not interesting either. Still, situationism does claim, as we have seen, that most people “do not have” the character trait of kindness. Thus, we also need (or really, they do) a lower threshold of reliability in acting kindly, below which it is more true than not to say that a person “lacks the character trait” of kindness. Let us grant that situationism’s empirical evidence shows that most people fall below this lower threshold. That is the sense in which they “lack the character trait” of kindness.

We can now rejoin the dialectic. What secondary claims can an empirically modest theory of virtue address to the rest of us, who are not models of kindness? Situationists tend to fixate on the claim that the rest of us should emulate the models of virtue, that is, that we should try to acquire the relevant virtuous character trait(s) ourselves.16 This amounts to what I earlier called a universalized version of Meno’s presupposition. For the time being, let us accept that this is the secondary claim on which empirically modest theories rely to establish their practical relevance to everyone else and consider next how the rearguard critique proposes to refute it.

There are two salient interpretations of this secondary claim, corresponding to the upper and lower thresholds we have identified. Let us start with the more demanding interpretation, on which the claim is that everyone else “should try to become a model of kindness.” Few people succeed in reaching the upper threshold of reliability in acting kindly. Failure to reach the upper threshold is what evicts the rest of us from the scope of an empirically modest theory’s primary claim. On this interpretation, the theory’s secondary claim is that the rest of us should nevertheless try to reach the upper threshold.

In principle, the rearguard critique’s refutation of this claim turns on the fact that most of us cannot reach the upper threshold.17 Since we cannot reach it, it is false that we “should try to reach it.” Hence, the secondary claim fails. The trouble with this way of spelling the rearguard critique out is that the facts do not establish that it is “impossible” for most of us to reach the upper threshold of reliability in acting kindly. Worse, situationists explicitly concede this (Doris, 1998, p. 524n33; 2002, p. 112). On the other hand, the trouble with not spelling the critique out this way is that, if situationism concedes that the rest of us “should try” to become models of kindness, its rearguard critique fails immediately. For the truth of that secondary claim suffices to vindicate the practical relevance of an empirically modest theory to everyone (else). Situationists must therefore insist, somehow, that most of us “cannot” reach the upper threshold, despite having conceded that it is not impossible for us to do so. Although this is not a comfortable position for them to occupy,18 I shall not press the point. Let us simply grant that most of us cannot reach the upper threshold of reliability.

On the less demanding interpretation, an empirically modest theory’s secondary claim is merely that everyone else “should try to reach the lower threshold” of reliability in acting kindly. There is no cost to the theory in falling back on this weaker claim (or even, in leading with it)—for all an empirically modest theory requires is some claim addressed to everyone else that is correct, practically relevant, and anchored in a virtuous character trait. Thus, as long as the secondary claim lodged under the less demanding interpretation is correct, it will do the trick. It is therefore incumbent upon the rearguard critique to refute this claim as well.

Again, the pivotal question is whether the facts support the empirical premise required to execute this refutation, namely, “most people cannot reach the lower threshold of reliability.”19 Now, since it was already obscure whether the facts support the weaker premise needed to undermine the more demanding interpretation, it is evidently all the more obscure whether the same facts support the stronger premise needed to undermine the less demanding interpretation. In any case, let us grant that most people cannot reach the lower threshold of reliability in acting kindly either.


§2. Two Models of Character Education

Meno would doubtless agree with the rearguard critique that anyone who cannot acquire the virtue of kindness should not try to acquire it.20 Granted that most people cannot reach the lower threshold of reliability in acting kindly, the rearguard critique duly concludes that most people should not try to acquire the virtue of kindness. On that basis, it convicts empirically modest theories of practical irrelevance to most people and urges that we reject them.

As I have suggested, however, it may be that whether one should try to acquire the virtue of kindness does not depend simply on whether one can succeed in acquiring it (e.g., can actually reach the lower threshold of reliability), but rather also depends on how the character trait is to be acquired (i.e., on how one moves up the reliability continuum). This is the main question I wish to examine. One reason for conceding the rearguard critique’s empirical premise so freely is that it throws our question firmly into the spotlight. As a bonus of sorts, we shall find ourselves in a position to lend the situationists an argument for rejecting the claim that most people should try to reach the lower threshold of reliability in acting kindly. Moreover, this argument will be consistent with its still being possible for most people to reach that threshold, precisely as situationists require.

To make progress on our main question, let me distinguish two different models of how virtuous character traits are acquired. In keeping with the preceding discussion, I shall continue to restrict my attention to the dimension of reliably virtuous behavior. The first model of character education takes its point of departure from Aristotle’s famous remark, “so too we become just by doing just acts, temperate by doing temperate acts, brave by doing brave acts” (EN 1103a35–b1). On Aristotle’s own account, the repetition of specific individual virtuous acts is hardly the whole of the process whereby the corresponding virtues are acquired. But it is a central and necessary component of that process: “[W]ithout doing these no one would have even a prospect of becoming good” (1105b10). In any case, we shall not ourselves be concerned with the other components of the process he describes nor with the enterprise of Aristotle exegesis.21

By contrast, the first model I have in mind holds that—in the case of kindness, say—the repetition of individual kind acts is more or less the whole of the process whereby a person acquires the character trait of kindness, that is, becomes reliable at acting kindly. To reflect both its inspiration and its simplemindedness, I shall call this the ham-fisted Aristotelian model. One important respect in which this model is simpleminded is that it pays no attention to motives. If someone helps an old woman to cross the street, for example, then that counts as a “kind act,”22 no matter what his motive was. It is the sort of performance, in other words, whose repetition constitutes the process that the model claims to be the most effective process for becoming reliable at acting kindly.23 Another, more obvious respect in which the model is simpleminded is that it heavily discounts other factors that may contribute to becoming reliable at acting kindly.

Still, the qualification “more or less” is important here because the ham-fisted Aristotelian model does not need to claim that there is literally nothing to the process of becoming reliable at acting kindly apart from the repetition of individual kind acts. To explain what this qualification imports, let me first introduce the notion of a “supplementary means” of becoming reliable at acting kindly. In this context, a supplementary means is any sort of step one can take to become more reliable at acting kindly that is both distinct from merely repeating individual kind acts and fully compatible with such repetition. These steps are only an addition to performing kind acts, in other words, and do not require one to refrain from individual kind acts in any way.24

By “more or less the whole of the process,” then, I mean two things. First, the ham-fisted Aristotelian model can acknowledge that supplementary means not only exist, but can also be effective. However, second, the model will still insist that, for any given supplementary means, the repetition of kind acts is a necessary condition of that (other) step’s carrying the agent over the lower threshold of reliability and, furthermore, that this repetition contributes more to getting an agent over the lower threshold than all the supplementary means combined.

Of course, there is a clear element of triviality in the ham-fisted Aristotelian model’s claim. Repeating some number of individual kind acts ipso facto increases one’s lifetime “kindness-performance number.” Hence, it necessarily increases one’s average “kindness-performance rate” to some extent, especially if there are no intervening failures on occasions where kindness was required. Since a person’s reliability in acting kindly is equivalent, at least in some simple sense, to his or her average kindness-performance rate, the trivial element is readily apparent. Crucially, however, the model’s claim also goes beyond this trivial element. It does so insofar as it includes the claim that repeating some number of kind acts yields a bonus performance dividend: an additional number of kind acts, that is, on top of the original number performed.

We can distinguish at least two plausible mechanisms by which such a bonus may be produced. One of them corresponds to the common sense dictum, “practice makes perfect.” As a person performs more individual kind acts, he or she gets better at performing them. Since performing kind acts is now easier for this person, he or she will to that extent perform more of them (than he or she otherwise would have). A second mechanism arises from Burnyeat’s observation that through repeating individual kind acts, a person may discover that he or she enjoys performing kind acts (1980, pp. 75–79).25 After all, it is also very plausible that someone who enjoys performing kind acts will perform more of them (than he or she otherwise would have). Notice that in neither case does the plausibility of the mechanism depend on the kind acts’ being performed from any particular motive.

Alternatively, we should perhaps see a single generic mechanism underlying both of these cases, namely, that whereby a person performs more individual kind acts to the extent that it is easier for him or her to perform them. On this hypothesis, what we should distinguish are rather the ways in which it can be easier for someone to perform kind acts: It can be easier because the person is better at it or because he or she enjoys performing them (more). No doubt there is a plausible interaction between these pathways as well, making for a further bonus dividend.

Naturally, it remains a separate, empirical question what the magnitude of the dividend produced along any of these pathways may be, and so how far their joint operation actually boosts a given person’s reliability in acting kindly. But for the moment, that is precisely the point: It is an empirical question, rather than a trivial consequence.

Let us turn now to the second model of character education, which I shall call the Fosbury model. For the most part, I shall describe it in abstract terms, since I do not have any good direct illustrations of its main claim. Unlike the supplementary means we defined earlier, the Fosbury model does claim that (at least some part of) the most effective process for becoming reliable at acting kindly involves steps that are incompatible with performing individual kind acts. Accordingly, on this second model, there will be some interval during which the agent is required to refrain from acting kindly. I shall assume both that this interval will be limited and that the justification for imposing it is that the higher level of reliability in acting kindly the agent is thereby supposed to attain is enough higher (compared to where he or she would have been without following the model) that the initial deficit in kind acts will be more than made up for eventually.26

Unfortunately, I have no examples, as I said, of what the steps contemplated by the Fosbury model might look like in the case of acting kindly. Instead I shall offer two analogies from the field of skill development more generally, to show that claims with the same abstract structure as the Fosbury model’s are not at all far-fetched or implausible. My first, eponymous example comes from high jumping. For beginners, the easiest way to clear the bar is also the most obvious and direct way: run straight at it, perpendicular to the plane of the bar, and then dive over headfirst. However, this technique has the rather severe limitation that the highest height one can clear with it is not very high. By contrast, the reverse is true of more sophisticated techniques, such as the Fosbury flop. In the beginning, it is hard to clear the bar using the flop, even at heights easily cleared with the “obvious” technique. But if one manages to master the flop, one will eventually be able to clear the bar at heights much greater than the maximum that can be achieved with the obvious technique.

My next example comes from typing. I offer a second example to guard against the possibility that the plausibility (to me, anyhow) of the first example is overly dependent on the athletic inadequacies of my younger self. Beginning typists find it much easier to hunt-and-peck than to “touch” type. They achieve much higher rates with many fewer errors using the former, “obvious” technique than they do using the latter, sophisticated technique. However, the obvious technique again has the disadvantage of a rather low built-in ceiling: Hunters who peck can at most achieve rates of 60 words per minute,27 whereas proficient touch typists routinely exceed 100 words per minute, even assuming a constant error rate (which probably flatters the hunters).

The analogy between these cases and the Fosbury model rests on the idea that repeating individual kind acts, one after another, represents the “obvious,” direct technique for becoming (more) reliable at acting kindly, while there may be a sophisticated technique that depends on eschewing the obvious alternative, at least for a while, as is required to learn the sophisticated techniques for typing and high jumping. The Fosbury model claims both that there is some such sophisticated technique for becoming reliable at acting kindly28 and that the reliability it produces exceeds the “break-even” point, that is, the point on the reliability continuum at which an agent’s excess reliability (as compared to that produced by the obvious technique) compensates fully for the initial deficit in kind acts that he or she accumulated.

I do not claim that the ham-fisted Aristotelian model and the Fosbury model are the only two models of virtue acquisition. They are, however, the only two models that will concern me here. For the most part, we shall be interested in the comparative question, which of these two models is more effective? That is, which of the two processes respectively championed by these models results in the higher level of reliability in acting kindly? As I have said, this is an interesting empirical question to which I do not know the answer. I shall therefore proceed by simply making different assumptions about its answer, and working out what follows from them in turn.

Let me close this section with two remarks about our comparative empirical question. In principle, the identity of the more effective model may vary from person to person (and, in practice, probably does). Thus, the Fosbury model may be more effective for some people (e.g., potential models of kindness), while the ham-fisted Aristotelian model may be more effective for others (e.g., ordinary people). In making various assumptions about effectiveness, I shall take it that our attention is restricted to what is true for ordinary people (i.e., the rest of us). For simplicity, I shall also take it that one and the same assumption holds good for all ordinary people.

Moreover, and very importantly, the truth about which model is more effective is fully independent of whether either model is sufficiently effective to bring someone over the lower threshold of reliability in acting kindly. One model may be more effective than the other even if neither is very effective. Consider figure 3.1, by way of illustration. Let “a” be the point on the reliability continuum that most people would occupy in the absence of any character education, and let “d” be the lower threshold of reliability (the point, recall, below which it is more true than not that a person lacks the virtuous character trait of kindness). It may nevertheless be that the ham-fisted Aristotelian model can at most raise someone to “b,” whereas the Fosbury model can raise his or her reliability to “c” (or vice versa). In that case, the Fosbury model is still “more effective,” despite the fact that neither model can bring anyone near the lower threshold of reliability.
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Figure 3.1 Degrees of reliability in acting kindly.


§3. My First Reply

Having described these two models of character education, let us see what difference they make to an empirically modest theory of virtue. I shall begin by pursuing the implications of the scenario in which the ham-fisted Aristotelian model is more effective than the Fosbury model. If the ham-fisted Aristotelian model were also sufficiently effective to bring someone—Meno junior, say—over the lower threshold of reliability,29 the rearguard critique would presumably have to concede that Meno junior should try to reach that threshold. But, of course, I have already granted that most people cannot reach the lower threshold, and this presumably excludes the possibility of the ham-fisted Aristotelian model’s being sufficiently effective to bring ordinary people (such as Meno junior) over that threshold. That impossibility, recall, was the basis of the rearguard critique’s conclusion that the rest of us should not try to acquire the virtue of kindness—where here this means that we should not follow the ham-fisted Aristotelian model.

I shall argue that this is a non sequitur. More specifically, the fact that Meno junior cannot reach the lower threshold of reliability (we may add: and hence, should not try to reach it) is perfectly consistent with the truth that he should nevertheless follow the ham-fisted Aristotelian model, that is, should try to acquire kindness by its means. Furthermore, that truth suffices to make an empirically modest theory of virtue “practically relevant” by the rearguard critique’s own lights. Hence, if all of this is correct, the rearguard critique is a failure.

The thin end of my wedge will be the proposition that Meno junior should follow the ham-fisted Aristotelian model. To follow this model, Meno junior has to repeat individual kind acts, one after another. That is to say, occasion by occasion, Meno junior has to “do the kind thing,” as the occasions for so acting arise. Let us set aside for the moment the question of how anyone determines what, if anything, the kind thing to do is on a given occasion. For the time being, we can just restrict our attention to occasions where some paradigmatically kind action (such as helping an old woman to cross the street or overlooking faults in others) is an option for Meno junior. This restriction is in any case quite appropriate for the early stages of teaching virtue.

For any given occasion, then, on which Meno junior has the option to perform some paradigmatically kind act, he should perform it as long as (1) it is possible for him, (2) it is permissible for him, and (3) there is some moral reason for him to perform it. If this seems like a trivial analysis, that is all to the good. The important clause here is the first one, and we shall focus on it shortly. But since I shall simply be stipulating the other clauses, let me first briefly explain what they mean and why I am entitled to stipulate them.

Where only the first two clauses obtain, it may be a matter of moral indifference whether Meno junior performs the paradigmatically kind act or not.30 Clause (3) thus serves to license the detail that he positively should perform it. For present purposes, the reason in question can be any moral reason, although we shall see later that a more specific characterization is warranted. Clause (2) excludes cases in which there is superior reason not to perform the paradigmatically kind act. This reason may arise either intrinsically (say, the kind act itself would infringe a weighty right) or incidentally (say, the kind act happens to conflict with another action and the reason to perform that action happens to prevail).

As a quite general matter, I am entitled to stipulate both clauses because I am entitled to stipulate anything that is consistent with the rearguard critique’s empirical premises in order to demonstrate that its conclusion does not follow from them. But, in any case, clause (2) can be made to obtain merely by restricting our attention again to cases where it happens to be true anyhow. I do not deny that it is sometimes false. However, we may ignore those cases because they will also be subtracted from the scope of the operative “should” claim. On any occasion, that is, when it would be impermissible for Meno junior to perform some paradigmatically kind act, no claim is made that he should perform that act. (Obviously, he should not perform it, since the reason to do so has been defeated.)

Returning to clause (1), the main point is straightforward. The situationist evidence applies to the difficulty of being (or becoming) reliable at acting virtuously. It applies, in other words, to a disposition, rather than to a one-time occurrence (such as an action in isolation). Or, if you prefer, while it applies to the difficulty of acting virtuously on a given occasion, it requires this difficulty to be compounded or extrapolated over many plural occasions to reach its conclusion about the agent’s reliability. On no account does it show, for any one-time occasion, that the virtuous act is impossible for the agent. Yet that is what would be required to falsify clause (1).

To illustrate this point, recall Darley and Batson’s (1973) famous Good Samaritan experiment.31 Seminary students on their way to give a lecture encountered a slumped man in need of help. The most significant variable predicting which seminarians actually stopped to help was the extent to which they were in a hurry. Only 10% of those running late stopped. Here the seminarians had the option to perform a paradigmatically compassionate act and, presumably, they also (clause [3]) had some reason to perform it. However far one thinks this experiment goes toward showing that most people are not reliable at acting compassionately, it was clearly at least (clause [1]) possible for the seminarians to stop—even for the 90% in a hurry (who did not, in fact, stop). Not only does the evidence do nothing to show otherwise, but the pressure of being in a hurry here does not cancel the reason to stop either. Finally, the analogue of clause (2) stipulates that it was permissible for the seminarians to stop (i.e., whatever reason they had to give the lecture on time was defeated by the reason to help), which is grist to the situationist mill. Hence, each of the seminarians should have stopped to help. What is more, this conclusion is fully consistent with situationism.

Similarly, Meno junior should perform a paradigmatically kind act whenever his occasion for doing so is characterized by clauses (1)–(3). But, in life, he faces an open-ended sequence of occasions where these clauses obtain. Meno junior should therefore perform paradigmatically kind acts, one after another, as each such occasion arises. Since doing this just is following the ham-fisted Aristotelian model, Meno junior should follow that model (on all those occasions).

Before I drive this wedge, it may be useful to pause and diagnose one of the mistakes made by the rearguard critique. From the fact that Meno junior should not try to reach the lower threshold of reliability in acting kindly, the rearguard critique infers that he should not follow the ham-fisted Aristotelian model. If reaching (at least) the lower threshold of reliability were the only reason to follow a model of virtue acquisition, this would be a good inference. But it is not the only reason. What reasons people have to follow models of virtue acquisition depends on what the models say. In effect, the ham-fisted Aristotelian model tells people to do what, so we have just seen, they have reason to do anyhow. People therefore have reason to follow the ham-fisted Aristotelian model whether it moves them along the reliability continuum or not. A fortiori, they have reason to follow it even if it will not bring them to the lower threshold of reliability.

I shall now argue that we can be licensed to redescribe “following the ham-fisted Aristotelian model” as trying to acquire kindness, that is, as trying to become reliable at acting kindly. Whether we are so licensed depends on what the best means are for becoming reliable at acting kindly. By hypothesis, the ham-fisted Aristotelian model is a better means to this end than the Fosbury model. If these were the only two models, the ham-fisted Aristotelian model would thereby qualify as the best model. But we also left room for “supplementary means” to becoming reliable at acting kindly.32 This suggests that following the ham-fisted Aristotelian model together with some effective supplementary means would be an even better means of becoming reliable at acting kindly, better than following the ham-fisted model alone.

However, recall that the ham-fisted Aristotelian model also claims that, for any given supplementary means, the repetition of kind acts is a necessary condition of that (other) step’s carrying the agent over the lower threshold of reliability and that this repetition contributes more to getting an agent over the lower threshold than all the supplementary means combined. If that is true, it is still plausible to count repeating kind acts, all by itself, as “trying to become reliable at acting kindly,” even if it is not the maximally effective means to that end.

Of course, it is another empirical question whether this additional claim about supplementary means is correct. We therefore need a second empirical premise to license the redescription of “following the ham-fisted Aristotelian model” as “trying to acquire kindness.” Yet given those two premises, we arrive at the vindication of an empirically modest theory of virtue’s secondary claim: Meno junior should try to acquire kindness. So the theory is “practically relevant” after all.

One might object that “trying” introduces an intentional context here, blocking the inference from “taking steps in the direction of Rome” to “trying to get to Rome.” In the abstract, the objection is well taken. Except that I am not using “trying” in its customary intentional sense. I am merely using it in the colloquial sense in which it functions to acknowledge (and to introduce consistency with) the possibility of failure. Meno junior should “try to acquire kindness” in the following sense: (a) He should take certain steps, (b) these steps will count as the acquisition of kindness if they and other similar steps all succeed, but (c) he should take them whether or not the other steps succeed. Clause (a) suffices to establish a correct, “practically relevant” proposition entailed by the ham-fisted Aristotelian model; clause (b) suffices to connect that proposition to (and thereby, to anchor it in) a virtuous character trait; and clause (c) suffices to make clause (a) consistent with situationism’s empirical evidence. These three clauses constitute the operational guts of the vindication we have just assembled, and they are all perfectly in order—“trying to acquire kindness” is no more than a pithy banner to drape over them.


§4. Crossing the Empirical Street

Let us cross over, then, and explore the other side of the empirical street. For the remainder of the discussion, I shall assume that the Fosbury model is more effective than the ham-fisted Aristotelian model. This is sufficient to invalidate my redescription of “following the ham-fisted Aristotelian model” as “trying to acquire kindness.” To decide whether someone should try to acquire the virtue of kindness, we now have to evaluate whether he or she should follow the Fosbury model.33 But, here too, we need to avoid the mistake of taking for granted that this question turns on whether the model is effective enough to bring most people over the lower threshold of reliability in acting kindly. (Presumably, the Fosbury model cannot be that effective either, since we have granted the rearguard critique’s empirical premises.)

Recall that the Fosbury model has a break-even point, which is the point on the reliability continuum at which the agent has enough excess reliability in acting kindly (compared to his or her baseline) to compensate fully for the deficit in kind acts accumulated during the initial interval when the Fosbury model required the agent to refrain from individual kind acts. This continuum is illustrated in figure 3.2.
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Figure 3.2 Degrees of reliability in acting kindly.

Let “a” be the highest point achieved by those who follow the ham-fisted Aristotelian model, and let “c” be the Fosbury model’s break-even point.

If the highest point on this continuum that Meno junior (say) can reach by following the Fosbury model falls short of “c,” then he should not follow it. For following that model requires Meno junior to do something (viz., refrain during a certain interval from individual kind acts) that he will only turn out to have been justified in doing if he manages to reach “c.” Since he cannot reach “c,” he should not refrain from kind acts during the prescribed interval.34 Since that is inconsistent with following the Fosbury model, he should not follow it. Hence, Meno junior should not try to acquire kindness.

Situationists should take an interest in our comparative empirical question. For if they could demonstrate empirically that the effectiveness of the Fosbury model lies somewhere between “a” and “c” on the continuum (e.g., at “b”), they would have refuted the claim that the rest of us should try to acquire the virtue of kindness. By demonstrating that the Fosbury model is more effective than the ham-fisted Aristotelian model (i.e., that b > a), they would have invalidated the vindication from §3 and by demonstrating that the Fosbury model’s effectiveness falls short of its break-even point (i.e., that b < c), they would have delivered the damnation from the previous paragraph. All in all, an empirically modest theory of virtue’s secondary claim would be in tatters.

Notice, furthermore, that the location of the lower threshold of reliability plays no role in the argument. We could say, as we did the first time, that it lies at “d” on the continuum. In that case, the highest point Meno junior can reach by following the Fosbury model falls short of the lower threshold of reliability and this fact will also be entailed by the model’s effectiveness falling short of its break-even point (since, in figure 3.2, b < c entails b < d). But the fact in question makes no material contribution to the argument.

To bring this out even more clearly, consider the continuum in figure 3.3. Let “z” represent the Fosbury model’s break-even point, let “x” represent the lower threshold of reliability in acting kindly, and let “y” represent the highest point that Meno junior can reach by following the Fosbury model.35 (“w” can represent the highest point achieved by those who follow the ham-fisted Aristotelian model.) Then, while it becomes true that Meno junior can actually acquire kindness by following the Fosbury model (because y > x), it remains the case that he should not follow that model and so should not try to acquire kindness, for exactly the same reason as before (i.e., because y < z). This makes it pellucid that most people’s falling short of the lower threshold of reliability is not a necessary condition of rejecting an empirically modest theory of virtue’s secondary claim.36
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Figure 3.3 Degrees of reliability in acting kindly.

Earlier in this chapter, I promised that we would eventually be able to lend the situationists an argument for rejecting an empirically modest theory’s secondary claim and that this argument would be consistent with its being possible for most people to reach the lower threshold of reliability. This has some significance because situationists need a license to reject that secondary claim, but they also concede that it is possible for most people to reach the lower threshold (and appear not to have an argument of their own to reconcile these two points). The version of the argument illustrated in figure 3.3 redeems my promise. Its key premise is that the effectiveness of the Fosbury model lies between “x” and “z” on the continuum represented there.


§5. Another Path to Practical Relevance

Situationists proceed as if traditional theorists of virtue must always affirm the importance of virtuous character traits and their acquisition by everyone under all circumstances. While some traditional theorists may give them succor, I confess that the attributed attitude puzzles me. If the Fosbury model cannot bring the rest of us to its break-even point, then we should not follow it. If it is also the only model of character education that is effective enough to bring the rest of us over the lower threshold of reliability in acting kindly, then we should not try to acquire the virtuous character trait of kindness. If that is the way the empirical cookies crumble, everyone should accept this conclusion, traditional theorists of virtue included.

Part of the problem, of course, is that situationists harbor the further belief that accepting this conclusion sounds the death knell for a traditional theory of virtue. Here we come upon the second important mistake committed by the rearguard critique. In plain terms, this critique assumes that an empirically modest theory of virtue only has one secondary claim to offer, the universalized version of Meno’s presupposition.37 We went along with situationism on this point in the early going, but the time has come to pivot firmly toward the truth.

There is a path to practical relevance for a theory of virtue, and hence a secondary claim available for offering, that has nothing to do with the acquisition (or possession) of virtuous character traits. At its core is the idea, which we encountered already in §3, that each of us should perform individual kind acts, one after another, as we come across suitable occasions for doing so, and likewise with other virtues. I shall begin our pivot toward the truth by elaborating on this idea in my own way. For recognition and context, we shall then consider, in §6, how some nontraditional theorists of virtue have availed themselves of a very similar idea. Finally, in §7, we shall see how even a traditional theorist of virtue can take this page from their book and thereby become entitled to a secondary claim that is fully immune to the situationist critique. Hence, the rearguard critique fails even if the Fosbury model is both the most effective model of character education and also falls short of its break-even point (i.e., even if the scenario considered in §4 holds true).

In §3, I argued that Meno junior should perform paradigmatically kind acts, one after another, as he encounters occasions for doing so that satisfy three clauses. I also argued that his performing these kind acts happens to count as “following the ham-fisted Aristotelian model,” but this fact will no longer concern us. All that matters now is the truth or truths that, for each of these kind acts, Meno junior “should perform it.” A helpful way to describe these truths is as a species of normative prescription. In particular, they are normative act prescriptions.

In our original treatment, the source of these prescriptions was left wide open, in clause (3), as “some moral reason” to perform the paradigmatically kind act in question. However, it is very plausible to specify this source more precisely as the value (or good) of kindness itself, whatever exactly that may be. After all, if kindness had no value, what intrinsic reason would anyone have to perform paradigmatically kind acts? As a first approximation, then, we can say that some specific value corresponds to each genuine virtue.38 While this may result in a somewhat unruly collection of common-sense values, it is possible that this collection can later be simplified or regimented in some more systematic fashion. Whether that possibility can be realized is an open and important question in moral theory, but not one I shall pursue. For present purposes, we can remain on the moral surface.

I said the source of the prescriptions Meno junior faces is the “value,” rather than the virtue, of kindness in order to make it clear that their source is metaphysically independent of any agent’s recognition of it or response to it.39 But, as long as one avoids confusion on this point, there is no harm in saying that these normative act prescriptions issue from the virtue of kindness itself.

Now a normative act prescription is a “practically relevant” proposition par excellence. It tells one what to do. As a bonus, the normative act prescriptions issued by the value of kindness apply equally to everyone (as do those issued by the other virtue-values): so there is no need for any division or hierarchy between models of virtue and the rest of us. Moreover, as we have also seen, these prescriptions are, precisely, truths, which makes the practically relevant propositions thereby addressed to everyone “correct.” More explicitly, the act prescriptions are correct insofar as they are possible and permissible, that is, conditioned by clauses (1) and (2).40 However, when the act in question is either impossible or impermissible, no prescription to perform it is issued—rather, the prescription that kindness would otherwise have issued is either canceled or defeated.

Finally, and importantly, the act prescriptions issued by kindness are immune to the situationist critique. As we saw in §3, their only empirically sensitive clause, clause (1), requires no more than that the act in question be possible for the agent to perform. Since clause (1) confines itself to an occurrent act, disconnected from any disposition, situationism cannot threaten it.


§6. Help from a Surprising Corner

Recall that some theorists of virtue reject the traditional definition of virtue as a species of character trait, with the result that their theories of virtue are immune to the situationist critique. The alternative way that philosophers such as Thomson (1997) or Hurka (2006), for example, define “virtue” is in terms of an occurrent act or state, that is, in terms of something that is exhausted at a particular slice in time (rather than as a disposition that is spread out across time). Accordingly, the first point to recognize is that the feature of their definitions shielding their theories from the situationist critique is the very same feature that explains why the act prescriptions issued by kindness enjoy a like immunity.

In addition, Thomson’s theory (but not Hurka’s) shares a second feature with the analysis sketched in §5. On her account, individual virtuous acts correspond one to one with specific normative prescriptions, that is, with propositions that entail some specific contribution to what the agent ought to do on the occasion.41 For example, kind acts correspond one to one with the prescriptions issued by the value of kindness. Although Thomson does not spell this out, we could go so far as to specify an occurrent act theory of virtue as one that defines “virtue” as a type of one-time act whose tokens satisfy a specific sort of normative prescription (e.g., the sort issued by the value of kindness).42

Despite their common rejection of the traditional definition, Hurka’s theory of virtue still differs notably from Thomson’s insofar as he places significant weight on the role of the agent’s motives in qualifying an act as virtuous.43 His theory of virtue is thus better described as an occurrent state theory. As motives can also be disconnected from any disposition, this difference does not affect the immunity of Hurka’s theory to the situationist critique (2006, p. 75). However, it does mean that he cannot place the individuating feature of an occurrent virtue inside the scope of a normative prescription (or guarantee their one-to-one correspondence). Since motives are not under an agent’s voluntary control, they cannot be prescribed, and yet they are what qualify an individual act or state as “virtuous” according to Hurka. Unlike Thomson, then, Hurka cannot avail himself of the path to practical relevance traced in §5. (Of course, he may not care about that; but we do, so that is another reason for us to abstract from the agent’s motives.)

Thomson’s theory therefore serves as a valuable precedent, illustrating the possibility that a theory of virtue can be consistent with situationism and also entail correct, practically relevant propositions addressed to everyone. Now some may object here that Thomson’s theory does not really count as a theory of virtue, precisely because she discounts the agent’s motives so completely. If a theory of virtue restricts its attention to occurrent states, it might be said, it is simply compulsory to take Hurka’s side of his disagreement with Thomson. Personally, I myself think this objection has no merit whatever. It may be worth recalling, in particular, that Harman (1999, pp. 327–328) refers explicitly to Thomson in conceding that nontraditional theorists of virtue are immune to his critique. However, there is also no need to resolve this dispute. For convenience, I can easily concede that what Thomson describes is only a type of occurrent, morally significant act, and not any occurrently virtuous act. I can concede this because we have to answer another, more serious objection anyhow and the answer to the other objection happens to double as an answer to this one.

The more serious objection is that the precedent established by Thomson’s theory is of no use to an empirically modest theory of virtue because her theory makes no mention of character traits. Hence, none of the practically relevant propositions it entails are anchored in a virtuous character trait, as any serviceable secondary claim offered by a traditional theory of virtue has to be. Although this observation is correct as far as it goes and explains why this second path to practical relevance has not been adequately appreciated, the objection is by no means fatal. On the contrary, it actually suggests its own remedy and so a way forward: namely, adding an anchor to an occurrent act theory.

Moreover, once the act prescriptions issued by the value of kindness have been suitably anchored in a virtuous character trait, that anchoring can itself serve (if need be) to qualify the acts satisfying those prescriptions as specifically “virtuous” acts. That is why it does not matter, in the present context, whether Thomson’s theory is accepted (as it should be) as having secured that qualification already or not.


§7. My Second Reply

Let me recapitulate briefly. Any theory of virtue—or, more weakly, any moral theory—can acquire a license to address correct, practically relevant propositions to everyone. A sufficient condition for having such a license is the theory’s recognition that certain specific values, such as kindness or generosity, issue act prescriptions to everyone, prescriptions that are conditioned by the occurrent act in question’s being possible and otherwise permissible. However, in order to convert this license into a serviceable secondary claim, an empirically modest theory of virtue has to establish a suitable connection between its practically relevant propositions and a virtuous character trait.

I shall now describe two indispensable connections between the set of normative act prescriptions issued by kindness (say) and a virtuous character trait. One of these connections—or “bridges,” as I shall call them—will be more familiar and the other will, I hope, be more plausible. Either can serve to anchor the relevant occurrent act prescriptions in a virtuous character trait. Since the secondary claim thereby made available to an empirically modest theory is fully immune to the situationist critique, either bridge suffices to defeat the rearguard critique.

In her seminal version of virtue ethics, Hursthouse (1999) defines “right action” as follows:

P.1. An action is right iff it is what a virtuous agent would characteristically (i.e. acting in character) do in the circumstances. (p. 28)


If Hursthouse’s (P1) is correct,44 then the act prescriptions issued by kindness themselves implicitly refer to a [model] virtuous agent. They refer to a model of virtue in the sense that the prescriptions have the correct content only insofar as they describe how such a model “would characteristically act in the circumstances.” What makes (P1)’s connection between these act prescriptions and the model agent’s characteristic behavior (i.e., the expressions of his or her virtuous trait) indispensable is the fact that the direction of priority in its biconditional begins with the agent (see note 44).

This same fact makes (P1) inconsistent with Thomson’s complete theory of virtue, at least assuming that (P1) includes a metaphysical reading. Thomson’s definition of virtue assigns priority to the act; her priority, that is, runs in the opposite direction from (P1)’s (see note 39). However, the direction of priority in Thomson’s theory plays no role in her theory’s license to address correct, practically relevant propositions to everyone. Thus, it is perfectly coherent to combine (P1) with that license. Although it is plainly a separate question whether (P1) is correct, (P1) can therefore function as the necessary bridge between a traditional theory of virtue and the second path to practical relevance. In the process, (P1) can also explain, as promised, why acts prescribed by the value of kindness qualify as “virtuous”: They are the very acts a model virtuous agent would characteristically perform in the circumstances.

We should pause to notice the unusual structure that results from combining Hursthouse’s (P1) with Thomson’s license to address correct, practically relevant propositions to everyone. What is unusual about it is that the agent to whom virtuous act prescriptions are issued is often a different agent from the agent who bears the virtuous character trait in which these prescriptions are anchored. It is this division of theoretical labor as between agents that allows a traditional theory of virtue to accept that possession of the virtuous character trait of kindness is restricted to a few agents (as required by empirical modesty), while nevertheless prescribing occurrent kindness—and so, remaining practically relevant—to everyone (as required to answer the rearguard critique). The unusual structure, in other words, is what makes the second path to practical relevance accessible to the traditional definition of virtue.

In my experience, it is commonly assumed that the agent to whom a traditional theory of virtue’s practically relevant propositions are addressed must be the same agent as the agent who has the virtuous character trait in which those propositions are anchored.45 If that assumption were true, a traditional theory would be unable to avail itself of the second path to practical relevance and the rearguard critique would be right that empirically modest theories have only one secondary claim to offer. Thus, to the extent that this assumption is widespread, it enables us to diagnose the rearguard critique’s mistake. All that really matters, however, is that the assumption itself is false. As we have seen, occurrent act prescriptions issued by kindness can be addressed to the rest of us (who lack any character traits), while remaining anchored in a virtuous character trait possessed by others (the few models of kindness).

Hursthouse’s bridge is in at least two ways more ambitious than it needs to be.46 To begin with, it makes an appeal to a model virtuous agent indispensable for all normative act prescriptions, that is, for those reporting the entire contents of morality, rather than simply making it indispensable for the prescriptions associated with this or that specific virtue. Furthermore, even for a given virtue, (P1) makes appeal to a model virtuous agent indispensable for all the act prescriptions associated with that virtue, whether they correspond to paradigmatic acts of that virtue or not. But, intuitively, it is implausible to regard appeals to a model of kindness (say) as necessary to identify which acts are paradigmatic acts of kindness (or likewise to identify the content of the corresponding normative prescriptions). Paradigmatic instances of a given virtue are, more or less by definition, those which can be identified by anyone (certainly, by any ordinary adult). That is an important part of what accounts for their prominence in teaching contexts.

For these reasons, I myself prefer a second bridge, which is provided by the “modest agent-centered” conception of virtue. The second bridge shares the unusual structure of the first and, like Hursthouse, it privileges model agents in the definition of virtue (hence, “agent-centered”). However, unlike her bridge, it omits both of the elements of surplus ambition we have just reviewed (hence, “modest”). In addition, it specifies explicitly that the privilege in question is only epistemological. Metaphysically, this conception of virtue assumes, as Thomson does, that an independent value of kindness is the source of the normative act prescriptions associated with the virtue of kindness.

Specifically, the modest agent-centered conception of virtue holds that, in the case of kindness, some nonparadigmatic acts of kindness can only be identified as kind acts by identifying them as the characteristic act expressions of a certain character trait (kindness).47 Hence, some appeal to a model of kindness (i.e., to someone with that trait) is indispensable to achieve a complete grasp of the set of kind acts (or, equally, of the corresponding set of normative prescriptions). It holds something parallel for other individual virtues, but says nothing about the rest of morality.

Elsewhere I argue for the modest agent-centered conception (in press). Here we only need to appreciate what it enables an empirically modest theory of virtue to do. On its basis, an empirically modest theory can acknowledge that a “virtue” is both a species of character trait and a type of occurrent act whose tokens satisfy a specific sort of normative prescription and yet remain recognizably “traditional” at the same time. It remains traditional insofar as it ties the identification of some of the token acts (or prescriptions) associated with a given virtue to an expression of the relevant character trait.

So construed, an empirically modest theory entails that everyone, models of virtue and the rest of us alike, should perform kind acts, occasion by occasion, whenever it is possible and permissible to do so. It therefore addresses correct, practically relevant propositions to everyone (else) that cannot be refuted by the rearguard critique. Moreover, some of these act prescriptions can only be identified (and hence, complied with) by consulting a model of kindness.48 With respect to its completeness, then, the identifiability of the set of act prescriptions issued by kindness is firmly anchored in a virtuous character trait. Accordingly, anyone seeking to comply with these prescriptions must remain open to the need (sometimes) to consult a model of kindness.


§8. Conclusion

An empirically modest theory of virtue’s primary claim is that a few people are models of virtue. Situationism’s rearguard critique challenges it to supply a secondary claim, addressing some correct and practically relevant proposition to everyone else, without abandoning the traditional definition of virtue. In this chapter, I have described two rather different ways of meeting this challenge.

My two replies share a common core, which is the idea that individual virtues (or, really, their corresponding values) issue occurrent act prescriptions to everyone. These prescriptions guide everyone’s actions, occasion by occasion. This is practical relevance par excellence. When the acts a given virtue prescribes are both possible and permissible, its prescriptions are not only consistent with situationism, but also correct.49 Thus, to meet the rearguard critique’s challenge, all that is left to show is that this common core remains accessible, even to a traditional definition of virtue. In effect, my two replies demonstrate two different ways in which access to this common core can be secured for a traditional definition of virtue. Let me call them the educational bridge and the conceptual bridge.

According to the educational bridge, compliance with the act prescriptions issued by kindness (say) happens to coincide with adherence to the ham-fisted Aristotelian model of virtue acquisition. Given certain empirical premises, including that the ham-fisted Aristotelian model is more effective than the Fosbury model, such compliance therefore also counts as “trying to acquire the virtuous trait of kindness.” This is keeping faith with the traditional definition as situationists themselves imagine it (i.e., it is emulating a model of virtue).

According to the conceptual bridge, compliance with the act prescriptions issued by kindness itself requires (i.e., analytically requires) some consultation with a model of kindness. That is because, on the modest agent-centered conception (e.g.), a complete grasp of what these prescriptions are itself requires such consultation. This is not how situationists imagined faith being kept with the traditional definition, since it separates the recipient of the virtuous prescription (i.e., the subject of practical relevance) from the bearer of the traditionally defined virtue. But it is a perfectly good way of keeping the faith all the same.

Either way, empirically modest theories of virtue remain in good shape. Indeed, depending on how the facts of character education fall out, these bridges may both be valid, so that we do not even have to choose between them.
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Notes

1 See Doris (1998, 2002) and Harman (1999). As these references indicate, I am interested in philosophical situationism, though this itself depends on (a reading of) the social psychological evidence. For an overview of the philosophical debate, with details and further references, see my 2013. I am not going to discuss situationism’s frontline critique here at all, though I offer extensive criticism of it there. The sketch of it that follows in the text is oversimple, though harmlessly so, since my aim is only to show where the rearguard critique fits in.
2 I shall treat “traditional theory of virtue” and “virtue ethics” as interchangeable labels for the target of the situationist’s critique. Strictly speaking, more ambition and greater controversy are implied by the enterprise of virtue ethics. See, e.g., the difference between Hursthouse’s (1999) bridge and mine, discussed in §6 below. For this reason, I shall generally prefer the former label.
3 For some discussion of such theorists, with references, see Miller (2014, pp. 202–213).
4 This final formulation has the important merit of separating the main issue before us from the subsidiary issue of how many different virtuous character traits a given person can, does, or needs to have at the same time. How many virtues a person “needs to” have is not an empirical question at all, but rather a moral theoretical question closely tied to the classical doctrine of the unity of the virtues (for some discussion, see my 2009). Since one of its eligible answers is “at most one,” we should try not to prejudge this question. The final formulation in the text manages to avoid that.
5 A further question arises here about whether a traditional theorist of virtue actually needs to make any empirical claims in the first place. Situationists tend to assume an affirmative answer to this question and, to keep things simple, I join them in that assumption.
6 Nor can this standoff be remedied by adjusting the scope of situationism’s frontline critique from “most people” to “everyone.” For various reasons, it is in the nature of the situationist’s evidence that it cannot license conclusions bearing the literal form, “no one has any character traits.” For elaboration, see my 2013 (pp. 297–298).
7 For early examples of this response, see DePaul (2000), Athanassoulis (2000), and Kupperman (2001).
8 “Virtue ethics in the Aristotelian tradition, I submit, should have something to say about practical questions; while there may interesting formulations of virtue ethics that reject the practical conception, I address my discussion to those who accept it” (Doris, 1998, p. 513).
9 Doris and Stich (2005, note 9) insinuate that practical irrelevance to some people amounts to “elitism.” Quite apart from omitting the sticks and stones, this seems to involve two mistakes. A moral theory need not have its own scope present to “consciousness,” so it need not have any “attitude” about its practical irrelevance to some people. Even if it does have one, it is hard to see why elitism should be the only attitude with which a moral theory can acknowledge its practical irrelevance to some people. Among other alternatives, there is always resignation.
10 If empirically modest theories of virtue have no secondary claim addressed to everyone else, situationism’s rearguard critique succeeds by default. Of course, an empirically modest theory also has to defend any secondary claim it offers.
11 Alternatively, it could be seen as part of an independent requirement that a kind person act kindly “for the right reasons,” which will be imposed anyhow as one of the “other things” built into the character trait of kindness.
12 While situationism targets the reliable behavioral dimension of virtue, it is also possible, of course, to seek empirical grounds for skepticism about virtuous character traits by targeting some of these “other things” instead. For this approach, see, for example, Miller (2013).
13 “[I]t seems to imply that traits will exceptionlessly issue in trait-relevant behavior, but sporadic failures of trait-relevant behavior probably shouldn’t be taken to disconfirm attributions” (Doris, 2002, p. 19).
14 Anyone above this threshold counts as fully kind, that is, so far as the dimension of reliability in acting kindly is concerned. For convenience, we can stipulate that any such people also satisfy the “other things” required to be kind.
15 Here and throughout, I am oversimplifying matters, since reliability in acting kindly is not actually a one-dimensional continuum. But it is convenient to pretend that it is, and nothing will turn on it, since we shall be granting the situationist any empirical claim that he or she needs. For some discussion of the omitted details, see my 2013 (pp. 291–292 and 308).
16 “Aristotelians have typically emphasized moral development and education … the ideal of virtue, it is tempting to think, is a sort of model for the condition actual persons (with the right sort of nurturing) might achieve, or at least closely approximate” (Doris 1998, p. 512; cf. pp. 518–519). Doris and Stich (2005, p. 122) write that “the virtue theorist may insist that while perfect virtue is rare indeed, robust traits approximating perfect virtue—reliable courage, temperance, and the rest—may be widely inculcated.”
17 In other words, it is not the case that most of us can reach it. This is consistent with many people’s being able to reach the upper threshold, as long as a significant number cannot.
18 For their attempts, see Doris (2002, pp. 112–114) and Doris and Stich (2005, pp. 120–121). For a brief discussion of some of the difficulties involved, see my 2013 (pp. 296–297).
19 In some suitable sense of “cannot,” that is, if not the sense, “impossible” (for most people to reach the lower threshold). The qualification recorded in note 17 applies here as well.
20 As far as the aims of the rearguard critique are concerned, “X should not try to acquire the virtue of kindness” only means that it is not the case that X should try to acquire it. That is all the rearguard critique needs to show. However, the argument we shall encounter in §4 actually supports the stronger, literal interpretation of “should not,” that is, X makes a moral mistake in trying to acquire the virtue.
21 For the classic analysis of Aristotle’s account, which may be read as an antidote to the crudity of my discussion, see Burnyeat (1980).
22 The individuation of kind acts remains sensitive, however, to whether the situation at hand is such as to require “kindness” (recall the text at note 11). Helping an old woman to cross the street does not count as a kind act, for example, if the street is full of traffic or if she does not want to cross. The ham-fisted Aristotelian model is not so simpleminded as to identify kind acts mechanically with specific bits of observable behavior.
23 Notice that the ham-fisted Aristotelian model does not claim that repeating individual kind acts, independently of their motive, is an effective process for acquiring the other dimensions of a virtuous character trait, such as a (reliably) good motive. In this respect, its simplicity perhaps confers an advantage over the original. Compare note 25 below.
24 As we shall see below, the second model of character education does not qualify as a “supplementary means,” so defined.
25 My formulation simplifies Burnyeat’s analysis, which actually distinguishes learning to enjoy certain performances from learning to enjoy them properly, that is, taking the appropriate pleasure in them. This subtlety is important for Aristotle’s purposes, since he wants the process eventually to terminate in a disposition whose possessor reliably performs virtuous acts for their own sake. If it succeeds, Burnyeat’s more subtle process also serves our ham-fisted purposes. But our purposes, which disregard the agent’s motive, do not require that Burnyeat succeeds. In any case, both processes plausibly begin with learning simply to enjoy the performance of individual kind acts.
26 On this assumption, the longer the initial interval during which the agent must refrain from performing individual kind acts, the higher the level of reliability in acting kindly the process must succeed in producing to satisfy the terms of the justification.
27 It is probably more plausible to locate this ceiling at 40 words per minute initially. Many years later, “sophisticated” hunters who peck (like me) may eventually reach 60 words per minute. But by then, those who followed the proper touch typing protocol have long since rocketed past the 100-word mark.
28 There may well be more than one such technique, in which case “the” Fosbury model describes a family of models. Henceforth, I shall ignore this point.
29 I should perhaps add that the pair of assumptions in the text do not suffice to make the ham-fisted Aristotelian model true. Even if it is more effective than the Fosbury model and sufficiently effective to bring someone over the lower threshold of reliability, the ham-fisted Aristotelian model may still be false because its claims about supplementary means may be false. We shall have occasion to appreciate the role of these claims later in this section.
30 If you think it is implausible to suppose that Meno junior both has the option to perform a paradigmatically kind act and yet lacks a specific reason to perform it, that is also all to the good. Please hang on to your hat. (In the meantime, you may treat clause [3] as redundant.)
31 In this experiment, compassion is arguably the more appropriate virtue, rather than kindness. But it helps to be able to refer to a familiar scenario.
32 In principle, any number of further models of virtue acquisition might be defined from some combination of these supplementary means.
33 It may seem that this question cannot be decided in the absence of any direct examples of how the Fosbury model might work. However, we shall soon see that a clear case for not following the Fosbury model can be assembled even without any examples.
34 Here “should not” is to be interpreted literally. Meno junior would be making a moral mistake in refraining from kind acts, since his refraining cannot be justified. “Should not” bears this stronger interpretation throughout my discussion of rejecting the Fosbury model.
35 These stipulations are inconsistent with the rearguard critique’s empirical premises. But, for the sake of the argument, allow me temporarily to suspend those premises.
36 Earlier, in discussing the ham-fisted Aristotelian model, we saw that most people’s falling short of the lower threshold is not sufficient for rejecting this secondary claim either.
37 In §1, we distinguished two secondary claims an empirically modest theory might offer, corresponding to the upper and lower thresholds of reliability in acting kindly. But they are really notational variants of the same fundamental secondary claim. Our discussion focused almost entirely on the variant tied to the lower threshold, since a refutation of that variant suffices to refute both.
38 If kindness is a genuine virtue, as I assume it is, then a corresponding value of kindness exists. In that case, as long as it is possible for Meno junior to perform a (paradigmatically) kind act, and also permissible for him to do so (in the sense of clause [2]), there will always already be an undefeated reason for him to perform it. On this analysis, clause (3) is redundant after all. Compare note 30.
39 Compare Thomson (1997, p. 280): “I think that an act’s being just is metaphysically prior, and a person’s being just metaphysically secondary, and I shall assume that that is so.”
40 I have dropped clause (3) out since we have seen in note 38 that it is, in fact, redundant. Henceforth, I shall understand “permissible” in the sense specified in the explication of clause (2).
41 “[F]or we can get to the right relatively easily from the virtue properties. In short, what we are morally required to do is to avoid their contraries. Morality requires us to do a thing if and only if not doing it would be unjust, or mean, or cruel, and so on” (Thomson 1997, p. 286).
42 This account leaves out one feature that is important to Thomson, namely, her position on the direction of priority in the definition of virtue. We shall return to it briefly in §7. There are a few other differences of detail, but they are not important enough to detain us here.
43 Unlike Thomson (1997, p. 286n10), I do not mean to place zero weight on the agent’s motives. I am simply bracketing that question, along with all the “other things” that may belong to a virtuous character trait but are distinct from reliable action. See notes 11 and 14.
44 Hursthouse (1999, pp. 28–29) clearly intends for (P1) to be read not as a mere biconditional, but rather as one in which the right-hand side is privileged. It is this privilege that makes the explanation in the text correct.
45 Hurka (2006) builds a closely analogous assumption into the “dispositional” view he targets, and his refutation of it turns on having done so. To frame this assumption in terms intermediate between Hurka’s analysis and mine, “dispositionalism” is made to assume that occurrent instances of virtue can only be ascribed to agents who have the virtuous character trait in which those instances are anchored.
46 It is more ambitious than it needs to be, that is, for the purpose of answering the rearguard critique. Since this is no part of her own purposes, the observation in the text is not a criticism of Hursthouse.
47 If one sometimes has to be “cruel” to be kind, then the resulting kind acts will be nonparadigmatic acts of kindness. Which “cruel” acts are kind may therefore also be an example of the sort of judgment that requires an appeal to a model of kindness. But the argument for the modest agent-centered conception is not example driven, so no particular nonparadigmatically kind act can be definitively presented as an example of when an appeal to a model is required. For the argument, see my in press. Thanks to Christian Miller for raising this question and to Tom Hurka for reminding me of the helpful common-sense dictum.
48 If no model of kindness exists (or even if some exist, but none is available on the occasion), the agent may find himself or herself unable to comply with the act prescription that he or she faces. That will be the agent’s predicament if the operative prescription is one of those that require consultation with a model of kindness in order to be identified as a prescription of kindness.
49 Let me repeat, for clarity, that it is not the case that the act prescriptions “issued” by kindness (say) are incorrect when they would be either impossible or impermissible. Rather, in any such case, the act prescription that would otherwise have been issued is thereby either canceled or defeated. So no actual prescription arises. A fortiori, no incorrect prescription is issued.
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3.1 Virtue, the Right, and the Good: Comment on Sreenivasan

Thomas Hurka

I’ll make some general comments about the recent literature on virtue and then relate them to Gopal Sreenivasan’s (this volume) assessment of the situationist critique of virtue-centered ethics.

Situationist social psychologists are interested in the empirical question of how far people have global character traits, ones that explain and let us predict their behavior in a wide variety of situations. Most philosophers writing on virtue have a different focus, on how such traits bear on normative questions about what’s good or right. But they often blur the distinction between these two normative concepts.

Aristotle’s influential discussion mostly concerns the good. He says we all pursue a supreme good, calls that good eudaimonia, and takes eudaimonia to consist primarily in the active exercise of virtue, including global moral virtues. So by acting virtuously, for example kindly, you promote your eudaimonia and make your life better. Given his focus on the good, it makes sense that Aristotle thinks acting virtuously requires a virtuous motive, namely, a desire to do your act for its own sake (Aristotle, 1980, 1105a33). (This is an inadequate account of virtuous motivation, but set that aside.) Consider a right act done from an unvirtuous motive, such as that of Kant’s (1997) shopkeeper who charges honest prices only as a means to his long-term profit (p. 7). His act surely does nothing in itself, or apart from its consequences, to make his life better. As W. D. Ross argued, while an act’s rightness is independent of its motive, its intrinsic goodness depends entirely on its motive (Ross, 1930, chapter 1; also Scanlon, 2008, chapter 2). The virtuous acts that promote eudaimonia must therefore be virtuously motivated.

Aristotle (1980) also thinks acting virtuously requires doing so from a “firm and unchangeable character” (1105a34). He never says what value action has if it meets his first condition but not his second, by having a virtuous motive that isn’t grounded in a stable disposition but is out of character. Maybe he thinks such action has no value; maybe it has some value but less. But for him the full value of virtuous action requires grounding in a global trait of character.

Aristotle states his second condition in a binary way: Either an act issues from a stable disposition or it doesn’t. However, as Sreenivasan points out, a disposition can be more or less reliable; there’s a continuum of reliability. He therefore distinguishes two thresholds for virtue: a lower one above which you’re, say, kind rather than not, and a higher one above which you’re a model of kindness. We can imagine an Aristotelian view on which there’s some value in acting from a disposition above the lower threshold and even more in acting from one above the higher threshold. We can also imagine a view that fully embraces the continuum and says acting from a more reliable disposition is always intrinsically better. Imagine that the lower threshold for kindness is 50%. On this last view a kindly motivated act from a 20%-reliable disposition is better than one from a 10%-reliable disposition even though in neither case does the agent have the virtue of kindness.

However it’s formulated, Aristotle’s second condition gives traits of character an essential role in the account of virtuous action. But the account is given entirely within the theory of the good, or concerns just the goodness of a well-motivated act.

Many present-day writers on virtue likewise center their claims on the good and require virtuous motivation. But others use the language of virtue to make claims about the right that are independent of motive. When G.E.M. Anscombe (1958) says procuring the judicial execution of the innocent is “unjust,” her claim doesn’t concern the agent’s motive; it says that knowingly executing an innocent person, just as an act of that type and regardless of its motive, is wrong (pp. 15–17). Judith Jarvis Thomson’s (1997) talk of “just” or “kind” acts likewise ignores motivation (pp. 279–286), as does Julia Annas (2011) when she says someone who does something only in order to impress a friend can nonetheless be doing a “generous act” (p. 8).

These claims about the right also ignore character traits; in particular, they don’t think an act is more, or more probably, right if it issues from a global disposition. Imagine that you can give either a tiny benefit to a friend or a large one to a stranger and ought on balance to benefit the stranger. That you’re stably disposed to benefit your friend but have no such disposition about strangers has no bearing on what you should do.

Some writers try to derive claims about the right from ones about traits; the best-known proposal is Rosalind Hursthouse’s (1999) that an act is right if and only if it’s what a virtuous person would, if acting in character, do (p. 28). (A more specific claim says an act is kind if and only if it’s one a kind person would do.) This kind of proposal can play an epistemic role by helping us identify which acts are right. People who lack the trait of kindness, and therefore can’t always tell what the kind act would be, can be helped by asking what someone who has the virtue would do. But the proposal can’t play the metaphysical role of explaining what makes right acts right or kind ones kind. Consider the deliberations of the virtuous person. She can’t decide how to act by asking what a person like her would characteristically do in her situation; that’s just what she’s trying to settle. She has to choose acts for properties they have just as acts, such as being a refusal to knowingly execute an innocent person. But if that property is what makes the virtuous person choose an act, it’s also what makes the act right.

Views that use virtue-terms to assess rightness do best if they understand traits of character derivatively, by reference to individual acts. Then the trait of kindness is a disposition either to perform kind acts or, more plausibly, to choose kind acts because they’re kind. (The latter introduces a reference to motives or at least intentions.) In such views traits, their possible epistemic role aside, aren’t central and in particular don’t bear on questions about what it’s right to do.

Roger Crisp (2015) is therefore correct when he says these views aren’t distinctively “virtue-ethical” and don’t warrant the overhyped rhetoric of a radically different “third method of ethics.” They express a perfectly familiar nonconsequentialism like that of Ross and differ only in making their deontic claims using “thick” rather than “thin” terms. Thin terms like “good,” “ought,” and “right” ascribe a normative property without giving any hint of what nonnormative properties it rests on. Thick terms do give a hint. To call an act “cruel” is to say it’s bad or wrong because of how it causes pain; to call it “generous” is to commend it for somehow benefiting others. To assess acts as “unjust” or “kind” without considering their motives is to depart from standard nonconsequentialism only by preferring thick to thin deontic descriptions.

Given the distinction between using virtue-terms about the good and about the right, let me turn to Sreenivasan’s essay.

Some philosophers argue that situationist claims about the nonexistence or rarity of global character traits count against a virtue-centered approach to ethics (Harman, 1999; Doris, 2002). Some defenders of that approach reply that their accounts of virtue aren’t meant to be true of most people; they fit only a small number of models of virtue (Athanassoulis, 2000; Kupperman, 2001). The critics counter that an acceptable ethical view must be practically relevant, or give substantive practical guidance, to all people, which in this case means telling them to try to acquire the virtues. Since most people can’t become virtuous, they conclude, a virtue-centered ethic can’t satisfy this demand.

Sreenivasan focuses on the last part of this dialectic, the situationists’ counter. Though his essay has several strands, its general thrust is to propose ways in which a virtue-centered approach can be defended. He gives at least three such arguments.

The first agrees that a virtue-centered view should tell people to try to acquire the virtues but says it can do so successfully if, as a matter of empirical fact, the most effective way to become virtuous is to follow what he calls the “ham-fisted Aristotelian” model. (An alternative “Fosbury” model doesn’t allow this reply but is, empirically, not very plausible.) On this model you acquire a virtue primarily by doing the acts it typically issues in; thus, you become kind by doing kind acts. And acts count as virtuous independently of their motive, so helping someone cross the street is kind even if your motive for doing so is selfish. (This is in fact how Sreenivasan understands virtuous action throughout his essay.) He argues that, if the Aristotelian model is most effective, a virtue-centered view does tell even people who can’t reach the lower threshold for kindness to try to become kind. Doing that involves doing individual kind acts, and the view already tells them to do that. They’re acts that, by its lights, they “have reason to do anyhow,” just because they’re kind acts. So it does tell them to do what, if successful, would lead to their becoming virtuous, or to do what, given the Aristotelian model, acquiring a virtue requires. It does give them the guidance the situationist counter demands.

As Sreenivasan acknowledges, this argument doesn’t use “try” in its normal intentional sense, which involves having a result as your goal. For him you count as trying to achieve something so long as you’re doing what may or may not result in it. However, then it’s unclear how much of a defense his argument really gives a virtue-centered view, for in his presentation the view’s claims about character traits make no difference to the practical guidance it gives. It already tells you to do individual kind acts, just as kind acts, and the possibility that doing so may also result in your having a kind disposition merely repeats that directive without changing its content. How significantly virtue-centered is a view whose claims about traits have no substantive effect on what it tells you to do?

This difficulty just reflects a larger point made above: that to use virtue-terms to assess acts apart from their motive, as Sreenivasan does, is to make claims about the right, not the good. And traits are irrelevant to claims about the right: that you’re stably disposed to help friends but not strangers has no bearing on whom you should help now. Sreenivasan is right that, given his ham-fisted Aristotelian model, the ethical view he discusses isn’t threatened by situationist psychology. But that’s because it isn’t a view to which situationism is relevant because it isn’t one in which traits play a substantive role.

Virtue-terms can also be used to make claims about the good, and Crisp thinks they can here express a distinctive ethical view, especially if one holds, with Aristotle, that a necessary condition for an act’s being fully good is that it issue from a global disposition. That does make traits central, though in the theory of the good rather than the right.

Sreenivasan’s dialectic can also arise in this context. Situationists can say the claim that virtue is good can’t fit just a few outstanding individuals but must give practical guidance to all. Here two responses on behalf of the virtue-centered claims are possible.

One is available if a view embraces Sreenivasan’s continuum fully and says a virtuously motivated act is better whenever it issues from a more reliable disposition. Even if most people can’t reach the lower threshold for kindness, surely many can improve their kindness disposition a little, say from 10% to 20%. So long as they can do that, the claim that more reliable kindness is better can guide their choices.

A more important response is just that claims about the good don’t need to give direct practical guidance. That world peace forever would be a good thing can be true even if no one can produce it; the obliteration of humankind would be bad even if no one could prevent it. “Good” doesn’t imply “can.” It can therefore be true that acting from a reliably virtuous disposition is intrinsically good, and even the only good possible in action, though few people can do it. Claims about value do give indirect guidance, since if something is good we should other things equal produce it if we can; but that allows that sometimes we can’t. Unlike rightness, goodness needn’t always be practical.

To summarize, even given Sreenivasan’s Aristotelian model, claims about character traits don’t make a substantive difference to judgments about what’s right; in that context they aren’t practically important. Such claims can make a difference to judgments about what’s good, but there the demand for practical relevance doesn’t arise.

Sreenivasan’s other responses to the situationist counter set issues about acquiring virtue aside. The second of the three mentioned above asks what the “source” is of people’s moral reason to do individual kind acts and says it must be “the value (or good) of kindness itself,” since if kindness had no value no one would have reason to perform kind acts. However, it’s unclear exactly what “value” means here and exactly which kindness is supposed to have it, that of an individual act or that of the disposition that may lie behind it.

Suppose first that it’s the kindness of the act, which, recall, is identified as kind independently of its motive. That this kindness has value may be true if “value” is used very broadly, so something has value just in case some normative consideration, of some sort or other, speaks in its favor. That’s not very informative. But I’ve argued that the claim is false if “value” is used more narrowly, to refer to what’s intrinsically good or makes an outcome desirable. If you help someone only from a selfish desire to impress others, your act, its consequences aside, does nothing to make your life better. In the narrower usage, kind acts as such lack value.

Now suppose that it’s the trait of kindness that’s said to have value. It’s unclear, first, how this value can ground a reason to act kindly for someone who doesn’t have the trait, as Sreenivasan is conceding most people don’t. How can the value of a disposition not present in someone’s life give him a normative reason to act as he would if he had it? If the act won’t express the valuable disposition, why do it? And it again seems false that the trait has value in the narrower sense if it’s just a disposition to perform acts that are kind independently of their motive. If the act of helping someone from a selfish desire doesn’t, its consequences aside, make your life better, how can a disposition to such acts do so? How can a tendency to do valueless things have value?

So if the claim about “value” uses the term broadly, it merely repeats that there’s a reason to act kindly without identifying its source. If it uses the term narrowly, it seems false if kindness is independent of motive. Neither way is there a plausible and distinctively virtue-centered account of why we should act kindly.

Sreenivasan’s final argument says claims about the right can be distinctively virtue-centered if they’re “anchored” in claims about traits. His proposed anchor is based, like Hursthouse’s, on the fact that virtuous people tend to act rightly, or that kind people characteristically do kind acts. But it’s in several respects less ambitious.

Unlike Hursthouse’s, it doesn’t address the metaphysical question of why right acts are right; it gives traits only an epistemic role, in helping us identify which acts those are. Nor does it think traits are always needed in this role. Sreenivasan thinks even people who lack the virtue of kindness can recognize paradigmatically kind acts. They just can’t always identify nonparadigmatically kind acts, and when they can’t, they can usefully ask themselves which acts a kind person would do. This is his “modest agent-centered conception of virtue.”

It’s again unclear, however, how seriously agent-centered this conception is. Ethical views are usually distinguished by their claims about which acts are right and—the metaphysical question—what makes them right, and I would have thought the situationist demand is above all that a virtue-centered view’s claims on these topics be practically relevant. If the view Sreenviasan defends makes essential reference to traits only when it’s discussing the epistemic question of how we can know what’s right, has the demand really been met?

It’s also unclear how central virtue is in Sreenivasan’s conception. The virtuous person is deferred to mainly for her greater knowledge of what’s right, or as a moral expert. However, deference to experts is possible in many moral views. A consequentialist who recognizes multiple intrinsic goods but doesn’t always know how to weigh them against each other can ask what someone who’s more expert in value comparison would do; a Kantian can defer to those who are better at determining which maxims the universalization test does and doesn’t allow. How much, then, does Sreenivasan’s agent-centered conception turn specifically on claims about virtue rather than just apply, in this specific context, a more general view about deference to moral experts?

I’ve expressed doubts about some of Sreenivasan’s responses to the situationist challenge to virtue ethics. My doubts are based less on sympathy for situationism, though I have some, than on a worry that the views he defends really concern only right action and therefore don’t and can’t give traits a central role. Character traits can be central in theories of the good, but the recent literature on virtue has precisely not attended to the difference between these two normative concepts.


Acknowledgments

I’m grateful to Christian Miller for helpful comments and to Gopal Sreenivasan for helpful discussion.


References

	Annas, J. (2011). Intelligent virtue. Oxford, England: Oxford University Press.

	Anscombe, G.E.M. (1958). Modern moral philosophy. Philosophy, 33, 1–19.

	Aristotle. (1980). Nicomachean ethics (W. D. Ross, Trans.). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

	Athanassoulis, N. (2000). A response to Harman: Virtue ethics and character traits. Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, 100, 215–222.

	Crisp, R. (2015). A third method of ethics? Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 90, 257–273.

	Doris, J. M. (2002). Lack of character: Personality and moral behavior. Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press.

	Harman, G. (1999). Moral philosophy meets social psychology: Virtue ethics and the fundamental attribution error. Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, 99, 315–331.

	Hursthouse, R. (1999). On virtue ethics. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

	Kant, I. (1997). Groundwork of the metaphysics of morals (M. Gregor, Trans.). Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press.

	Kupperman, J. (2001). The indispensability of character. Philosophy, 76, 239–250.

	Ross, W. D. (1930). The right and the good. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

	Scanlon, T. M. (2008). Moral dimensions: Permissibility, meaning, blame. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

	Thomson, J. J. (1997). The right and the good. Journal of Philosophy, 94, 273–298.


3.2 Situationism and the Pyrrhic Defense of Character Education: Commentary on Sreenivasan

Daniel Lapsley

One of the striking trends in recent moral psychology is the robust dialogue now commonplace between ethical theory and empirical psychology. At least since the regnancy of the Kohlberg paradigm there was always an interest among moral development researchers in appropriating the dominant traditions of ethical theory to define the domain of inquiry. From the other side the naturalizing tendencies sweeping through contemporary philosophy encouraged broader engagement with empirical psychology. This is particularly evident in morality and virtue ethics where there is a widely shared view that the starting point of ethical theory should be the facts of human nature and that reflection on the moral personality should be constrained by some degree of psychological realism (Flanagan, 1991; Johnson, 2014). Hence, psychologists who want to get their ethics right and philosophers who want to get their facts straight encouraged common effort to do empirically responsible moral philosophy and philosophically responsible moral psychology. This volume is one illustration of that effort.

A common effort seems particularly required to sort out the implications of certain social psychology experiments for virtue ethics. The long-standing view that virtues have dispositional properties that organize behavior in consistent ways across even diverse situations has been challenged by interpretations of social psychology experiments that cast doubt on whether anyone has virtues like that. The Harman–Doris take on this literature is that situations trump global dispositions in the prediction and explanation of behavior (Harman, 1999; Doris, 2002). If unchallenged, these findings would undermine the very notion of moral character assumed by virtue ethics, or else a notion of moral character worth having. What could character be without global traits, without global dispositions?

The Harman–Doris thesis forced a very useful and illuminating conversation about the psychological specification of virtues and character (e.g., Miller, 2013, 2014). It has provoked a stout and (in my view) effective defense of the traditional claims of Aristotelian virtue ethics (e.g., Flanagan, 2009; Kamtekar, 2004; Sreenivasan, 2002). It encouraged new ways to think about traits as socially mediated constructs (Alfano, 2013) and generated innovative accounts of moral personality that trade on literatures other than trait psychology (e.g., Annas, 2011; Annas, Narvaez, and Snow, in press; Snow, 2010).

Psychologists, for their part, are unaccustomed to the close (and invariably insightful) reading of their literatures by ethicists and empirical philosophers but seem generally nonplussed by the situationist challenge (e.g., Sabini and Silver, 2005). After all, the rapprochement between social and personality psychology was sealed decades ago with more complex models of how dispositions and contexts dynamically interact (Mischel, 1990). Although there are current efforts to document the situational invariance of traits to the advantage of virtue ethics (Jayawickreme and Fleeson, this volume), I am aware of no generalized anxiety among personality or developmental psychologists, or among social psychologists for that matter, concerning the alleged ephemeral nature of personality traits or the vacuity of dispositional coherence.


Order of Battle

But the situationism challenge continues to unnerve virtue ethics. Professor Sreenivasan rallies another response this time to undermine its untoward implications for character education. His defense of Meno Jr.’s character education is at once compelling and decisive but concedes so much along the way that I fear we are left with a notion of moral character that is psychologically barren, and a defense of character education that is Pyrrhic in its victory over the Harman–Doris thesis.

One concession is to settle for a theory of virtue that makes modest empirical claims, for example, that only a few exemplars of virtue possess character traits of sufficient reliability to resist situational influence, or, alternatively, that most of us do not possess traditionally defined virtues. We must accede to this concession, according to Sreenivasan, because situationism is helpless against a virtue theory that makes such modest claims. Of course, an empirically modest virtue theory might encourage greater effort to reach the virtue threshold, to emulate the virtues, to try to acquire the virtuous character trait, if only for the sake of practical relevance. But even this spare retreating remnant of virtue theory is susceptible to rearguard attack. The situationists will insist that moral strivers have no chance of reaching the upper thresholds of virtue, a point that Sreenivasan concedes readily, but he concedes also, for good measure, that the lower threshold of virtue is also beyond reach.

One can see in Sreenivasan’s concessions a clever trap for situationists. Situationism will be soundly routed if an effective redoubt can be erected for character education while conceding the frontal and rearguard assault on traditional virtue theory. Certain defensive positions against situationists will not work, at least at first blush. Sreenivasan deems “ham-fisted” the traditional Aristotelian view of virtue acquisition (through mere repetition) insofar as it neglects motives. A second model likens virtue acquisition to skill development such as the case of a high jumper learning to clear the bar at more challenging heights using the “Fosbury Flop” technique. Typing is another example. If running at the bar and diving headfirst is ham-fisted high jumping, the Fosbury Flop is a more sophisticated technique to clear the bar (if mastered). If hunt-and-peck is ham-fisted typing, more sophisticated touch typing will increase proficiency. Hence the Fosbury model assumes there are sophisticated techniques for acquiring reliably enacted virtues (it also makes other assumptions that will not detain me here).

Both models are susceptible to the same rearguard critique. If we accept the empirical claim that most individuals cannot reach lower thresholds of virtue reliability, then they should not try, and traditional virtue theory is thereby defeated insofar as it has nothing of practical relevance to assert to nonexemplars of virtue (which is just about everybody). Sreenivasan concedes the empirical claim but not the defeat. In the “My First Reply” section, for example, he argues that Meno Jr. should try to follow the ham-fisted Aristotelian model on those occasions where it is possible, permissible, and moral to do so whether he makes it to the threshold or not. In other words, just because one fails to reach the threshold does not mean one should neglect to perform acts of kindness (say) when the occasion arises. Reaching the threshold is not the only reason to follow the ham-fisted model. Individuals have reasons to perform acts of kindness irrespective of whether it brings the threshold of trait reliability into closer reach. This is enough to defeat the rearguard critique insofar as it carves out some practical relevance for traditional virtue theory.

A similar defensive line fortifies the Fosbury model. On Sreenivasan’s view there is a continuum of virtue reliability with a lower threshold on one end, a Fosbury break-even point on the other end where a virtue trait is reliably enacted in appropriate circumstances, and in between, a point where Meno Jr. exceeds the lower threshold but falls short of the break-even point. The situationist might urge Meno Jr. to surrender because he cannot reach the break-even point, but Sreenivasan argues that reaching the lower threshold is enough to save an empirically modest virtue theory from irrelevance. Moreover, it might not even matter, for the sake of practical relevance, whether Meno Jr. reaches any threshold of virtue acquisition. Instead, it is enough to perform (possible and permissible) individual acts of kindness (say) as the occasion demands when it is also moral to do so. In this case acts of kindness flows out of the value of kindness itself, as a normative act prescription, rather than out of the virtue of kindness.

This subtle maneuver outflanks the rearguard critique. Certainly there is nothing to gain by waging the battle for virtue theory’s practical relevance on terms dictated by situationists. Like a good general who chooses the optimal terrain for battle, Sreenivasan alters the terms of reference for what constitutes a virtue. What if virtue were not a trait but an “occurrent act or state,” a behavior exhausted in a slice of time rather than a disposition that is continuously displayed over time (and presumably, situations), and what if occurrent acts correspond one to one with specific normative prescriptions about what the agent should do on the occasion where agent action is possible and permissible? If both conditionals obtain, then it is possible to show how virtues can be sensitive to situations while also having something practically relevant to say to everyone. This disarms the rearguard critique insofar as the Harman–Doris thesis does not apply to nontraditional theories like this.

Sreenivasan then orders a charge to press his rout of Harman–Doris by showing how it is possible, nonetheless, to link up the moral agency envisioned by occurrent act theory (let’s call it) to virtuous character traits. Establishing this link would show that traditional definitions of virtue have not been abandoned on the field after all. Hence, occurrent acts prescribed by values count as expressions of virtues if they are the sort of things a model of virtue would do under the circumstance, or, alternatively, if they are the acts that express a certain character trait (e.g., kindness).

The rout is on because an empirically modest theory now has something practical and correct to address to everyone who is not a model of virtue (which is most of us), and this formula accords with a traditional theory of virtue because, as it happens, compliance with act prescriptions issued by kindness is coincident with the (ham-fisted) Aristotelian model of virtue acquisition or else aligns with a model of kindness.


After Action Assessment

It seems probable that once the smoke clears the rearguard harassment of moral character will be suppressed by the combined force of occurrent prescriptive acts and traditional virtue theory as described by Sreenivasan, at least as a matter of strictly philosophical analysis in defense of a traditional virtue theory. As a psychological matter, however, there are needless casualties, and as an educational matter, there seems little cause to embrace the victory. Put differently, reinforcements could be summoned to shore up the cause of character education and of character education. Let me take up the educational matters first.


On Character Education

For all the effort expended to insure that an empirically modest virtue theory has something of practical relevance to address to everyone who is not already a model of virtue, it is striking that the present defense of character education has little of practical relevance to address to actual character educators. It seems to elide the actual practice of character education that takes place in schools. Moral-character education is a vast enterprise with sprawling literatures and a long history (e.g., Lapsley and Yeager, 2013), and while no one pretends these literatures are without philosophical issues, it is also true that it plows ahead without awaiting a response to situationism’s rearguard critique of virtue theory.

Character educators might be puzzled by the concessions made here, for example, that there are thresholds of reliable trait acquisition that most of us do not meet and will not reach. This would not be an easy sell to parents and teachers and to the long tradition of character education in schools. Most parents want to raise children to become persons of a certain kind, persons who possess dispositional qualities that are desirable and praiseworthy, whose personalities are imbued with a strong ethical compass. To say this goal is beyond reach but that children should keep trying anyway, should continue to enact occurrent behaviors as required even though act prescriptions issuing from values would not attach to selfhood as virtues, would be bewildering advice, no matter how well it works as strictly philosophical analysis.

Moreover, the two models of character education held out for analysis would not be recognized by character educators in the form presented here. For example, Aristotelian habituation is portrayed as something ham-fisted in its preoccupation with mere repetition and lack of sufficient motivation. The Fosbury model is described as something incompatible with traditional virtue theory (or so it seems). I claim no particular expertise in these matters (yet will blunder ahead anyway), but this does not align with a reading of Aristotelian virtue theory that inspires contemporary character education.

Character educators would embrace a conception of traits that builds cognitive-rational capacities into the very fabric of dispositions. The importance of practical reasoning is bound up with Aristotle’s definition of virtue: a state of character concerned with choice defined by reference to reason “and in the way in which the person of practical wisdom would determine it” (Aristotle, 1985, Nichomachean Ethics, p. 1107a). The proper display of virtue requires keen attention to situational complexity, “to know the facts of the case, to see and understand what is morally relevant and to make decisions that are responsive to the exigencies of the case” (Sherman, 1999, p. 38). What we see, in other words, depends on who we are, it depends on our character, and who we are is not some gaunt cipher who merely performs occurrent acts without a well-stocked armamentarium of cognitive abilities to discern values and judge prescriptions.

So the kind of habituation proper to virtues in the Aristotelian framework is a critical facility; it includes learning how to discern, make distinctions, judge the particulars of the case, and make considered choices. These are dispositions of interpretation (Rorty, 1988). Cognitive psychologists might conceptualize them as schemas, prototypes, and scripts whose accessibility and activation make possible the discriminative facility that allows one to act in ways appropriate to the situation. In other words, proper habituation builds the ability to make situationally sensitive judgments right into the definition of virtue. Even the most modest agent-centered conception of virtue must reference it. There can be no talk of traits without specifying the cognitive carriers of dispositions that make possible agent construal of the moral landscape.

Moreover, the Aristotelian notion of habituation is best understood not as mere repetition but as learning by doing with regular and consistent practice under the guidance and authority of a virtuous tutor (Steutel and Spiecker, 2004). It is not unlike the cultivation of skills or the development of expertise through coached practice. This view has two implications. First, if the cultivation of expertise and skill development is immanent to Aristotelian habituation, there is little need to posit a separate “Fosbury model” of trait acquisition (leaving aside for the moment whether it makes sense to think of personality development in terms of a continua of thresholds and break-even points). Second, the notion that virtue acquisition is a mentored and coached activity readily supplies motivation to conform behavior to value prescriptions, so says a social cognitive theory of virtue (Lapsley, in press). On this account it is the affective connection to caregivers, teachers, and mentors that provides the motivation for developing a child’s wholehearted commitment to morality, to the development of the moral self, and to the requirements of moral character (Kochanska, 2002).

Hence the two models of character education analyzed by Sreenivasan, the ham-fisted Aristotelian and Fosbury models, seem like psychologically thin heuristic devices conjured to dismiss a situationist bogey that does not dismay. Traditional virtue theory has the resources necessary to make psychologically realistic claims about effective character education. It highlights agent construal (virtues require discerning perception and judgment) and a developmental process (virtue requires social cognitive development), it accounts for the relational requirements of character education (involving mentorship), and it provides an account of agent motivation (that derive from the qualities of relationship). It subsumes the Fosbury model insofar as social cognitive development and the development of traits-as-skills become increasingly expert in judgment and application. There is nothing particularly ham-fisted about Aristotle’s virtue theory if read like this, and it has the added advantage of making an effective line of communication with contemporary educational and psychological literatures.


On Character Education

The defense of character education attempted here is clearly driven by implications of empirical findings in social psychology, a laudatory and welcome engagement that can only advance the lines of interdisciplinary dialogue. Yet at crucial turns it neglects to summon the psychological reinforcements that could press the main line of counterattack. Put differently, social psychology motivates the Harman–Doris critique of traditional virtue theory, to be sure, but the battle lines developed here are not nearly psychological enough, and social psychology should not be the only psychological literature relevant to virtue theory and character education.

Take the matter of what constitutes a trait or trait possession. Although virtues are conceived as occurrent acts in the slice of time (rather than cross-temporal dispositional tendencies), it is not clear how this is to be understood in psychological terms. Treating the work of virtues as occurrent acts does not give sufficient credit to agent construal and seems to give up on dispositional character.

Moreover, character education is not really a matter of meeting all-or-none thresholds where traits must become adhesive and sticky to ensure reliable behavioral manifestation. This is a purely analytical strategy to secure the cross-situational consistency that supposedly attends the acquisition of global traits, but it is a caricature of traits to treat them as static, immutable possessions that are immune to situational influence once some threshold is crossed (Caspi and Shiner, 2006). Indeed, the very distinction between global and local traits is up for debate and is not a secure basis for engaging the situationist challenge.

Modern personality psychology is sometimes said to divide into two disciplines on the question of how best to represent the basic structural units of personality (Cervone, 1991). One discipline focuses on traits as the basic unit of analysis, the second on social cognitive constructs, such as schemas, scripts, prototypes, and the like. My preference is for social cognitive language, but with respect to the dispositional features of personality there is much common ground between trait and social cognitive theorists (Lapsley and Hill, 2009).

Caspi, Roberts, and Shiner (2005) assert, for example, that the antimony between traits and social cognitive theory is exaggerated, and that the two approaches are not only complementary and mutually informative, but also capable of useful integration. Indeed, there is little daylight between the two approaches with respect to the dispositional features of personality structure. There is agreement that traits are tendencies to behave in certain ways given certain activating conditions. Put differently, personality traits are “if–then” conditional propositions, such as “If Meno Jr. is put in a situation where demands are placed upon his sense of competency, then he is aggressive.” This view is consonant with both social cognitive (Shoda, Mischel, and Wright, 1994) and trait (Caspi and Shiner, 2006) conceptions of dispositions, and it describes not just the way local traits work, as the situationists would have it, but rather the person–situation contingency that is implicated in the display of any disposition.

For this reason personologists have insisted on incorporating the psychological meaning of situations into the investigation of behavioral consistency across situations (Funder and Colvin, 1991). It is now a widely shared view that persons and situations interact in complex ways (Kendrick and Funder, 1988; Higgins, 1990); that the person–situation distinction is a false one (Funder, 1996); that situational specificity and behavioral consistency are not antagonistic positions (Ozer, 1986); and that traits are not static, nondevelopmental, and immutable essences but are instead organizational constructs that operate dynamically in transaction with environments (Caspi and Shiner, 2006).

Indeed, a robust account of agent construal is the leading edge of the counterattack against situationist positions, as Kamtekar (2004) recognized, and it is the social cognitive specification of traits that gets us there. I prefer to understand moral personality in terms of the chronic accessibility of certain social cognitive knowledge structures (Lapsley and Narvaez, 2004). A moral person, on this account, is one for whom moral constructs are chronically accessible and easily activated by contextual primes. Highly accessible moral schemas provide a dispositional readiness to discern the moral dimensions of experience, as well as to underwrite the discriminative facility in selecting situationally appropriate behavior. The key distinction is not whether traits are local or global but whether moral constructs are accessible or inaccessible for appraising the social landscape.

I will say more about this approach below, but suffice to say here that there is an impressive empirical foundation for moral identity as both a moderator and a mediator of moral behavior. Indeed, no other dispositional account of moral personality comes remotely close (Lapsley, in press). It also comes with a plausible developmental story, accounts for individual differences, and is informed by important philosophical accounts on what it means to be a person (Frankfurt, 1988) and a self (Taylor, 1989). This shows how psychology literatures other than the narrow band of social psychology appealed to by situationists can usefully advance mutually informing and mutually corrective dialogue between ethical and psychological theory.

I will conclude with two additional points. First, it is a common analytical device to explicate the work of moral personality by nominating an exemplar trait. Honesty is a popular one. In Sreenivasan’s paper the example was kindness. Of course, I understand that simplifying assumptions like this are useful for making a point. However, in this case the simplifying assumption distorts the work of moral personality in a way that makes it harder to turn aside the situationist critique.

The architecture of personality is more holistic than this, as Kamtekar (2004) noted, and any given situation can summon an entire regiment of trait dispositions, some of which can override others or else compete for activation given the exigencies of situations. Individuals carry their entire dispositional repertoire with them, and there is no way to defeat situationism unless this is taken into account. An attempt to vindicate moral character one trait at a time, even for illustrative purposes, will never work. Instead any suitable theory of moral personality must account for the dynamic interplay of mental construal and situational affordance that underwrites moral choice and behavior.

My second point regards situational affordance. If there is any lesson to learn from the situationism debate, it is that it is naive to believe that situations do not matter at all. The vindication of virtue theory does not depend on demonstrating total trait invariance across situations. This is not the standard. Sreenivasan (2002) has it exactly right when he asserts that cross-situationally consistent character traits might be narrower than imagined (and that no theory of virtue has actually been falsified). Yet the strongest defense of virtue theory is to recognize the complexity of person × context interactions and to mount a conception of moral personality equal to it. Kamtekar (2004) points the way. She writes that “we should only expect individuals to behave consistently with traits which they deem important to have or in areas in which consistent behavior matters to them” (p. 474).

Indeed, yes, and the self-importance of morality and its centrality to self-identity is a key premise of a social cognitive approach to moral personality mentioned earlier (Aquino and Reed, 2002; Lapsley, in press). On this view a person’s moral identity is a schema consisting of a network of moral trait associations (e.g., being compassionate, fair, kind, honest) that is stored in memory as a complex knowledge structure. Moreover, the self-schema includes multiple other identities as well, not all of which can be actively represented given the limitations of working memory. Whether any of them are influential is partly a function of how trait accessibility interacts with situational cues. On the one hand, highly accessible moral schemas provide a dispositional readiness to discern the moral dimensions of experience, as well as to underwrite the discriminative facility in selecting situationally appropriate behavior. However, situational cues can activate or deactivate the accessibility of moral identity, or else activate some other identity at odds with morality.

Hence situations are crucial to any theory of virtue, on the social cognitive view of things. A situation that primes or activates the accessibility of moral identity strengthens the motivation to act morally. Situational factors that decrease accessibility weaken moral motivation. An adequate defense of virtue theory must start from these empirical realities. This might require giving up some hallowed assumptions of the traditional view, for example, that there is such a thing as a “model of virtue” held out as a standard that few of us can reach. These could well be philosophical fictions that get the defense of virtue theory off on the wrong foot and leave moral character open to rearguard situationist challenges.
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3.3 Battlefields and Bogeymen: A Reply to Hurka and Lapsley

Gopal Sreenivasan

Interdisciplinary dialogue is a form of teamwork. So I am very grateful to my two commentators for their insightful and very helpful discussion of my work. I am especially grateful for this chance to put their assistance to good use in clarifying and elaborating on my argument in the chapter. As my title indicates, I particularly appreciate Daniel Lapsley’s military metaphors and his related recognition that many of the “concessions” made in the chapter were issued for tactical reasons. At the same time, I was somewhat dismayed to discover that I had left anyone with the impression of having been “unnerved” by situationism. The main role the situationist critique was meant to play in the argument was that of decorative frame and jointly familiar point of reference. Not that of bogeyman, certainly. In retrospect, however, I can see that I have only myself to blame.

The most important point to register in this connection, then, is that the principal contours of the position I sought to defend are what they are because they correspond to the truth about virtue (at least, as I see it). They owe nothing to considerations of tactical advantage, even if they happen to confer some. To make this pellucid and thereby reorient the reader’s sense of my primary purposes, I shall omit all further mention of the situationist critique and any associated empirical challenges it may pose for a traditional theory of virtue.1 Instead, I shall focus here on describing two truths of morality (one of them obviously about a virtuous character trait and the other not), all as a prelude to reviewing my explanations of how bridging the span between these truths advances the cause of a traditional theory of virtue.

I shall begin with some background material that will be commonly useful to engaging with the issues raised by my two commentators. Then I turn to consider their respective commentaries separately. Inevitably, there will be points that go unexamined in each case,2 but I shall make sure that matters of character education are not left entirely behind.



§1. Traditional theories of virtue define a “virtue” as a species of character trait. To persist with kindness as my example, the virtuous character trait of kindness centrally includes a reliable disposition to act kindly when that is what the situation requires. The italicized condition builds responsiveness to (moral) reasons into the behavioral disposition that a traditional theory identifies with virtue.3 Thus, a kind person will not help an old woman to cross the street when, for example, the street is full of traffic.

Like any reliable behavioral disposition, virtuous character traits come in degrees. To qualify as a model of kindness, an agent has to be “very highly” reliable at acting kindly. However, since this degree of reliability represents an extremely difficult standard to achieve, traditional theories of virtue only expect that a few people will achieve it. This brings us to the first of our two truths about morality:

(T1) (Only) a few people are models of kindness.

Now some may object that (T1) is elitist, as is any theory of virtue that affirms it. Others will object that (T1) has no practical relevance to the rest of us, who are not models of kindness (or any other virtue, for that matter). (T1) does not seem to address most people at all; it simply leaves the rest of us out. Obviously, there is no need to choose between these objections.

One of my principal objectives in the chapter was to show that a traditional theory of virtue has the resources to respond to these objections—to show, more specifically, that (T1) can be affirmed by a traditional theory of virtue that is practically relevant to everyone. Some of the resources deployed in my defense are new, in the sense that they arise from a conceptual innovation introduced in the chapter. But other resources I deployed were not new, although they are not traditional either. The second of our two truths of morality falls into the latter category.

(T2) For any agent, A, whenever there is some kind act that is possible and permissible for A to perform, A should perform it.

(T2) is addressed to everyone. Since it tells us what to do, (T2) is also practically relevant. In particular, it tells us how to act on a certain sort of occasion. Hence, (T2) is impervious to objections along the lines that (T1) seems to invite. My strategy, in brief, was to argue that a traditional theory of virtue is licensed to affirm (T2) and thereby licensed to acquire (T2)’s invulnerability to the objections the theory itself invites, insofar as it affirms (T1).

Unlike (T1), however, (T2) is not obviously about any virtuous character trait. On the face of it, (T2) is not about any traits at all. Tom Hurka (this volume) seems to go even further, asserting, in effect, that (T2) cannot be about traits. Lapsley (this volume) also finds this part of my discussion puzzling, suggesting that (T2) “seems to give up on dispositional character.” Clearly, various impediments remain to be navigated, then, before embracing my conclusion that, thanks to (T2), a traditional theory of virtue can acquire practical relevance to everyone. I hope to be able to steer us around them in what follows.



§2. Hurka very helpfully sets my little dialectic in its wider historical and theoretical context. Among other benefits, his setting reminds us of another salient distinction in relation to which theories of virtue can be oriented, namely, the distinction between (moral) rightness and goodness. Traditional theories primarily use “virtue” to make claims about goodness. While occurrent act theories of virtue are nontraditional, some occurrent act theorists, such as Ross (1930) and Hurka himself (2001), still use “virtue” primarily to make claims about goodness.4 In this important respect, they are more traditional than some nontraditional theorists of virtue. By contrast, other occurrent act theorists use “virtue” to make claims about rightness. Borrowing from Crisp (2015, pp. 266–267), Hurka gives us the excellent expression “thick deontic description” to refer to the use of virtue terms to make deontic claims, that is, claims that a certain type of act is right, other things equal.5 To my previous example of Thomson (1997) as someone who uses virtue terms as thick deontic descriptions, Hurka now adds the further examples of Anscombe (1958) and Annas (2011).6 What illustrious company!

For clarity and convenience, let us stick with Hurka’s nice language. (T2) uses “kind” as a thick deontic description: The “should” in (T2)’s consequence clause expresses a deontic claim in precisely Hurka’s sense. That is to say, it claims that acts of this type (sc. kind acts) are morally right. (T2) does not need to add “other things equal” afterward because its antecedent already specifies that the act is “permissible.” Since these two conditions are equivalent, only one version need appear (it does not matter where).

Hurka does not dispute that thick deontic descriptions are practically relevant. So neither, presumably, would he dispute that (T2) is practically relevant. Rather, he disputes whether a suitable connection can be forged between (T2) and the virtuous character trait of kindness. He also disputes, as I hinted he might (my chapter, paragraph at note 43), that moral theories are subject to a general requirement of practical relevance in the first place. A moral theory, he observes, can make claims about goodness; and “goodness needn’t always be practical.” But let me set this latter dispute aside, as (T2) is about rightness in any case.7

Before we consider Hurka’s specific arguments, it is worth making explicit a structure they have in common with many critiques of virtue ethics. A popular tactic with critics (e.g., Crisp, 2015, and Hurka, 2001, chapter 8) is to argue that virtue ethics founders on a dilemma: On one horn, it is false (or implausible), while on the other horn, it is not a distinctive theory of ethics. Hurka wishes to employ the same tactic with me. Consider this case in point: “Neither way is there a plausible and distinctively virtue-centered account of why we should act kindly” (Hurka, this volume).

Now when orthodox virtue ethics is the target, this tactic is perfectly in order—for at least in its dominant strain, virtue ethics self-consciously presents itself as a “third method of ethics,” that is, a distinctive alternative to consequentialism and deontology (hence the title of Crisp, 2015). However, and unfortunately for Hurka’s arguments, I do not. In that sense, I am not doing “virtue ethics.” My only ambition is to defend a theory of virtue that is both true and “traditional” in the straightforward sense of making indispensable use of the traditional definition of virtue. It is therefore no part of the “suitability” of the connection to be forged between (T2) and the character trait of kindness that any credentials of my theory to be a “third method of ethics” are preserved. I could care less about such credentials. Truth is good enough for me.

In the chapter, I discussed two conceptual bridges between (T2) and the trait of kindness. But here I shall confine my attention to the bridge I actually believe. According to the modest agent-centered conception of virtue,

(B1) “some nonparadigmatic acts of kindness can only be identified as kind acts by identifying them as the characteristic act expressions of a certain character trait (kindness)” (my chapter, text at note 47).

This bridge connects (T2) indispensably to the virtue of kindness as traditionally defined. (B1) entails that some acts that fall within the scope of (T2)—because they are genuinely kind acts—can only be so identified by identifying them as expressions of the character trait of kindness. To identify an act as an expression of the trait of kindness, one has to have some kind of access to an actual instance of the trait—either by having the trait oneself or by consulting someone else who does.8 Hence, for anyone who is not a model of kindness, the acts to which (B1) refers can only be identified as falling within (T2)’s scope by consulting a model of kindness. Consequently, any nonmodel who seeks a complete grasp on the content of (T2)—because, for example, he or she wants to have a complete grasp on its practical guidance—has to consult a model of kindness.

Against (B1)’s connection between (T2) and (T1), Hurka’s primary objection is that, in positioning the model of kindness as a moral “expert,” that is, as someone to whom others can defer about what is morally right, (B1) is not doing anything moral-theoretically distinctive. After all, “deference to experts is possible in many moral views” (Hurka, this volume), including consequentialism and Kantianism. This objection commits two mistakes, one more important than the other. Hurka’s smaller mistake is to overlook the fact that (B1) actually makes a stronger claim than the other views: It says that deference to models of kindness is necessary (for a nonmodel to achieve a complete grasp on the practical guidance issued by [T2]),9 and not merely that it is possible. His bigger mistake, of course, is to impute to me an aspiration that (B1)’s privileging of models of kindness be somehow distinctive. As I have said, though, all I need is for (B1) and its entailments to be true. Accordingly, there is no objection to answer here.

Hurka also objects that (B1) is an epistemological thesis, rather than a metaphysical thesis. This is a little like objecting that apples cannot sing. Rather than constituting an objection to (B1), it simply reveals that Hurka himself is more interested in metaphysical questions than epistemological ones.10 Naturally, his interests are his prerogative and, no doubt, some readers will share them. But there is no good sense in which one of these questions is more important or more compulsory than the other. They are just different. If some readers are not interested in the epistemology of rightness, they will not be interested in (B1) either. I am interested in the epistemology here because I want to show that (T2)—and by extension, a traditional theory of virtue—is practically relevant to everyone. In itself, (T2) can be given a purely metaphysical reading. However, its practical relevance cannot be. (T2)’s practical relevance—or yet more clearly, the practical guidance it issues—depends on an epistemological reading. Of course, Hurka was not interested in practical relevance either. Still, disinterest does not indicate any defect in (B1)’s connection between (T2) and (T1).

Let us consider a final objection that Hurka advances, this one directed at my ham-fisted Aristotelian model. Given certain assumptions (on which, see §3), the ham-fisted model tells everyone both to act as (T2) says everyone should act and to try to acquire the trait of kindness. (More precisely, it then turns out that there is no difference between these two conjuncts.) While he accepts that my model does give everyone practical guidance, Hurka objects that its claims about character traits “make no difference to the practical guidance it gives.” That is because everyone already has reason to act as (T2) directs, so that the case for acquiring the trait of kindness “merely repeats that directive without changing its content” (Hurka, this volume). I accept Hurka’s characterization but deny that any objection ensues.

Hurka’s objection supposes that a traditional theory of virtue is required to change the content of (T2). It is not clear to me what the ground of this requirement is meant to be exactly. If following (T2) is the best way to acquire the trait of kindness (or, at least, does not significantly differ from the best way), as the ham-fisted model claims, then a traditional theory enjoys (T2)’s practical relevance to everyone simply by prescribing that everyone try to become kind (on “try,” see note 12 below). This conclusion is not only perfectly consistent with a traditional theory’s “failing” to change the content of (T2), it is also everything my argument wanted to establish. Hence, if Hurka’s further requirement is meant to arise from the exigencies of that argument, we are free to reject it.

Alternatively, it may be that this requirement should be understood instead as an application of one of Hurka’s previously discussed ideas, either his idea that a traditional theory of virtue should be theoretically distinctive or that its central claim should be metaphysical.11 I am not sure. But it does not really matter whether the correct interpretation involves one of these old grounds or some new one. Neither way is there a warrant for Hurka’s objection.



§3. In examining Lapsley’s very different, but equally helpful comments, I should like to concentrate on the practical aspect of character education. Or as close to that aspect as someone like me can come, anyhow. I shall focus, in particular, on the ham-fisted Aristotelian model. One of my subsidiary objectives in the chapter was to introduce an empirical question of possibly common interest to philosophers and psychologists, namely, which model of virtue acquisition results, in general, in the higher level of reliability in acting kindly, the ham-fisted Aristotelian model or the Fosbury model? An assumption that the ham-fisted model is more effective was the central pillar in the educational bridge I described between (T2) and the trait of kindness.12 But let us now leave the bridges behind.

Lapsley complains, with some justice, that my two models of virtue acquisition “seem like psychologically thin heuristic devices.” I expect this impression is due, in good part, to the fact that I failed to give any examples either of the process postulated by the Fosbury model or of the “supplementary means” that partly define the ham-fisted Aristotelian model. With Lapsley’s assistance, I can rectify the latter omission to some extent. At its core, the ham-fisted Aristotelian model enjoins individuals who aspire to become kind to follow the prescriptions of (T2), occasion by occasion. But the model also allows them, under certain conditions, to employ other educational resources as well. In the chapter, I called these other resources “supplementary means.”

Lapsley ery usefully suggests that “virtue acquisition is a mentored and coached activity.” The question I should like to explore briefly is whether having a “virtue coach” qualifies as a supplementary means. I propose to understand this role fairly specifically. Properly to isolate it from some neighboring roles, we need to draw a pair of relevant distinctions. To begin with, we should distinguish a “coach” from an “advisor.” In (B1), the agent with the trait of kindness (e.g., a model of kindness) plays the role of advisor in relation to nonparadigmatic acts of kindness, rather than that of coach. One difference between these roles is that an advisor’s concern is limited to the present occasion, whereas a coach’s concern extends over the whole period of the student’s development.13 Furthermore, even on a given occasion, a coach’s concern goes beyond merely conveying the correct answer (e.g., about what kindness requires here, if anything) to include helping the student to figure correct answers out for himself or herself, whereas an advisor’s does not.14 In various ways, then, a coach’s brief has a wider ambit than an advisor’s. Neither coaches nor advisors must themselves be models of virtue. In each case, it is sufficient to be more advanced than the student.

We should also distinguish two different modes in which either of these roles can be occupied, namely, virtually or actually. When I claimed—accepting (B1)—that the rest of us have to “consult” a model of kindness to gain a complete grasp on the practical guidance issued by (T2), I had in mind actually asking another person.15 By contrast, when Hurka glosses (B1), he seems to have in mind that when ordinary people do not know what kindness requires in some situation, “they can usefully ask themselves which acts a kind person would do” (Hurka, this volume; my italics). Leaving the interpretation of (B1) to one side, what Hurka describes here is still a perfectly good possibility: that (sometimes) a concrete imaginary is a better deliberative heuristic than an abstract rule or formula.16 Call this role that of a “virtual advisor,” as it does not involve a second person.


Table 3.1 Slices of ham
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Since my two distinctions are orthogonal, they carve out four different roles, which have been represented in table 3.1. Lapsley’s idea, I take it, is that virtue acquisition is most effective when the student has an actual coach. This contrasts with the idea, represented in the upper right quadrant, that virtue can be effectively “self-taught” (e.g., that one can become kind by following [T2]’s prescriptions all by oneself). Although (B1)’s claim is conceptual, at least three out of these four roles can be evaluated empirically. But Lapsley’s idea is all that interests me here.

Does the use of an actual coach to acquire the character trait of kindness qualify as a “supplementary means” to following the prescriptions of (T2), occasion by occasion? Or does it contradict the ham-fisted Aristotelian model instead? Up to a point, the case for seeing it as a supplementary means is straightforward. Using a coach is certainly consistent with following (T2)’s prescriptions (as long as one does not use a Fosbury coach, at least). Moreover, it is also very plausibly a necessary condition of any coach’s effectiveness that the student follow (T2)’s prescriptions as well. Whatever contributions a coach’s interventions make to the development of the student’s reliability in acting kindly, they presumably work through—and hence, only in conjunction with—the student’s performance of kind acts. Coaching does not help much, if at all, in the absence of practice. The final qualification condition is that using a coach cannot contribute more to the development of a student’s reliability than is contributed by the student’s own repetition of individual kind acts. This final condition is plausible, too. But it also marks the point at which the matter becomes an open empirical question.17

In addition to the cognitive improvements that may result, Lapsley suggests that having a coach helps a student with motivation. More specifically, his idea is that a student’s “affective connection” with his or her coach provides the student with motivation to act kindly or virtuously. This makes good sense. However, we should distinguish two dimensions along which a student’s motivation might be improved here. Roughly speaking, it can be improved quantitatively or qualitatively. While the (quantitative) claim that a student’s bond with his or her coach increases the student’s motivation to perform is very plausible, I have some questions about the qualitative dimension.

For someone’s motivation in acting kindly to qualify as virtuous, he or she has to perform kind acts for their own sake.18 If a student’s motive in acting kindly is to please (or not to disappoint) a coach, the student’s motivation will count as ulterior—and hence, not virtuous. So one question raised by the use of a coach in character education is how to transform the quality of the student’s motivation. Of course, this is a question that any complete account of character education has to face. As I mentioned in the chapter, Burnyeat’s (1980) attention to it is one of the respects in which his classic analysis is more sophisticated than the ham-fisted Aristotelian model, which pays no attention to it.

Coaches, like parents, are external authority figures. One way to develop an account of how the student’s motivation is transformed is therefore to draw on the familiar idea of “internalizing” an external ideal. Still, merely changing the location of a motive’s target, as it were, will not suffice to make it virtuous. Consider, for example, the motive to relieve one’s personal distress (e.g., Batson, Duncan, Ackerman, Buckley, and Birch, 1981) or the motive to preempt or to assuage feelings of guilt (e.g., Batson et al., 1988). Each of these is clearly an “internal” motive, yet neither qualifies as virtuous. Thus, transforming the student’s motivation (so as to cancel its ulterior quality) has to involve more than simply internalizing the figure of the coach, even if that process is not in any case a simple one.

In engaging with Lapsley’s comments, I have articulated a number of further questions, albeit without answering any of them. For the most part, that is because they cross over the boundary of competence separating philosophy from psychology. Nevertheless, I hope they represent a more promising contribution to the interdisciplinary dialogue than their counterparts in my original.19


Notes

1 This is not to deny that traditional theories of virtue face some empirical challenges associated with situationism. I certainly agree with Lapsley that situations matter. It is just that not all of the balls can be in the air at the same time.
2 Sometimes the benefits of spearing a few more fish are outweighed by the danger of muddying the waters in the process.
3 Far, then, from leaving “cognitive-rational capacities” or “the ability to make situationally sensitive judgments” (Lapsley, this volume) as casualties on the battlefield, my discussion actually incorporated them from the beginning (my chapter, text at note 11, reiterated in note 22). Indeed, both of the dimensions Lapsley particularly wants us not to lose sight of appear prominently in my first foray into this debate. Sreenivasan (2002) identifies three generic features that a conception of character traits has to accommodate if the traits in question are to be eligible to be virtues (pp. 58–62): One is “normative sensitivity” (i.e., responsiveness to reasons) and another is agent construal.
4 I tried to reflect this difference in the chapter by distinguishing occurrent “act” theories from occurrent “state” theories, but Hurka’s language is more communicative.
5 Deontic claims in this sense are equivalent to what I called “normative act prescriptions.” Both individuate the relevant type of act without regard to the agent’s motive. In Hurka’s taxonomy, concerns about motives are concerns about goodness.
6 As Hurka’s additional examples help to indicate, this way of using virtue terms is at least an established minority practice in philosophy. In other words, it is not a tactical maneuver I improvised while scrambling to evade a bogeyman.
7 For what it is worth, I am also not sure what is in dispute here. Hurka is happy to accept that claims about goodness “give indirect guidance” and the guidance they give has exactly the same form as (T2)’s deontic claim “if something is good, we should, other things equal, produce it if we can” (Hurka, this volume; his italics), where the italicized clause reproduces the “possible” in (T2)’s antecedent.
8 This explication does not merely articulate how I mean for (B1) to be understood, but actually follows the logic of the argument for (B1). If this remark raises the reader’s expectation of that argument—at the limit, leads the reader to dismiss its prospects of success—so much the better. Please see Sreenivasan (in press).
9 For convenience, I am eliding an established distinction between “consulting” a model of kindness and deferring to one (see note 14). As it happens, there is a further respect in which (B1)’s claim about expertise is distinctive to virtue, although nothing in my view hangs on its being distinctive. As I argue in Sreenivasan (2015), moral expertise is easier to acquire within the domain of individual virtues, compared to expertise about rightness, all things considered. Alternatively, expertise about thick deontic descriptions is easier to acquire than expertise about thin ones.
10 I agree with Hurka and Crisp about the metaphysics of rightness.
11 If the connection between (T2) and the trait of kindness is metaphysical, then the content of some of the deontic claims (T2) entails will differ from what they would otherwise have been.
12 The educational bridge depends on our being licensed to redescribe “following (T2)” as “trying to acquire the trait of kindness” and that license in turn depends on the ham-fisted Aristotelian model’s being the most effective way to acquire that trait. I should perhaps add that Hurka has not fully understood the force of the qualification “trying” in this context. On his interpretation, I count someone as “trying to do X” as long as that person is doing something (anything) that might possibly result in X. But this is much too weak. While I am using “trying” in a somewhat nonstandard sense, it was not a random word choice on my part. To count as “trying to do X,” the steps someone takes have to be the most rational steps one can take to produce X. “Trying” serves to acknowledge that even the most rational steps may fail. The nonstandard element in my usage is to count someone as trying even if the person is not himself or herself aiming to produce X. (I focus on the most rational steps—a high standard—since it is clearly sufficient for my purposes. But I do not mean to exclude all lower standards—e.g., not ones that readers already accept.)
13 In principle, the two sets of demands can come apart. Indeed, as we saw in the chapter, the Fosbury model is dedicated to the proposition that they do come apart, at least for a while. If they do, nothing prevents a coach from employing the Fosbury model during the relevant interval (and a good coach may be required to do so). By contrast, an advisor’s role prevents him or her from conveying (or encouraging the advisee to light upon) incorrect answers. Hence, even if the Fosbury model is correct, and even if the present occasion falls within its exceptional interval, an advisor is prevented from conforming to it.
14 An intermediate option between merely conveying the correct answer and helping the student to figure it out for himself or herself is helping the student to understand the correct answer. An advisor can occupy this intermediate position, which (incidentally) is related to the distinction, on the recipient’s side, between consulting a model of virtue (i.e., taking advice from one) and deferring to one. By definition, deference precludes understanding (cf. note 9). Of course, understanding the correct answer (on the occasion) is very plausibly a step on the road to being able to figure correct answers out for oneself.
15 Hence, the consultation necessitated by (B1) is stronger than Hurka’s gloss insofar as someone who is not a model of kindness cannot complete it by herself. Compare the text at note 8 above.
16 Whether this is correct is plainly an empirical question. A variant asks whether concrete imaginaries (i.e., virtual character models) are also better deliberative heuristics than, say, action prototypes. This separates the concrete versus abstract dimension from the character versus action dimension.
17 Notice that this question can be investigated quite independently of any comparisons to the Fosbury model.
18 If an agent performs a kind act for the sake of the person to whom the kindness is shown, I count that as performing the act for its own sake. Anyone who prefers to treat it as a separate qualification condition is welcome to do so.
19 For very helpful comments and discussion about this reply, I am grateful to Christian Miller.
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4 Of Marshmallows and Moderation

Neil Levy

In the late 1960s, Walter Mischel began a famous series of experiments on the delay of gratification. Mischel gave his subjects—children ranging in age from around 4 to around 6—the following challenge: Consume one marshmallow (or pretzel stick, or Oreo cookie) right now, or wait for fifteen minutes and receive two marshmallows (pretzels, cookies). Children were left alone with the treat and their delay time measured. About one third of children managed to delay for the entire fifteen minutes; age was a significant predictor of delay time (see Mischel, Shoda, and Rodriguez, 1989, for brief review).

More interestingly, capacity to delay gratification as a young child predicted life success across a large array of domains that seem to rely in important part on self-control. Those who waited longer at age 4 were described by their parents as more able to cope with frustration and to resist temptation, more attentive and better able to concentrate at age 14 (Mischel, Shoda, and Peake, 1988). Some versions of the task (about which more below) predicted SAT scores at college admission, too (Mischel, Shoda, and Rodriguez, 1989). A more recent follow-up of these same subjects—now middle-aged—provided further evidence that delay times in childhood predicted self-control capacities decades later (Casey et al., 2011), and convergent evidence that self-control is a stable trait across the life span has been provided by other longitudinal studies (Moffitt et al., 2011).

So it seems that self-control is a character trait: a stable facet of someone’s personality that causes matching behavior. Someone who has this trait is less likely to act impulsively and more likely to be able to pursue their goals. Psychologists call this putative character trait trait self-control (TSC). TSC is measured using a very widely utilized scale, the trait self-control scale (Tangney, Baumeister, and Boone, 2004), and is predictive of better functioning in a wide range of domains in which self-control is required (de Ridder, Lensvelt-Mulders, Finkenauer, Stok, and Baumeister, 2012). TSC is an important character trait (if it is indeed a character trait), because self-control is important; it is a capacity that is a primary good, in Rawls’s (1971) sense: a good that is useful or necessary for the pursuit of almost any plan of life and the possession of which is detrimental to (almost) none. It is a capacity that allows people better to pursue their goals, whatever they are, by avoiding or resisting temptations (where temptations are immediately available but smaller goods; smaller sooner [SS] rewards) in order more effectively to achieve conflicting larger later (LL) goods.1 Very many valuable goods are LL goods: To achieve success in the workplace, sporting excellence, proficiency at a musical instrument, and even success in relationships, we must often resist SS goods which conflict with them (conflict might be by way of their opportunity costs—time spent consuming SS rewards is not available for the pursuit of LL rewards—or more direct, like the conflict between losing weight and eating chocolate cake). Psychology seems to be backing up what we already had very good reason to believe.

In one important way, however, contemporary psychology has provided us with knowledge about self-control that is less commonsensical. Self-control, it appears, is or depends on a depletable resource. There is extensive evidence for what has sometimes been called the muscle model of self-control (Baumeister, Vohs, and Tice, 2007). Just as muscular strength is depletable over the short term—my capacity to pick up heavy weights is lower at t if I have been doing press-ups shortly before t—so self-control is depletable over the short term, but like muscular strength it can be built up over time with regular exercise.2


Willpower

The evidence comes from work on the so-called ego depletion hypothesis (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Muraven, and Tice, 1998; Baumeister, 2002). Typical experiments compare the performance of two groups of subjects. Members of each group are assigned a task matched for perceived aversiveness and length but which differ in how much self-control they require. For instance, the self-control group may be required to resist a temptation (one experiment had them taste radishes while freshly baked cookies were to hand), self-regulate by suppressing facial expressions while watching a humorous video, or engage in the Stroop task, in which subjects must inhibit the automatic disposition to read words in order to name the colors in which color names are printed (“red” in a blue font, for instance). At the same time, a control group performs a task that requires relatively little self-control: say, performing arithmetical calculations using pen and paper. Then both groups are given a common self-control task. Tasks from those mentioned as depleting tasks might be used, but there are many others, some of which measure persistence, some of which measure capacities for self-regulation, and some of which are designed to resemble ordinary situations in which we are disposed to say that self-control is at issue (for instance, the dependent measure might be how much of a tempting but unhealthy food is consumed by subjects, ostensibly as part of a taste test). The much replicated finding is that previously depleted participants perform significantly worse on the subsequent self-control task than controls, suggesting that self-control is or relies on a depletable resource (see Hagger et al., 2010, for review and meta-analysis).

It has been suggested that self-control relies on glucose: Exercises of self-control deplete glucose, and it is this depletion that explains the loss of self-control. There is evidence that glucose ingestion rapidly restores self-control capacity whereas drinks flavored with artificial sweeteners do not (Gaillot et al., 2007). However, though glucose ingestion does appear to restore self-control, it does not appear to do so by literally replenishing glucose stocks: It is not necessary to swallow the glucose for restoration to occur (Beedie and Lane, 2012; Molden et al., 2012; Hagger and Chatzisarantis, 2013). For the moment, the precise role of glucose in self-control is poorly understood. In any event, whatever the physiological or psychological substrate of self-control, like muscular strength it seems possible to build it up over time. Muraven, Baumeister, and Tice (1999) found that practicing good posture daily for fourteen days produced gains in self-control compared to subjects in a no-exercise group; Oaten and Cheng (2006a, 2006b, 2007) and Hui et al. (2009) have produced further evidence that self-control improves with concerted practice. Subjects who practice self-control improve not only at the task they practice: They appear to build up a more general capacity to persist at tasks, to resist temptations, and to control their tempers.

Holton (2009) has called the capacity deployed in ego depletion paradigms willpower. It is the capacity that allows one effortfully to resist temptations: that is, to resist SS rewards in order to be able to pursue LL rewards that conflict with them. I have some qualms about the identification of this capacity with willpower because there is evidence that the capacity in question has a broader scope than we normally think of as possessed by willpower (Levy, 2011), but for the purposes of this paper it will do no harm to follow Holton’s terminology.

Putting together these two bodies of experimental evidence, one showing that TSC is a personality trait and the other showing that self-control is a depletable resource, it is tempting to conclude that self-control is a stable character trait that allows possessors to effortfully resist temptation, thereby enabling them more effectively to pursue their longer term goals. TSC, that is, is a character trait that an individual possesses in virtue of having strong “mental muscles.” Whether because one has been endowed with the capacity tested in the ego depletion paradigms, or because one has practiced self-control, one possesses TSC in virtue of building up one’s willpower. While this conclusion is tempting, however, there is evidence that it is false: Subjects who score high in TSC do not seem to possess more willpower than average. Quite the opposite.

Imhoff, Schmidt, and Gerstenberg (2014) depleted individuals using a modified Stroop task. Participants then took part in what was ostensibly a food taste rating exercise, in which they were asked to taste Peanut M&Ms and rate them on various dimensions. In fact, the dependent variable was the number of M&Ms consumed. Individuals higher in TSC (as assessed by a self-report scale) consumed more than nondepleted individuals. In fact, participants more than one standard deviation below the mean in TSC showed virtually no effect of depletion on candy consumption. Far from TSC predicting less vulnerability to ego depletion, it actually seemed to predict more.

The effect was driven by vulnerability to depletion: There was no significant correlation between TSC and candy consumption in the low-depletion condition. This is noteworthy by itself: One might have expected a negative correlation between candy consumption and TSC under this condition (too). After all, people high in TSC are supposed to be better self-controlled: Why aren’t they eating less? I don’t want to put too much weight on this point because it is possible that the result is due to a floor effect (i.e., perhaps candy consumption was already so low in this condition that there was little room for significant differences between participants). Nevertheless, it is a point worth bearing in mind, and one to which I shall return.

Imhoff, Schmidt, and Gerstenberg performed a conceptual replication of this result in a separate experiment. This time they used a task combining arithmetical calculation with a working memory task as a depletion task, and participants’ propensity to take risks on a gambling game as the dependent measure. Again, for subjects low in TSC the manipulation did not affect decision-making, but for those high in TSC depletion led to significantly more risky decisions. Further, participants higher in TSC exhibited the lowest (self-reported) achievement motivation—a measure of motivation to excel—after depletion; again, far from being protective, TSC seems to predict vulnerability to losing control.

What’s going on here? Is TSC not a measure of self-control at all? Part of the story might be that TSC lumps together different kinds of capacities and dispositions, only some of which would predict better resistance to temptation, but I think there is something more interesting than that going on. Moreover, I think that this story suggests that even if TSC does lump together quite heterogeneous elements, there is good reason to continue to lump in this kind of way.


Exercising Self-Control: Direct and Indirect Strategies

There is good reason to think that TSC is a measure of self-control. TSC is typically measured on a self-report scale, but it correlates well with other objective measures of impulsivity and the ability to resist temptation: for instance, academic achievement (Tangney et al., 2004) and rule violation (Muraven et al., 2006). Given that TSC correlates with success in achieving LL rewards and forgoing conflicting SS rewards, I suggest that it is a measure of self-control. However, it is not a measure of direct self-control. It does not measure the capacity to effortfully resist temptation. Rather, it is a measure of a different way in which self-control may be exercised (Hofmann et al., 2012; Imhoff, Schmidt, and Gerstenberg, 2014).

This alternative strategy involves organizing one’s environment so that either one doesn’t encounter temptations or so that when one encounters temptations there are barriers to consumption. There are a variety of such strategies. I might plan my walk through town so as to avoid the bakery with its tempting smells or choose a supermarket where candy is not placed at the checkout. I may buy ice cream in a small tub, so that if I want to eat more than the tub contains, I have to go to the effort of going out again. I might employ Ulysses strategies, such as placing a time lock on my drinks cabinet so that I can’t drink before 6 p.m., or putting my money in a term deposit account which penalizes early withdrawal. All of these are actions I may take that restrict my choices. If I buy the smaller tub of ice cream, I won’t be able (without cost) to eat more than the small tub size, should I want to; if I put my money in the term deposit account, I won’t be able to spend it (without cost) should I want to. Nevertheless, people may choose to do this sort of thing in order to exercise self-control indirectly.3

How does this count as an exercise of self-control? As we saw, paradigmatically (at the very least), self-control is the capacity to effectively pursue LL rewards that conflict with SS rewards (pursuing health vs. smoking now; being slim later vs. eating ice cream now; saving for retirement vs. buying a new iGadget, etc.). Agents may successfully pursue the LL by effortfully resisting the SS reward. Or they may choose to structure their environment so that the SS reward—the temptation to which they might otherwise succumb—is not easily available: buying the smaller tub of ice cream, putting their money in a term deposit account, or putting themselves under social pressure not to smoke by choosing a social group of nonsmokers. Since these are two ways of pursuing the same ends across broadly similar kinds of challenges, I think it is reasonable to regard them as alternative self-control strategies.

There is evidence that people high in TSC use indirect strategies to negotiate the SS/LL conflict. Imhoff, Schmidt, and Gerstenberg (2013) conducted an exploratory study to assess whether high-TSC subjects used this kind of approach in their everyday lives. Their subjects participated in an online study of daily temptations. They found that TSC was correlated with a lower frequency of engaging in effortful self-control. Differences in TSC seemed to reflect not differences in the ability to inhibit impulses, but rather differences in the need to inhibit impulses. Of course, by itself this doesn’t entail that subjects high in TSC are using an indirect strategy to maintain self-control. Perhaps these subjects simply experience desires of a lower strength or are tempted by fewer things. More direct evidence that the data are better explained by the utilization of the indirect strategy comes from Hofmann et al. (2012). They used an experience sampling methodology, whereby participants wore beepers for a week and were sampled at random intervals. They were asked to report whether they were currently experiencing or had within the last half hour experienced a desire, and, if so, to report its strength, whether they had felt any conflict with regard to it, whether they had resisted it, and whether they had acted on it. Like Imhoff, Schmidt, and Gerstenberg, Hofmann et al. found that high TSC was correlated with lower average desire strength but correlated neither with whether subjects resisted desires when they were conflicted about them nor with whether they went on to act on them. Moreover, participants high in TSC reported fewer desires from the set that an independent validation study reported as problematic. This suggests that those who are high in TSC are not better able to resist desires but instead avoid temptations that most people find hard to resist.

Recently, Ent, Baumeister, and Tice (2015) produced even more direct evidence for temptation avoidance in high-TSC subjects. Participants in their experiments were given the option of performing a task in a boring but distraction-free or a more distracting environment. High TSC was a significant predictor that participants would choose the distraction-free environment. Ent, Baumeister, and Tice also note that high-TSC individuals self-report that they avoid temptations. Taken together with the evidence that high-TSC subjects are not better at resisting desires than other people, the available data strongly suggest that high-TSC individuals successfully pursue LL goals by avoiding SS temptations.

The hypothesis that high TSC is correlated with temptation avoidance, rather than willpower, is further strengthened by the data cited earlier, indicating that not only are subjects high in TSC worse than other participants at resisting temptation under depletion, they also do not perform better in this regard in no-depletion conditions (Imhoff, Schmidt, and Gerstenberg, 2014). Both these facts may be explained by the muscle model of willpower. Willpower, we saw above, can be increased with practice. If high-TSC subjects exert their willpower relatively little, they can be expected to have less of it, relative to lower TSC subjects. This leaves them especially vulnerable to depletion and not well equipped to resist temptation even under no-depletion conditions. When they are placed in the unfamiliar conditions of the laboratory and the environment is deliberately structured so that they must rely on willpower for success, they may therefore be at a disadvantage.


Drawing Some Lessons

In measuring TSC, psychologists typically understand themselves to be measuring a more or less stable facet of an agent’s personality. As we saw, the capacity to delay gratification in early childhood is predictive of success at achieving LL rewards later in life, suggesting that self-control is stable. Since being high in TSC also correlates with success at achieving LL rewards (de Ridder, Lensvelt-Mulders, Finkenauer, Stok, and Baumeister, 2012), it seems that we are justified in attributing to high-TSC subjects the character trait we might call “self-control.” However, the evidence we have surveyed should make us hesitate before we ascribe this trait to them. Character traits are dispositions to behave in certain ways. Given this platitude, there are two reasons to resist thinking that people high in TSC have the character trait “self-control.”

First, when we say that someone is self-controlled, we may intend, or we may be heard as intending, to say that they are good at resisting temptation or good at self-regulation (in the psychologists’ sense). High-TSC subjects are not especially good—in fact may be rather bad—at resisting temptation and at self-regulation. It may therefore be misleading to describe high-TSC subjects as having the relevant character trait. Whether that’s the case depends on how the folk construe talk about self-control, of course, and right now there is a scarcity of data available on this question. It is worth mentioning that there is evidence that the folk understand weakness of the will as encompassing absence of the right sorts of commitments rather than just acting contrary to one’s commitments (Doucet and Turri, 2014). It is therefore at least possible that the folk will take self-control to encompass utilization of strategies for achieving LL rewards rather just taking it to refer to effortful resistance of SS rewards that conflict with LL rewards.4

A second reason for denying that agents high in TSC have the correlative character trait is that when we talk about character traits, we seem to have in mind internal states of the person with a direct relationship to the behavior by reference to which we categorize it. Thus, we think that someone is brave by virtue of having internal states that directly dispose that individual to confront danger in appropriate circumstances (rather than by virtue, say, of having the disposition to wear the peril-sensitive sunglasses mentioned in The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy that turn totally black and thereby prevent the person from seeing anything that might be frightening). But I think it’s reasonable to say that people who are high in TSC do not have internal states that dispose them directly to engage in behaviors that we would appropriately described as self-controlled. Consider tracking such a person in his or her daily activities. We would probably rarely see this person doing anything we would describe as “exercising self-control.” Indeed, this person may rarely engage in anything he or she would describe as exercising self-control. Perhaps this person deliberately engages in actions designed to limit his or her future freedom, like setting the timer on a drinks cabinet, but it is at least equally likely he or she does not; that instead his or her pursuit of the indirect strategy is implicit. Perhaps this person buys the smaller tub of ice cream because that’s the right size, avoids the bakery on the route home habitually, and so on. Since we would rarely see this person exercising self-control, even indirectly—the SS rewards the person avoids would never be salient, for us or for him or her—it would be misleading to describe this individual as possessing the character trait “self-control.”

Of course, this person does possess dispositions to pursue LL rewards, and these dispositions are in very important part possessed by the person in virtue of internal states and processes. However, these internal states and processes are unlikely to be dedicated to the exercise of self-control. Rather, the individual’s success in this domain is explained by psychological states and processes that are shared with other people who are less successful in this domain. This person’s success is not due to better developments of the relevant states and processes; the differences in how this person behaves, relative to those who are less successful, might be driven more by differences in reward history than differences in the underlying mechanisms. There are, however, some differences in the dispositions of high-TSC individuals, such that we ought to ascribe some of their success at pursuing LL to internal states of theirs. Again, these are not differences in willpower; rather, they are differences in skills.

To uncover these differences, let’s return to where we started: the data from Mischel’s studies on delay of gratification. Mischel’s subjects had little opportunity to rely on a strategy of avoiding temptation. The reason is obvious: They were removed from environments over which they had some degree of control and placed in the unfamiliar experimental setup. Whether or not they were exposed to temptations wasn’t up to them. This doesn’t entail, however, that Mischel’s setup was only able to uncover differences in participants’ willpower. Were that the case, then the predictive power of his data would be inexplicable since, as we have seen, it is TSC that correlates with success in the domains in which delay of gratification predicts better performance, but TSC correlates badly with willpower. Mischel revealed differences between subjects other than their willpower.

Mischel’s initial hypothesis was that attention to the rewards would facilitate delay of gratification (Mischel and Ebbesen, 1970). Since attention to rewards was the focus of his interest, he therefore had four conditions, corresponding to the four possibilities (SS reward present/absent × LL reward present/absent). Contrary to his hypothesis, but in accord with what we would expect given that avoiding temptations seems more effective than effortfully resisting them, children were most successful at procuring the LL reward when both rewards were absent during the waiting period and shortest when both were present. However, success at the task was not exclusive to this condition, and individual differences in waiting times were observed across all conditions, indicating differences not explained by condition.

No doubt some of those differences were differences in willpower, but more successful delayers engaged in strategies of self-distraction rather than simple effortful resistance. They avoided attending to the rewards, by covering their eyes or attempting (in one case successfully) to go to sleep, or playing games and singing songs. Later work indicated that cognitive strategies as well as self-distraction strategies explained a great deal of the variance in delay time. Children cued to think about the rewards waited for a short time, regardless of whether the rewards were present or not, whereas when distracting fun thoughts were cued, children were quite successful delayers, again regardless of reward condition (Mischel, Shoda, and Rodriguez, 1989). How children represent the rewards seems to be a more powerful determinant of delay time than whether the rewards are present or absent. This strongly suggests that in addition to effortful resistance, self-control does draw on internal states and dispositions, though not on the kinds of states and dispositions we normally think of in this context—certainly, not on states and dispositions dedicated to self-control. Rather, it depends on skills at self-distraction and of construal. Some psychologists have suggested that self-control might be explained via construal level theory, with success and failure at self-control predicted by the way in which people construe their options (Fujita, 2008). According to proponents of this view, when agents construe temptations in ways that highlight their idiosyncratic properties, they are apt to lose self-control, whereas when they construe them in a way that focuses instead on their higher-level properties—the ways in which a particular choice situation is representative of a kind rather than unique—they are more likely to be successful in maintaining control (Fujita, Trope, and Liberman, 2010). Thus, for instance, construing a marshmallow as a representative of the class “challenges to self-control”—a high-level construal—predicts better delay of gratification than thinking of its sweet gooiness (a low-level property). I suggest that construal is one strategy among many that enable agents to exercise self-control indirectly rather than by effortful resistance. Mischel and Mischel (1983) report evidence that children spontaneously develop skills at framing their construals strategically, and explicit awareness of the value of such skills, in normal development.5

Summing up, self-control depends on capacities that may be proprietary to its exercise (willpower), but also and very importantly on strategies of environmental management and on skills: skills of self-distraction and of construal. It is apparently the conjunction of these latter that predict successful pursuit of LL rewards when they conflict with SS rewards. Differences in willpower do not seem strongly predictive of success at pursuing LL rewards, given that TCS is predictive, and TCS correlates negatively with willpower. That success at pursuing LL rewards is better predicted by skills and strategies than by willpower is not surprising, in light of the data that support the ego depletion hypothesis. Willpower is fragile and quick to degrade under pressure whereas the skills and strategies underlying indirect means of pursuing self-control have no such limitations. That said, willpower may often be necessary for the exercise of self-control. Mischel and Ebbesen (1970) note that self-distraction was almost never employed by children in the both-rewards-available condition, presumably because it is necessary to first deploy onboard capacities of resistance in that condition in order to subsequently deploy one’s skills (a recent follow-up with the original children from the Stanford experiments confirms that they differ in the efficiency of their cognitive control in response to appealing—but not neutral or aversive—stimuli; Casey et al., 2011). Willpower is needed to get you going, but unless individuals use it to bootstrap self-distraction, construal, or other indirect strategies, it will routinely fail to suffice.

That self-control depends so significantly on nonproprietary skills is very important for two reasons. The more parochial is because it raises important questions about whether it is appropriate to categorize self-control as a character trait. To the extent to which TSC tracks skills that are not proprietary to the domain of self-control, it is at best misleading to say that people who are high in TSC have the character trait of being self-controlled. Such a claim would be akin to claiming that someone is brave in virtue of wearing peril-sensitive sunglasses. Since people high in TSC seem to be relatively poor performers with regard to willpower, the claim is doubly misleading. To continue the analogy, it would be akin to claiming that the person wearing peril-sensitive sunglasses is brave, when in fact they are significantly more likely than average to flee peril if they perceive it. The second, more important, reason why it matters that self-control relies more on skills than on proprietary resources is that it entails that it can relatively easily be taught: So long as people have the requisite cognitive capacities (and these seem to be more widely possessed than high TSC or highly developed willpower), they can acquire the skills of environmental management, self-distraction, and construal.

This second reason for the importance of self-control’s dependence on skills rather than proprietary internal states and mechanisms dovetails with the first in the following manner. When we think of the inculcation of character traits, we think of a certain kind of education. Education of character is supposed to be via inculcation of the right kinds of emotional dispositions and ways of perceiving the world, accomplished (typically) through the socialization of individuals into right habits and right ways of responding. Character education provides models and paradigms, not rules. But to the extent that self-control relies on skills, it can be taught in a far more explicit manner, and rules (of thumb) can be developed and transmitted. Again, this is a reason to deny that self-control is a character trait, or at very least for seeing it as a character trait that is importantly unlike our paradigms.

Our final lesson concerns how psychology should be done. Psychologists are concerned to ensure that their experiments are ecologically valid: roughly, that they measure real-world properties rather than merely laboratory behavior. Mischel, Shoda, and Rodriguez (1989) suggest that the (then) unexpected finding that delay of gratification relies on self-distraction entails that only some of the conditions in earlier work were ecologically valid. Conditions in which rewards were obscured did not uncover individual differences between children in their capacity to delay because in those conditions self-distraction is not required. Moreover, conditions in which children are prompted to utilize particular strategies of construal do not tap into individual differences.

Indeed, they report that individual differences in rewards-obscured conditions did not predict SAT performance or later parental ratings, unlike the rewards-uncovered conditions. However, it does not follow that only the former is genuinely ecologically valid. As we have seen, people high in TSC perform badly in conditions like these. We would not expect their performance in these conditions to correlate with their SAT scores. The lesson here is that ecological validity may differ from person to person. Just because a task successfully mimics a challenge that is regularly confronted by agents in the wild doesn’t entail that it is ecologically valid for all subjects. There may be subpopulations for whom it is not ecologically valid because they deploy a strategy that entails that they rarely encounter such challenges. Insofar as it is correct to claim that high-TSC subjects perform well with regard to self-control, these tasks are not ecologically valid tests of their self-control.

There is a broader lesson. Psychologists need to be creative in assessing personality traits. They should not assume that the relevant trait is realized by a set of onboard, and especially proprietary, states and processes—or alternatively, if they make that assumption, they should make it explicit: In many cases they should also highlight that the trait in question probably explains only some, perhaps relatively small, proportion of the variance in behavior in a particular domain. In measuring intelligence, for instance, it may be appropriate to measure not, or not only, subjects’ unaided performance at Raven’s Progressive Matrices (Raven, 1962), say, but also their performance at tasks that more closely mimic those that they actually confront, and also their performance when aided by various kinds of scaffolding.

Of course, with regard to some traits we ought to expect that onboard capacities do explain a very significant part of the variance. The proportion explained by onboard capacities will vary from trait to trait, and perhaps from population to population. Clark (2003) recounts how some dementia sufferers remain capable of independent living long after neuropsychological testing indicates that their level of cognitive functioning is below the threshold believed to be required for taking care of themselves, because these tests do not take into account the ways in which some people learn to structure their environment to take the burden off their brains (taking cupboard doors off, so they can see the contents at a glance, organizing their environment spatially, so that things they need come to hand when they are needed, etc.). This suggests that memory may be a capacity that is significantly explained by nonproprietary, indeed partially external, mechanisms and skills. In any case, this is an empirical question: We can only discover the extent to which performance in various domains is explained by such mechanisms and skills by looking.


Notes

1 I do not claim that all exercises of self-control involve resisting SS rewards in order to pursue LL rewards. There may be “paradoxical” exercises of self-control, in which an agent effortfully resists the temptation to pursue an LL reward and pursues an SS reward instead. If there are such cases, though, I suggest that what makes them exercises of self-control is that they engage mechanisms that evolved for the purposes of resisting SS rewards when they conflict with LL rewards.
2 It should be acknowledged that the depletion hypothesis is controversial; factoring in the file-drawer effect (the tendency for effect sizes to be inflated produced by the fact that failed replications do not get published), the effect is very likely to be smaller than reported and may in fact be nonexistent (Carter and McCullough, 2014; Carter et al., 2015). While I will draw on the depletion account to explain some of the data I will cite, I think it is a strength of the account offered in this paper that it does not rely centrally on the truth of the hypothesis.
3 Thaler and Sunstein (2008) have famously argued that we can lead people to make better choices—choices that are in their own best interests—by manipulating the environment in which they choose without closing off any options and thereby without infringing their autonomy. The extent to which these manipulations, which Thaler and Sunstein call “nudges,” preserve the autonomy of the nudged is controversial. The kinds of manipulations on which I focus here are akin to nudges, but they should be much less controversial because they are deployed by the very person whose behavior is manipulated in order to bring about just that effect. It is a separate question whether policy makers and other authorities should be in the business of nudging other agents. As a matter of fact, I am sympathetic to nudging to promote not merely good choices, but autonomy itself (Levy 2012, 2014), but nothing I say here turns on the question of the permissibility of nudging other agents.
4 I owe this point to Josh May.
5 In addition to the direct strategy for exercising self-control (the exertion of willpower) and the indirect strategy which consists in the deployment of skills and strategies, self-control may also be exercised in a way that while indirect seems sufficiently different to the skills and strategies approach to deserve its own heading: the use of personal rules—rules which constitute “bright lines” and which are seen as taking some options off the menu as possible objects of consumption (Ainslie, 2001). There is evidence that personal rules are especially motivating when they are moralized and thereby seen as having their authority independently of the person whose rule they are. Moralized rules seem to exclude certain potential reasons from deliberation and thereby function to effectively take what might otherwise have been distracting temptations off the table without the need for the person to manipulate his or her internal or external environment. Greene and Paxton (2009) cite evidence that what might best be understood as moralized personal rules promote moral behavior better than does resisting the temptation to engage in such behavior (I owe this point, and the reference to Greene and Paxton, to Walter Sinnott-Armstrong).
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4.1 Willpower as “Won’t”-power and the Challenges of Measuring Trait Self-Control

E. J. Masicampo

Self-control seems essential to a life of virtue. Some psychologists have characterized self-control as “the moral muscle,” allowing a person to override selfishness in favor of acting for the greater good (Baumeister and Exline, 1999). Supporting that view, empirical evidence has shown that greater self-control predicts more helping (DeWall, Baumeister, Gailliot, and Maner, 2008), less dishonesty (Mead, Baumeister, Gino, Schweitzer, and Ariely, 2009), and less aggression (DeWall, Baumeister, Stillman, and Gailliot, 2007).

In his paper, however, Levy makes a compelling case for why self-control should not be considered a character trait. The notion of self-control as a character trait assumes that there is some internal quality in people that causes them to be self-controlled, the typical view being that these people have exceptional willpower. On the contrary, empirical evidence suggests that people high in trait self-control are no better than others at resisting temptation (Hofmann, Baumeister, Förster, and Vohs, 2012). Instead, they seem to employ arbitrary strategies such as avoiding temptation altogether (e.g., Ent, Baumeister, and Tice, 2015). Therefore, as Levy points out, people high in self-control do not share any internal quality that would qualify as a valued character trait.

The present commentary offers two responses to Levy’s thesis. The first is a cautionary note against drawing overly strong conclusions based on limited evidence. Current operational definitions of trait self-control rely on self-report methodologies, and some of the doubts about self-control as a character trait may stem less from the reality of trait self-control than from methodological shortcomings.

Second, I nevertheless propose that there may be further reason to doubt, as Levy does, that self-control is a character trait. Specifically, a growing body of evidence suggests that self-control is more predictive of the absence of bad behavior than the presence of good behavior. If self-control determines not who a person is but rather who a person is not, it seems inaccurate to consider it a character trait.

In this commentary, I adopt, as Levy does, the folk view of self-control as the capacity to resist unwanted impulses so that other, long-term concerns can be prioritized. Thus, I equate self-control with willpower.


Willpower May Be Difficult to Self-Report

In doubting self-control as a character trait, Levy draws on recent empirical evidence suggesting that people high in trait self-control do not have stronger wills than others, as has long been assumed. Rather, people high in trait self-control, relative to those low in trait self-control, experience fewer strong desires and resist their desires less frequently (Hofmann et al., 2012). In other words, people high in trait self-control are good at avoiding temptations, not at resisting them.

The above findings have prompted several empirical investigations into what separates those high and low in self-control, if not strength of will. All of this work has focused on whether people high in trait self-control adopt better self-control strategies than other people do: whether they are better at noticing and seizing opportunities to act on their goals (Roman and Shah, 2015), whether they are better than others at selecting situation-appropriate strategies for their goals (Light and Hoyle, 2015), and whether they are more likely than others to avoid situations in which unwanted temptations will be present (Ent et al., 2015). Levy’s paper represents an appropriate philosophical response to the Hofmann et al. (2012) finding—if self-control is more about strategies than about internal qualities, can it be considered a character trait?

If one accepts the Hofmann et al. (2012) finding (i.e., that willpower strength does not divide those high and low in self-control) at face value, however, one runs the risk of overlooking a critical shortcoming in the way trait self-control has generally been operationalized. The most widely used method for assessing trait self-control is via self-reported responses to the trait self-control scale (Tangney, Baumeister, and Boone, 2004) and similar measures (i.e., the Self-Regulatory Skills Questionnaire; Imhoff, Schmidt, and Gerstenberg, 2014). In the research described here and in Levy’s paper, this is how trait self-control is assessed. Levy highlights perhaps the most critical flaw in self-report measures of self-control—they fail as reliable predictors of restrained behavior. If a scale measuring trait self-control does not predict better restraint, then one potential conclusion is that people high in self-control have poor willpower (see Imhoff et al., 2014). An alternative response, however, is to conclude that the measure is invalid. It simply is not measuring what it claims to.

It is worth noting that self-reported trait self-control has in many instances predicted better willpower. In one paper, people reporting high trait self-control were better able to resist blinking and to endure pain than were people reporting low trait self-control (Schmeichel and Zell, 2007). In a second paper, people reporting high trait self-control were more successful than others at restraining aggressive impulses (DeWall et al., 2007). Still, given the finding elsewhere that people reporting high trait self-control exhibit less restraint than others (Imhoff et al., 2014), as well as findings showing that self-reported trait self-control simply has no relationship to self-control behavior (e.g., Stillman, Tice, Fincham, and Lambert, 2009), it may be fair to conclude that the link between self-reported trait self-control and actual restraint is uneven at best.

Despite the tenuous link between trait self-control and behaviorally measured restraint, self-control measures have been immensely useful in terms of their predictive power. Indeed, they are predictive of precisely the outcomes that self-control ought to predict. People with high trait self-control lead more successful and less trouble-laden lives than other people (e.g., Tangney et al., 2004).

Why do trait self-control measures predict good life outcomes but not restrained behaviors in the lab? I believe one answer lies in the fact that people are notoriously bad at explaining their behaviors. People may accurately report what they do, but they typically do not know why they do it (Nisbett and Wilson, 1977). Thus, while people can accurately report that they have few bad habits, they are unlikely to know why that is the case. There are, of course, many reasons why a person may lead a disciplined life, free of indulgence. One reason could be that the person lives in an environment in which temptations are rare and long-term rewards are reliable and salient (e.g., Kidd, Palmeri, and Aslin, 2013). But because people are often unaware of the underlying causes of their behaviors, the person who lives in a discipline-promoting environment may mistakenly attribute an indulgence-free life to an exceptionally strong will.

In short, psychology may yet lack a reliable way to distinguish those with exceptional willpower from those who simply report having willpower but whose behaviors are disciplined due to other factors. Current methods rely on self-reports that, while likely to capture those who truly have few bad habits, are arguably unlikely to tell us why those habits are absent (i.e., whether via strategies, strength of will, or otherwise). A more accurate assessment of individual differences in willpower may require an altogether different approach than the one taken by the self-report measures that have dominated the literature. Even existing behavioral measures of self-control (e.g., the marshmallow test; Mischel, Shoda, and Peake, 1988) may be poor trait measures, insofar as they rely on singular acts that may be highly sensitive to situational factors (e.g., Kidd et al., 2013).

The science of self-control is in need of a direct test of willpower that minimizes unwanted influences (e.g., use of self-control strategies). An accurate assessment of trait self-control may require multiple behavioral measurements across diverse contexts, so that situation- or task-specific influences can be minimized. Until a viable means of measuring individual differences in willpower is realized, any assessment of willpower as a character trait will be incomplete.


Willpower as “Won’t”-power

Despite the challenges of measuring trait self-control, I am in general agreement with Levy’s assessment and propose that there may be enough evidence to further Levy’s case. Despite their shortcomings, current self-report measures of trait self-control do offer valuable insights. Specifically, they seem to capture with some accuracy the good and bad behaviors people engage in (if not how they come to engage them), as evinced by their ability to predict good outcomes in virtually every important life domain (Tangney et al., 2004; Moffitt et al., 2011; Vohs, Finkenauer, and Baumeister, 2011). Given this strength of current self-control measures, we can at the very least use them to evaluate the merits of restraint, even if we cannot infer precisely how that restraint was achieved. On that point, evidence suggests that self-control as it is typically defined—the capacity to resist unwanted impulses, or willpower—is more predictive of whether a person will do bad than whether a person will do good. Moreover, mounting empirical evidence suggests that while there is a link between willpower and positive life outcomes, this link is indirect, meaning that the relationship is explained by other factors. If true, this lack of a direct causal link between willpower and positive life outcomes casts doubt on willpower’s value as a character trait.

Self-control is often defined as the act of forgoing smaller, short-term gains in favor of larger, later rewards (e.g., Fujita, 2011). However, recent work suggests that this definition unnecessarily conflates two distinct capacities (de Boer, van Hooft, and Bakker, 2011; de Ridder, de Boer, Lugtig, Bakker, and van Hooft, 2011). The first capacity aligns with folk conceptions of self-control and involves inhibition, as when resisting unwanted impulses, habits, or desires. The second capacity involves initiation, as when enacting and persisting at goal-directed behaviors. Many definitions of self-control have assumed that these phenomena are one and the same (e.g., Fujita, 2011; Tangney et al., 2004). However, inhibition can and probably often does occur in the absence of long-term goals. When conversing with others, a person may suppress certain ideas so as not to offend a conversation partner. This would require restraint, but it would be in the service of avoiding conflict in the moment. A self-control theorist would have to adopt a rather shortsighted perspective on time to consider restraint in this case be in the service of a long-term goal. At the same time, initiation can and often does occur in the absence of restraint. A person may have a long-term goal that is not in conflict with any immediate impulse to do otherwise. Nevertheless, pursuit of the goal requires motivating the self toward some distant future end, making plans for attaining that end, and working diligently at executing those plans. Inhibition and initiation are distinct modes of regulating the self.

Recent work has suggested that the widely used trait self-control scale (Tangney et al., 2004), which is meant to assess self-control as a unitary construct, can more appropriately be interpreted as measuring the two distinct factors of inhibitory and initiatory self-control (de Ridder et al., 2011). Of the original thirteen items in the short version of the trait self-control scale, de Ridder and colleagues found in a confirmatory factor analysis that six of those items (e.g., “I am good at resisting temptation”) formed an inhibitory self-control factor while another four of those items (e.g., “I am able to work effectively toward long-term goals”) formed an initiatory self-control factor. Furthermore, they found that the two types of control were predictive of different self-reported behaviors. They specifically looked at cigarette smoking, alcohol consumption, hours of exercise, and hours of study. The full trait self-control scale, when scored as a unitary construct, was predictive both of less indulgence in vices and of greater enactment of goal-directed behaviors. However, when using inhibitory self-control and initiatory self-control as separate predictors within the same model, each type of control predicted a different set of behaviors. Inhibitory self-control, but not initiatory self-control, uniquely predicted drinking and smoking less. However, it was only initiatory self-control that predicted greater enactment of the desired behaviors of exercising and studying. There was no direct link between inhibitory self-control and desirable, future-focused acts.

Similar work assessing other self-report measures of trait self-control have reported consistent patterns. That is, other self-control measures can also be broken down into separate inhibitory and initiatory self-control measures. Moreover, the inhibitory self-control scores seem to predict a lack of unwanted behaviors whereas initiatory self-control scores predict the presence of desired ones (de Boer et al., 2011).

Further evidence of inhibitory control, or willpower, as nonpredictive of positive outcomes comes from work examining why people high in trait self-control enjoy positive life outcomes. Ample evidence suggests that self-control is instrumental to a life well-lived (e.g., Tangney et al., 2004; Moffitt et al., 2011). Recently, a group of researchers tested whether this occurs due to a focus on preventing failures or a focus on promoting attainment of goals and aspirations (Cheung, Gillebaart, Kroese, and de Ridder, 2014). The authors found that, although a major component of self-control involves resisting unwanted behaviors, it is a greater focus on good outcomes—not bad ones—that explains the link between self-control and happiness. In other words, the good lives that self-controlled people enjoy is less about their capacity for restraint and more about their capacity to look ahead and direct themselves toward long-term pursuits.

My own research is also consistent with the above work. Across several studies, I assessed trait initiatory and inhibitory self-control and tested whether they predicted positive life outcomes (Masicampo, 2015). I repeatedly found that initiatory self-control uniquely predicted greater satisfaction with life, better relationships, and more academic success whereas inhibitory self-control did not uniquely predict any of these outcomes. The one domain in which inhibitory self-control was equally predictive of good outcomes as initiatory self-control was in the domain of health. In that case, presence of each type of self-control was uniquely predictive of good outcomes. When it comes to being healthy, restraint does therefore seem to have a direct link to desired outcomes. However, with every other positive outcome I assessed—relationships, success, and happiness—what a person did was much more important than what they did not do.

This story is consistent with evolutionary views of self-control. Baumeister (2008) argued that self-control evolved first in small, social groups as opposed to large, cultural ones. Once humans came to rely on small group living for survival, self-control developed to override selfish impulses so that one could get along with fellow group members. The impulses to eat or to mate had to be stifled in the event that another group member, perhaps an alpha male, had already laid claim either to the food or to the potential mate in question. Self-control thus enabled living in harmony with conspecifics. Without it, a person risked physical harm or ostracism. Willpower helped people to suppress shortsighted impulses as an adaptation to group living.

As Baumeister (2008) further speculates, it was later that the capacity for self-control, paired with intelligence and rational thought, enabled striving in culture. As groups grew, options for how to live one’s life expanded significantly. Human life became about much more than trying not to insult fellow group members. It now required making decisions within complex society and culture, conforming to laws and rules, adhering to norms, and pursuing lifelong aspirations afforded by the cultural environment. This required a more elaborated cognitive capacity than sheer restraint, one focused on complex decision-making, planning, and the long-term pursuit of goals.

Thus, people have at least two kinds of control (de Boer et al., 2011; de Ridder et al., 2011). One kind involves the enactment and pursuit of long-term goals. The other, perhaps older form of control involves inhibiting unwanted impulses. This latter form corresponds to traditional views of self-control and willpower. Thus, at its core, self-control as typically defined involves avoiding unwanted and socially offensive acts more than it involves pursuing some greater good (e.g., Baumeister, 2008). Moreover, it is a separate capacity from initiation. Having the capacity to resist unwanted impulses does not guarantee the capacity to engage in desired behaviors (de Boer et al., 2011; de Ridder et al., 2011; Masicampo, 2015). Of course, resisting unwanted impulses is likely to increase one’s probability of success at pursuing long-term goals (e.g., Cheung et al., 2014). However, such inhibition seems neither necessary nor sufficient for producing positive life outcomes.

Willpower may thus be less helpful for doing good deeds than has long been assumed. In terms of a character trait, it seems the best we can hope for as a direct causal effect of willpower is to keep people from doing harm. To be sure, people who are strong willed, relative to those who are not, do experience better life outcomes and behave in more culturally valued ways (e.g., Moffitt et al., 2011; Tangney et al., 2004). But according to the data, the link between willpower and doing good deeds is at best indirect. Suppressing bad acts may set the stage for achieving higher ends. But it is the capacity for initiating and persisting at long-term goals that appears to be the critical driver of virtue—not the capacity for restraint.


Conclusion

In his paper, Levy argued against self-control as a character trait. His argument rests largely on empirical evidence suggesting that people who are high in self-control do not have stronger wills than other people (e.g., Imhoff et al., 2014; Hofmann et al., 2012). Instead, these people seem to strategize in ways that enable them to avoid temptations altogether (Ent et al., 2015). Thus, self-control is more about tricks and strategies than it is about some stable, internal quality that determines greater restraint.

The aims of this comment were twofold. First, I sought to caution against drawing strong conclusions about trait self-control given the limitations of current trait self-control measures. These measures rely on self-report. Therefore, the incongruence between trait self-control and willpower strength may be due to a shortcoming of the measures in question (e.g., Nisbett and Wilson, 1977).

Second, despite the limitations of current self-control measures, I sought to complement Levy’s view with further arguments against self-control as a character trait. Recent evidence suggest that self-control as traditionally defined (i.e., the capacity to override unwanted impulses) is a rather poor predictor of engagement in desired behaviors once controlling for other forms of control. Insofar as character traits are meant to capture internal qualities that compel people to do good, self-restraint may reflect relatively little about a person’s character. Willpower is more predictive of what people won’t do than of what people will.
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4.2 Self-Control and Character

Chandra Sripada

When we think of self-control what comes to mind? For many, it will be cases involving temptations, for example, the dieter who is offered fresh-baked chocolate chip cookies, or the ex-smoker sitting at the bar with friends, looking longingly as they enjoy their cigarettes. It follows then that when we think of someone who is good at self-control, we think of someone who is good at handling just these sorts of situations. A dieter bad at self-control, for example, would eat one cookie, then another, and perhaps many, many more, while a dieter good at self-control has strong “mental muscles” and would squash wayward urges no matter how insistent they are.

Neil Levy (this volume) insightfully criticizes this picture of what makes a person good at self-control, leveraging findings from recent experiments by Imhoff, Schmidt, and Gerstenberg (2014). These experiments show that people who have high trait self-control (TSC), as measured through certain validated scales, do not perform better at tasks involving effortful control. Indeed there is evidence that they perform worse, in particular when their capacity for self-regulation is depleted due to prior engagement in effortful control.

Levy interprets these results in terms of the difference between direct versus indirect self-control strategies. Direct self-control involves effortful suppression of occurrent urges and other kinds of psychological “impulses,” and it is the kind of self-control we have been focusing on thus far. Indirect self-control involves “… organizing one’s environment either so that one doesn’t encounter temptations or so that when one encounters temptations there are barriers to consumption.” Levy argues the preceding empirical results, as well as other findings, support the view that people who are high in TSC are relying primarily on indirect self-control strategies. That is, people high in TSC are good at getting larger later rewards—and aren’t derailed by opportunities for smaller sooner rewards—primarily because they are good at antecedently avoiding temptation-inducing situations (or setting up obstacles to consummation). It does not matter that they are often no better than others at direct self-control strategies and indeed might even be worse at them.

Levy is interested in the implications of the preceding observations for the idea of self-control as a character trait. In particular, he puts forward the following claim and offers several arguments for it: If high TSC depends not on good effortful control as is widely thought but rather on indirect self-control strategies, then we ought not describe people high in TSC as having the character trait of self-control.

I’ll call this claim TSC and Character, and in what follows, I criticize two arguments that Levy offers in support of it.


Argument from the Folk

Levy suspects that the folk think of self-control in terms of effortful suppression of wayward impulses. Thus, he is concerned that if we say that high-TSC individuals have the character trait of being self-controlled, it will be misleading. After all, high-TSC individuals aren’t particularly good at effortful control and may in fact be bad at it. To his credit, Levy allows that questions about what the folk think shouldn’t rest on theorists’ best guesses; he recognizes that more empirical evidence is needed. But supposing Levy is right about what the folk think. Would this support TSC and Character?

In addressing this question, notice that what Levy is supposing is that the folk have a false theory about how individuals achieve larger later rewards; they think larger later rewards are attained by employing direct self-control when in fact it involves indirect self-control. It is likely, however, that folk error of this sort is not at all uncommon. The folk have false theories about how lots of things work: They think the brain stores memories by placing photograph-like items in a mental file drawer. They think the kidney filters by pushing blood through an internal sieve. They think that an airplane engine does the same thing a rocket engine does, that is, it directly generates upward propulsion (when in fact it generates forward propulsion that, due to the Bernoulli effect, only indirectly yields an upward force).

If we apply Levy’s reasoning to these cases, then we should avoid saying that one person’s memory is better than another’s, someone’s kidney is healthy or functioning well, or that a certain airplane engine is particularly good or efficient. All these statements will contain highly misleading implications, given the false theories of the relevant domains held by the folk. For example, in saying that a person’s memory is better than another’s, we would imply that there is a more capacious mental file drawer in the first person’s head, something that is plainly inaccurate.

I take it that it is clear that we shouldn’t restrict our language in this way. The correct stance to take when confronted with false folk theories is not to avoid certain otherwise useful locutions, but rather to take additional steps to correct folk error. So in the case of self-control, we would say that people high in TSC are good at self-control, taking special care to emphasize that what they are good at is not the direct strategies that one might have initially supposed, but rather the indirect strategies that are too often underemphasized in thinking about self-control.


Argument from Strategies and Skills

Levy offers another argument in support of TSC and Character. Suppose that high-TSC individuals succeed at pursuing larger later rewards because they are better at effortful inhibition, which is in turn due to their having better developed “mental muscles.” In this case, there is a domain-specific, proprietary mechanism that systematically differs between high- and low-TSC individuals. Moreover, according to Levy, we would not hesitate to say that people high in TSC have the character trait of “being self-controlled” owing to differences in this proprietary mechanism.

Levy proposes that reality is quite different: What accounts for a person’s having high TSC is not a proprietary mechanism of some kind. Rather, people who are high in TSC appear to utilize an assortment of skills and strategies: They anticipate and avoid temptation-triggering situations, they plan ahead on how to impose barriers to consuming tempting goods, they cultivate certain habits for how to frame situations, they are adept at establishing personal rules and are able to imbue them with moralized connotations, and so on.

Levy is reticent to say that a person has a certain character trait exclusively in virtue of the person’s possessing a motley array of strategies and skills. His uneasiness stems from several sources. He notes that strategies and skills are in an important sense domain general; in every domain of life we utilize some or other strategy or skill. Strategy/skill utilization is thus in no way proprietary to self-control. Additionally, Levy notes that character education is supposed to operate in a very specific way that sits at odds with treating having a set of strategies and skills (i.e., a set of rule-like items) as a basis for having a character trait:

Education of character is supposed to be via inculcation of the right kinds of emotional dispositions and ways of perceiving the world, accomplished (typically) through the socialization of individuals into right habits and right ways of responding. Character education provides models and paradigms, not rules. But to the extent that self-control relies on skills, it can be taught in a far more explicit manner, and rules (of thumb) can be developed and transmitted. Again, this is a reason to deny that self-control is a character trait, or at very least for seeing it as a character trait that is importantly unlike our paradigms. (Levy, this volume)


Levy’s argument is interesting, and I am not wholly set on where I stand with it. I do want to raise a potential problem with the argument by considering how it might apply to other cases.

Consider a paradigm instance of a character trait: kindness. Someone who is kind is disposed, very roughly, to recognize others’ (legitimate) interests and perform actions that reflect a high degree of consideration toward these interests. If we probe further into the psychological basis of what makes someone kind, what might we find? I want to sketch one sort of answer. While the account is perhaps plausible as to how kindness actually works, that is not really my interest. My aim is more to see what would follow about kindness as a character trait were the account that is sketched true.

Suppose kindness depends on having three psychological elements. The first element is a fundamental conative state, something like a central value or core concern. A reasonable candidate for this conative attitude is one that places a high degree of evaluative/motivational weight on furthering others’ interests.

The second element is a set of psychological mechanisms and capacities, where these mechanisms and capacities are largely domain general. One such general capacity might be theory of mind, which enables a person to attribute mental states to others. This is useful for the kind person because it helps him or her recognize others’ goals, values, plans, and feelings, which in turn informs the sorts of help the individual might offer.

The third element is a set of strategies and skills. To be genuinely kind, a person must possess a lot of worldly how-to knowledge: how to recognize when another person is, despite appearances, in fact distressed; how to notice when selfishness, bias, or subtle forms of hate are interfering with one’s perceptions or judgments; how to put aside one’s attachment to self and more vividly see the worth in helping others; and so on. At least some of this how-to knowledge might take the form of specific rules: If you find yourself unable to muster the motivation to help someone who has wronged you in the past, try to imagine the other person as a close family member; it will help you forgive their mistakes and will make their deservingness in the current circumstances more vivid.

The question I want to raise is whether the preceding account of kindness is compatible with treating kindness as a character trait. My initial inclination is to say that it is indeed so compatible. Kindness consists in being disposed to recognize others’ interests and perform actions that reflect a high degree of consideration toward those interests, and the three elements listed above provide a perspicuous explanation of the psychological goings on in virtue of which some people, and not others, exhibit these dispositions. Now, none of the three elements cited involve what Levy would classify as a proprietary mechanism that is specific to the kindness domain. But that doesn’t seem to matter.

One difference between my account of kindness and Levy’s account of what distinguishes high-TSC individuals is that my account relied on three psychological elements while Levy emphasizes just the third element, strategies and skills. I think this might be more of an oversight on Levy’s part than any genuine difference in how we respectively think of the distinctive psychology of high-TSC individuals.

To see this, let’s apply my tripartite model to account for what makes a person “high TSC.” The first element is conative: A high-TSC person cares for the interests and well-being of his or her future self. The second element consists of domain-general mechanisms and capacities. One such general capacity relevant for being high TSC is prospective planning, that is, the capacity to anticipate how the future will unfold were various actions taken and formulate appropriate plans based on this information. The third element that goes into being high TSC is the set of strategies and skills that Levy emphasizes and that were previously discussed.

Notice that the preceding account of being high TSC parallels the account of kindness given earlier, and none of the three elements cited involves what Levy would classify as a proprietary mechanism that is specific to the trait-relevant domain. If we think that kindness should count as a character trait given the tripartite model proposed, it is hard to resist the analogous conclusion regarding high TSC.


Conclusion

To sum up, I agree with Levy that the experimental findings from Imhoff, Schmidt, and Gerstenberg, as well as other lines of evidence, suggest a major revision in how we think about what makes some people reliably better at obtaining larger later rewards. Where we diverge is in the lessons of these findings for self-control as a character trait. I have suggested some reasons why, despite a substantially revised understanding of what makes some people good at self-control, it makes sense to preserve self-control as a character trait.

4.3 Trading in the Trait? Response to Masicampo and Sripada

Neil Levy

I am extremely grateful to E. J. Masicampo and Chandra Sripada for their comments. I have learned from both commentators’ work in the past, so I wasn’t surprised to find their thoughts penetrating and challenging. They have somewhat different focuses. For the sake of his reply (at least), Sripada assumes I am right in claiming that self-control depends more significantly than is usually thought on ways of structuring the environment rather than on a proprietary mechanism that might be identified with willpower. His focus is on whether this entails my further claim, that self-control should not be thought of as a character trait. Masicampo is more sympathetic to this claim, though his reasons for doubting that self-control is usefully thought of as a character trait differ from mine. He also enjoins caution with regard to measures of trait self-control (TSC), suggesting that it may not measure what it is intended to measure.

I will begin with this last claim. In my original chapter, I presented evidence that TSC does not correlate with willpower and suggested that it might therefore measure an alternative route to the successful pursuit of larger later rewards. In response, Masicampo points out that TSC is measured by a scale that relies on self-report. But self-report is notoriously unreliable in certain respects. People have little insight into the mechanisms that underlie their competencies and may confabulate reasons for their behaviors that are quite different from their actual causes. In the face of this unreliability, Masicampo suggests, we might conclude not that TSC measures some alternative route to self-control, but instead that the TSC scale “simply is not measuring what it claims to.”

I share Masicampo’s misgivings with regard to self-report. Perhaps these misgivings constitute grounds for doubting that the TSC scale measures what it claims to. That depends on what it claims to be measuring. If it claims to measure—or rather if researchers understand it as measuring—a character trait, then I am doubtful that it measures what it claims to. Certainly if it is claimed to measure willpower, then I am extremely doubtful that it measures what it claims to. But none of that is a reason to think that it fails to measure self-control. In my chapter, I identified self-control with the capacity or disposition to successfully pursue larger later rewards, forgoing conflicting smaller sooner rewards. Whether or not this is a good definition of “self-control,” this operationalization succeeds in picking out the kinds of cases in which we are interested when we enquire about self-control and highlights their central features. It is purposely neutral on the means by which self-control is implemented: whether by resisting temptation, by directing attention, construing rewards in one way or another, or by organizing the environment so that temptations are not encountered. What matters to me is whether TSC correlates with the successful pursuit of larger later rewards, not how it is done. Since the evidence available to date suggests that scores on the TSC scale do correlate with the successful pursuit of larger later rewards (and Masicampo does not dispute that they do), for my purposes the TSC scale appears to be a valid measure of self-control. Or rather, it is a valid measure of a component of self-control, a component that I suggest may be the most significant in explaining the successful pursuit of goals we value.1

I am sympathetic, as the above remarks suggest, to the claim that self-control might be fractionated. I doubt that it is identical to any one state, process, or disposition. Rather, it is realized by a motley of different states and processes, some internal to the agent and some extending across the agent and his or her environment. In the second part of his response to me, Masicampo suggests an additional way in which self-control fractionates. Willpower, Masicampo suggests, can be roughly identified with the capacity to inhibit impulses. However, self-control is also realized by a capacity (or rather, I would suggest, a broad set of capacities) to initiate action. For instance, agents may achieve self-control not by resisting the temptation to buy some tempting consumer good, but by thinking about something else instead.

Citing his own unpublished work, as well as work by others, Masicampo suggests that the capacity to inhibit impulses correlates with the absence of unwanted behaviors, whereas the capacity to initiate actions correlates with success at achieving valuable goals, as well as with greater life satisfaction. I think these claims are compatible with my own views. Insofar as self-control is understood as the capacity or disposition to achieve larger later rewards, inhibition—willpower—should be seen as subsidiary, though important. In principle (though not, I suspect, in practice), agents might lack any significant goals and yet be capable of inhibiting urges. Such an agent might have plenty of willpower but fail to be disposed to achieve larger later rewards.

Suggesting that the capacity to inhibit impulses “aligns with folk conceptions of self-control,” Masicampo claims that this fractionation provides reasons, independent of mine, for refusing to identify self-control with a character trait. This claim raises a number of interesting issues. Since my claim that self-control is not a character trait is the focus of Chandra Sripada’s comments on my chapter, I will treat Masicampo’s argument for the same conclusion together with Sripada’s arguments against it.

Suppose that I am correct in holding that the folk identify self-control—understood as a character trait—with willpower as a capacity to resist temptation, and I am right in thinking that self-control is realized more significantly by strategies of environmental control. Does it follow, as I suggest, that the relevant character trait doesn’t exist? Sripada suggests that it does not; all that follows is that the folk have a mistaken theory about what the relevant character trait consists in. The folk have many mistaken theories. They believe (to use one of Sripada’s own examples) that the brain stores memories as photograph-like items. Memory doesn’t actually work anything like that, of course. But it doesn’t follow, as Sripada notes, that all folk claims about memory come out as false. We can still compare one person’s memory to another, or speak of remembering a holiday in Spain. Similarly, Sripada claims, we can still sensibly speak of someone as possessing the character trait of self-control. We should strive to educate people concerning what the character trait actually consists in, rather than seeking to eliminate it from our philosophical, psychological, and everyday language.

Judging when to revise our concepts and when to eliminate them instead is notoriously difficult. Even some of the apparently clear cases may only strike us as clear in retrospect. Consider the concept “witch.” It is widely held that that was a concept that had to be eliminated because no one possesses magical powers. The having of magical powers is, on this view, essential to being a witch. But other ways of regimenting our language and eliminating false entailments were possible. Some feminists have suggested that women who were identified as witches in medieval times were those disruptive of the patriarchal social order. We might have revised our concept of witch, such that it referred to such women despite their lack of magical powers, rather than eliminating it. Most cases, I suggest, call for judgment, and pragmatic criteria are as relevant here as any other. If the folk think that willpower is what is valuable about the character trait of self-control, then we may be better off eliminating the concept rather than attempting to revise it so that it lacks that component.

Adducing pragmatic considerations and, more broadly, the need for judgment from case to case suggests that Sripada’s strategy is too sweeping. We needn’t think that all the cases stand or fall together: We might revise “memory” while eliminating the character trait of self-control. However, Sripada has a further argument for why we ought to revise rather than eliminate self-control thought of as a character trait. It is designed to undermine my claim that self-control is not a character trait because it does not depend on proprietary mechanisms but rather relies on domain-general states, processes, and skills. Sripada argues that a paradigmatic character trait, kindness, might also fail to rely on anything proprietary to its exercise. Rather, it might depend on a core concern (furthering the interests of other people); a set of domain-general psychological mechanisms and capacities, like theory of mind (which would enable kind persons to identify the goals of others and thereby further them); and a set of strategies and skills that allow kind people to put their core concern into practice in furthering those goals. None of these components is proprietary to the character trait of kindness, but it seems reasonable nevertheless to say that the person who possesses these dispositions, concerns, and skills and strategies has the relevant character trait.

This is an interesting parallel, and the suggestion that we ought to treat “kindness” and “self-control” alike seems to me more plausible than the suggestion that we ought to treat “memory” and “self-control” alike. The pragmatic considerations, for instance, might line up in the same way with regard to the character traits, while pulling in opposite directions with regard to memory and self-control. I am not entirely convinced, however. My main reason for hesitation is that it may be that our disposition to attribute the relevant character trait to Sripada’s kind person may actually be driven by their possessing an intrinsic concern for others’ interests. Insofar as they have such a concern, they might count as kind (Oxford English Dictionary: “naturally well-disposed”). The possession of such a concern is an internal state of the agent, on Sripada’s account. And it is, if not proprietary to the domain of kindness, at least very restricted in its scope. Self-control is nothing like that, on Sripada’s reconstruction of a view akin to mine. Its conative element consists in caring for the interests and well-being of one’s future self. We’re not in the slightest disposed to attribute self-control to agents on that basis. Rather, it is possession of such a conative element plus the capacities that are required to implement such caring in practice that are required.

If that’s right, there may be an important difference between “kindness” and “self-control”; a difference that makes it appropriate to describe one as a character trait while refusing to apply that label to the other. Because the first supervenes on internal states with a narrow domain, it constitutes a character trait; because the second depends on many more states that are domain general and cross the agent/environment boundary, it is better classified as something other than a character trait.

Let me return, now, to Masicampo’s argument that because willpower is identical to the folk notion of self-control, but predicts the absence of unwanted behaviors only, with the capacity successfully to pursue valuable ends instead explained by the capacity to initiate actions, self-control is not a character trait. As I read him, Masicampo takes this evidence to support the claim that self-control is not a character trait because willpower “determines not who a person is, but rather who a person is not.” Willpower doesn’t characterize the person; rather, it provides a negative outline against which the person may take form.

This is an extremely interesting argument and one that bears further consideration. Intuitively, I find the distinction between inhibition and what we are not, on the one hand, and initiation and what we are, on the other, overdrawn. Each can be used in the service of either pursuing positive goals or resisting distractions. Consider the scale items that de Boer, van Hooft, and Bakker (2011) identify with initiation rather than inhibition: “When an unpleasant thought is bothering me, I try to think about something pleasant”; “When there is much distraction, I’m able to focus on one thing in order to get it done” (these are the items that correlate most strongly with what the authors call “start control” in both tables listing factor loadings). These items, and most others that correlate with start control, are at least as much concerned with overcoming distractions as with setting goals and pursuing them. While the distinction between what characterizes us and what we are not may be one worth drawing, intuitively (again) I would expect it to correlate better with having plans or projects, on the one hand, versus both kinds of items, those associated with inhibition and those associated with initiation, on the other.

I have qualified the claims above by saying that this is how things strike me “intuitively.” Matters cannot rest there, however, because the factor analysis indicates that inhibition and initiation correlate with different behaviors. If initiation correlates with enacting desired behaviors as the evidence seems to suggest, then my intuitions may be misleading, and Masicampo’s suggestion that only one of the components of self-control is concerned with what we are may be an avenue worth pursuing.

Masicampo and Sripada concentrate many of their remarks on whether we ought to eliminate the concept of self-control, considered as a character trait, or whether instead to revise it, and how. In doing so, they follow my lead in the original chapter. It is worth remarking, however, that there is a danger here of getting entangled in a dispute that is merely verbal. There are a range of substantive issues: what explains success at the pursuit of larger later rewards; how can such success be promoted; how much awareness do agents have of the states and processes that enable such pursuit; are initiation and inhibition dissociable components of mechanisms or dispositions involved in this capacity, and so on. We can ask all of these questions without using the term “character” or indeed the phrase “self-control.” In the end, I am concerned not with how we classify our behaviors or the mechanisms that underlie them, but with characterizing how they work and how they might be improved. My suspicion is that because the pursuit of the ends we value is better promoted by an engagement with the external world—by, for example, social policies that shape our environments to ensure that our capacities are not overwhelmed—we do better to avoid the language of character traits, which (again, I suspect) throws the focus onto individual agents and their onboard processes. These are the substantive questions that I aim to explore. Terminology should take a backseat to asking and answering them.


Note

1 Here I am grateful to Walter Sinnott-Armstrong for helpful comments.
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5 Honesty

Christian B. Miller

We will not lie, steal, or cheat, nor tolerate among us anyone who does.

—United States Air Force Academy Honor Code


No one in philosophy has paid much attention to the virtue of honesty in recent years. We find several recent books about compassion, empathy, and love. Very lively discussions have been had in the journals about modesty and about courage. There are multimillion dollar projects funding new work on humility, on understanding, and on faith.

And then there is honesty. Here is a trait for which it is easy to find consensus that it is a virtue, and furthermore, a very important virtue. It also has obvious relevance to what we see going on in contemporary politics, for instance, or in sports, the entertainment world, and education. Yet as far as I can tell, only one article in a philosophy journal has appeared in several decades which discusses this virtue at any length.1

I do not have a good explanation to offer as to why philosophers have neglected the study of honesty. But in this chapter, I intend to do something about it. More precisely, I have two central aims: (1) to sketch some of the conceptual parameters of the virtue of honesty in general, as well as its subordinate virtues, and then (2) to draw on leading work in psychology to determine, at least in a preliminary way, whether we should think that most people instantiate this virtue or not.

We shall proceed as follows. The first section sets the stage by introducing relevant distinctions and offering my own (modest) account. The second section then outlines an approach for categorizing people’s characters as honest or not before we turn in the third section to a review of some of the relevant psychological literature on cheating. The final section concludes by sketching a novel picture of moral character whereby most of us are not honest people, but we are also not dishonest either.


Framing the Virtue of Honesty

What then is the virtue of honesty? To begin, it is important to distinguish the virtue itself from some related notions. We say things like this:

(1) Smith did the honest thing in telling the truth on the stand in the courtroom.

Here the focus is on Smith’s action, but that is different from the virtue of honesty. The virtue can give rise to honest actions, but it is (conceptually and metaphysically) prior to those actions. On the flip side, Smith might not be an honest person at all but still do something this one time that we would call an honest action. Honesty and honest actions can come apart.

The same applies to statements like this one:

(2) Jones carried out a thorough and honest assessment of the evidence in the case.

This statement applies to Jones’s mental life, and specifically to the kind of judgment she exhibited in light of the evidence. That judgment itself, though, is not the virtue of honesty either. If Jones is an honest person, then her virtue could have shaped this particular judgment. But here too it is prior to the judgment itself. And again on the flip side, Jones might have formed this judgment without being an honest person.

The kind of statements that are the main focus in a discussion of the virtue of honesty should be ones like these:

(3) Roberts is an honest person.

(4) I’ve spent enough time with him to know that he is really dishonest and you don’t want to be his friend.

(5) Her honesty really stands out in her application; we should definitely hire her.

I understand statements like these to be referring to the traits of character of these individuals. Thus, for Roberts to have the trait of honesty, he has to have some enduring tendency or disposition of the honest sort. To be sure, this disposition can give rise to honest thoughts and lead him to act in honest ways. But the disposition itself is distinct from those thoughts and actions. Furthermore, these thoughts need not be active all the time or in every situation; when he is asleep or watching TV or bored, for instance, honesty many not apply. Rather, it might only be when he is in certain conditions which are relevant to this trait, such as parties or classrooms, that honesty kicks in and plays an active role in his psychology. As philosophers like to say, in these conditions Roberts’s honest thoughts go from being merely dispositional thoughts to being occurrent thoughts.2

So generalizing from these examples, a preliminary way to understand the trait of honesty is as follows:

(6) A disposition to reliably form thoughts of an honest kind and (in many cases) to act in a certain honest way when in conditions relevant to honesty.

A person who is honest is disposed to believe, desire, and act in an honest manner and can form such thoughts and act this way when, for instance, on the stand in a courtroom.

So far so good. But, of course, this does not tell us very much about honesty specifically, for all the other moral virtues—compassion, temperance, gratitude, and so on—also are dispositions which give rise to their own relevant thoughts and actions. What are some of the distinctive features which set honesty apart from the other virtues?

Here we are immediately confronted with a serious challenge, one that as far as I can tell has not been appreciated yet in the literature. The challenge arises from the fact that, in our ordinary thought and discourse, honesty ranges over a vast range of different kinds of behaviors. Here are some examples:3

	Lying: Someone who reliably tells unjustifiable lies is not someone we would tend to call honest, especially if they are more than just everyday or white lies.

	Stealing: Someone who reliably steals property from others for no good moral reasons is not someone we would tend to call honest.

	Cheating: Someone who reliably cheats when playing various sports for no good moral reasons is not someone we would tend to call honest.

	Promise Breaking: Someone who reliably breaks reasonable promises for no good moral reasons is not someone we would tend to call honest.

	Deceiving: Someone who reliably misleads others, not by telling outright lies, but by intentionally withholding important information or telling half-truths involving misleading details for no good moral reasons, is not someone we would tend to call honest.


It is important to see that these are not equivalent forms of behavior. My friend can break a promise in a transparent way that does not involve any deception or lying. I can steal something from the store without lying to the shopkeeper. Or you can give misleading answers about why you never came home last night, without actually lying or breaking a promise in the process.4

Now I take it as a given that all these kinds of behavior are normally linked to the concepts of honesty and dishonesty. Our ordinary practices of labeling people and their behavior certainly seem to bear this out. If a politician is discovered to have failed in any one of these ways, most of us would call him or her a dishonest person. An honest person, on the other hand, is someone who does not routinely lie, steal, cheat, break promises, and deceive others for no good moral reasons.

In fact, with respect to each of the forms of behavior listed above, we can articulate a corresponding virtue:

	Truthfulness: The virtue of being disposed to reliably tell the truth when appropriate for good moral reasons.5

	Being Respectful of Property: The virtue of being disposed to reliably respect the property of others for good moral reasons.

	Proper Compliance: The virtue of being disposed to reliably follow the relevant rules in a situation when they are fair and appropriate and when there are good moral reasons to do so.

	Fidelity to Promises: The virtue of being disposed to reliably keep reasonable promises when appropriate for good moral reasons.

	Forthrightness: The virtue of being disposed to reliably give a complete presentation of the facts when appropriate for good moral reasons.


Naturally we can argue about the details of each of these proposals, and readers might have better labels in mind than what I came up with. But I don’t think we should get hung up on these issues, as they are not central to the project of this paper.6

Instead, we are now in a better position to appreciate the challenge I have in mind for arriving at a deeper understanding of the virtue of honesty:

Unification Challenge: What is it exactly that these various virtues (and their corresponding vices) have in common such that they all pertain to the virtue of honesty (and the vice of dishonesty)?

Figure 5.1 provides a visual representation of this same question.
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Figure 5.1 The unification challenge for honesty and its subvirtues.

Now one answer that might be given to the unification challenge is simply: nothing. On this approach, talk of honesty functions as a convenient shorthand for referring to one of the more specific virtues. But on closer inspection there is really nothing that they all share or have in common.7

This answer may be the correct one at the end of the day, but it is worth seeing first if we can do better. In the remainder of this section, I will not attempt to canvas the various possible answers one could give to the unification challenge; instead I want to take a stab at coming up with a proposal of my own.8 I am not wedded to this proposal and welcome ways in which it can be refined (or good reasons why it should be abandoned altogether). And as I noted, at the end of the day I am fine with falling back, if need be, to the position that nothing unifies these specific virtues.

The central notion at work in my account is the notion of not intentionally distorting the facts. An honest person, in other words, is one who is disposed to not intentionally distort the facts, either to oneself or to other people.9 We can see the importance of this notion by returning to some of the behaviors listed above:

	Lying: An honest person would not reliably and intentionally distort the facts for no good moral reasons by telling lies about those facts to others, especially if those lies are more than just everyday or white lies. Nor would an honest person distort the facts about himself or herself in lying to himself or herself either.10

	Stealing: An honest person would not reliably and intentionally distort the facts for no good moral reasons by stealing property from others and thereby making it seem as if it belongs to him or her and not to its rightful owner.

	Cheating: An honest person would not reliably and intentionally distort the facts for no good moral reasons by, for instance, claiming extra charitable contributions to the IRS, using steroids to get a better batting average, or introducing a loaded die during a board game.11

	Deceiving: An honest person would not reliably and intentionally distort the facts in withholding important information or telling half-truths involving misleading details for no good moral reasons.


In order to develop this proposal in more detail, let me consider three challenges.

Case 1: Promise Breaking. Noticeably absent from the list above is the case of promise breaking, which might seem to spell trouble for my approach. The proposal would be as follows:

Promise-Breaking: An honest person would not reliably and intentionally distort the facts by (1) making false promises in the first place which distort what he or she will do, or (2) making sincere and reasonable promises but then later breaking them for no good moral reasons.12

Let’s focus on cases of the second type. Here it might not be clear in what sense a promise breaker is distorting any relevant facts. If I make a sincere promise to meet you for lunch, and then I do not keep that promise so I can keep playing video games, I might be very aware of the fact that I made this promise, and just not care about it. How is this a case of distorting the facts?

One response is that these cases are really not best understood as cases of dishonesty but rather as cases of disloyalty. Even though it is a relatively minor wrong, by valuing playing video games over meeting you for lunch, I am showing where my true loyalties are, at least in the moment. In a more serious situation, if I break a deathbed promise to take care of a surviving relative, or break my marriage vow by having an affair, I am in the first instance being disloyal, rather than dishonest.

I think there is something to this response.13 But for those who want to preserve the link between dishonesty and promise breaking, here is a different response. The idea is that there is another fact lurking in the neighborhood which is being distorted. It is not the fact that I made a promise but rather the fact that, absent a good excuse, I am morally not free or permitted to break this promise. In continuing to play video games, I am telling myself that I am not constrained by this promise or, alternatively, that I have a good excuse for not keeping it—either way, I am distorting the facts in the process. The fact is that morality does not give me any choice but to keep this promise; playing video games is not an option.14

This response highlights how distortion of facts need not be limited to merely descriptive facts. Normative facts, and in this case moral facts, can be distorted too. Indeed, some cases of dishonesty no doubt involve distortions of both descriptive and normative facts.15

Case 2: Pirates and Theft. Here is an interesting example. Consider a pirate who raids a seaside village and takes all the valuable property he can find. In this case he is clearly a thief, but it might not be obvious how he is distorting the facts. He is very upfront with everyone about what he is doing. And he is making no pretenses that any of this is his property. As he sails away, he even gladly acknowledges that he is not the rightful owner. So where is the distortion in this picture?16

Similar to Case 1, an initial response would be to deny that this counts as a genuine case of dishonesty. This response would not apply to all cases of theft, such as when someone leaves a store with an item hidden in his or her pocket. But in cases of what we might call bald-faced theft, in which everyone is clear that stealing is going on and the thief acknowledges that this is not his or her property, what we might have is malevolence or cruelty but not dishonesty.17

As before, though, there is a different response that could be used to preserve a link between bald-faced theft and dishonesty. The response is to again invoke a moral fact, rather than a descriptive fact, that is being distorted. The moral fact in this case is that the pirate is not entitled to use other people’s property in this way for his own purposes. By stealing it and, say, trading it with other pirates, he is clearly acting as if he were entitled to use the stolen property. He is suggesting that it is his property. But the fact of the matter is that it is not.

Case 3: Steroids and Cheating. The final example has to do with cheating. While presumably we think that someone like Alex Rodriguez both cheated and was dishonest in doing so when he used performance enhancing drugs as a baseball player for the New York Yankees, again it might be fair to ask how exactly he distorted the facts.18

I think the answer is overdetermined. One way in which he was distorting the facts was by presenting himself to the rest of the baseball world as someone who followed the rules. He did this explicitly by repeatedly denying that he used steroids, but he also did it implicitly by going about the daily activities of a professional baseball player as if he had done nothing wrong.

Another distortion, very closely related to the first, is that Rodriguez was not hitting only of his own natural ability. His home runs were partly due to his ability, but also partly due to the effects of the performance enhancing drugs. Yet he was supposed to only be hitting in virtue of the former, and that’s what he presented himself as doing.19

And then there is the normative distortion—as in the other examples considered above, Rodriquez distorted the normative fact that he was not free, permitted, or entitled to use these drugs in the first place. He knew this fact too, but did not care enough about it as compared to other considerations.20

Let me step back for a moment from these specific cases and return to the larger topic at hand. As an initial proposal for solving the unification challenge and helping to characterize the virtue of honesty, I have suggested that we consider the following:

(H1) The virtue of honesty is, centrally, a character trait concerned with reliably not intentionally distorting the facts.21

Now this seems to me to be a promising starting point. However, I do not want to pretend that it is the last word. In fact, a variety of different revisions could be made in an attempt to improve the proposal. The remainder of this section will highlight some of what I consider to be the most likely revisions which might be suggested. My goal is not to argue either for or against these revisions, but simply to illustrate how they could be made.

Potential Revision 1: Permissible Distortions of Facts. One concern with H1 could be that there are cases where it is compatible with the virtue of honesty to intentionally distort the facts. Lying provides the easiest examples, as despite what Augustine and Kant argued, many contemporary philosophers hold that situations arise in life in which lying is morally permissible and even morally obligatory. The same can be said for stealing, cheating, promise breaking, and deception too.22

The natural revision to make in light of this worry is this:

(H2) The virtue of honesty is, centrally, a character trait concerned with reliably not intentionally distorting the facts unless it is morally appropriate to do so.

It would then be the job of different ethical theories to tell us when it is or is not morally appropriate to lie, cheat, or steal. Standard utilitarianism will have a very different answer to give than standard forms of virtue ethics or divine command theory.23

However, one could also resist making this revision too. The idea would be that even when we are telling a justified lie, we are still being dishonest. It might just be that other virtues, such as benevolence or nonmalevolence, have taken greater priority in such instances, and end up justifying lying. Hence when I lie to the ax murderer at the door in Kant’s famous case, I am still being dishonest but also compassionate toward the person I am protecting from harm. If so, then no revision to H1 is needed on these grounds.24

Potential Revision 2: Motivation. Up to this point, we have said very little about motivation. However, many philosophers, especially in the Aristotelian tradition of thinking about character, claim that a virtue must give rise to appropriate motivation as well as appropriate action.25 Hence honest behavior combined with reprehensible motivation would not count as the product of the virtue of honesty.

(H1) does not take a stand on motivation. For all it says, someone could be deeply concerned with not intentionally distorting the facts, but only for crudely self-serving reasons like making a good impression on others or increasing his or her own rewards in the afterlife. And that kind of motivation is presumably not virtuous when it comes to matters of honesty.

So for those with similar leanings about the importance of motivation to virtue, we can offer the following amendment:

(H3) The virtue of honesty is, centrally, a character trait concerned, for good or virtuous motivating reasons, with reliably not intentionally distorting the facts.

Again, this is not the place to offer an account of what these virtuous motivating reasons would be, as different normative outlooks would no doubt come up with rather different answers.

Potential Revision 3: The Facts. All along I have been talking about distorting “the facts,” which on a natural reading assumes that the honest person already has reliable epistemic access to them. Hence the honest person is aware of the facts about the promise, or about who owns the toy, or about whether someone is overweight, and it is just a question of what this person does with that information.

However, it could be asked why someone can’t be radically misinformed about the facts, and still be honest in the process. Suppose that James has been raised in a bizarre cult to believe that the Earth is ending in ten days, and because of his very sheltered and oppressive upbringing, he is blameless for thinking this. One might hold that there is no failure of honesty on his part if he tells people he knows that the Earth is going to end in ten days, refrains from lying about this, does not offer deceptive half-truths, makes promises which are premised on this information, and so on. On the other hand, if he were to, say, repeatedly lie to others and claim that it is really going to end tomorrow, then that would be evidence (so this argument goes) that he is dishonest. In other words, he is exhibiting dishonesty, even despite the fact that both what he actually believes and the contents of his lies are false.26

Not everyone will likely have the same intuitions here, but just in case, this would be an appropriate revision:

(H4) The virtue of honesty is, centrally, a character trait concerned with reliably not intentionally distorting the facts as the agent sees them.

Although this might look like a straightforward revision, I suspect that it will introduce several complexities of its own.27

Potential Revision 4: Too Passive. One might also wonder whether the proposal in (H1) is too weak in the sense that it does not take into account the expectation that an honest person will not only be looking after the facts in his or her own life, but also looking out for distortions of facts in the lives of others as well. For instance, upon learning that a friend believes that the Earth is going to end in ten days, the honest person might take steps to (respectfully) challenge this friend’s view.28

Now there are ways to resist this suggestion. For instance, it could be claimed that such an expectation is a feature of intellectual honesty, not moral honesty (which is the focus of this chapter). Or such behavior could be linked to intellectual courage or intellectual benevolence instead (or both). But again, my goal is not to argue for or against such amendments, but only to illustrate how they might be offered. In this case, here is one proposal:

(H5) The virtue of honesty is, centrally, a character trait concerned with reliably not intentionally distorting the facts in one’s own life and also with actively preventing such distortions in others (in morally appropriate ways).

No doubt other potential revisions besides these four could also be noted, but I want to save room for some other topics pertaining to honesty as well.29


Classifying People’s Characters When It Comes to Matters of Honesty

In this section, we will transition away from conceptual issues about what the virtue of honesty is and toward the discussion in the following section of some of the empirical data which bears on whether most people today in fact instantiate this virtue. In my view, the best place to find relevant empirical data is in the leading journals in psychology. History, current events, literature, and our real-world experiences are very important sources of data too. But when it comes to character, I am most impressed by carefully conducted peer-reviewed studies using large samples of participants—and not just self-report studies either, but most of all studies which examine honest and dishonest behavior in relevant controlled situations.

Before we run headlong into some of this data, though, it is worthwhile to slow down and talk about taxonomies first. For there are a number of different taxonomies one could employ in trying to categorize people’s character with respect to matters of honesty, and the data themselves do not tell us which one we should adopt. I will mention two examples in a moment.

The way to proceed in developing a plausible taxonomy, in my view, is to start with some assumptions that I hope will both be intuitively plausible and have wide support in the philosophical tradition of thinking about honesty. The first can be stated as follows:

(A1) A person cannot have the virtue of honesty and the opposing vice of dishonesty as part of his or her character at the same time.

Hence if someone is honest, then given this assumption it follows that he or she is also not dishonest.

Note what (A1) is not claiming. Surely people can have an honest character at one point in their lives and a dishonest character at another point. (A1) does not deny that. Similarly, a person can have one of the subvirtues—such as forthrightness—while having another one of the subvices, such as being a promise breaker. (A1) does not deny that.30 What (A1) does deny is the simultaneous possession of both honesty and dishonesty, period. Or at the level of the subvirtues, (A1) denies the simultaneous possession of, say, truthfulness and being a liar. A truthful person is disposed to reliably tell the truth when appropriate for good moral reasons. A liar is not disposed in this way. They are contrary notions.

(A1) has a lot of intuitive plausibility, but it also falls naturally out of my account of honesty. I said that at its core, the virtue of honesty involves being disposed to reliably avoid intentionally distorting the facts. The vice of dishonesty would involve being disposed to reliably and intentionally distort the facts. It is not clear to me how both of these claims could be true of the same person at the same time.

Here is another assumption:

(A2) Honesty and dishonesty are threshold concepts.

This will take a bit more explaining. We know that in order to possess a character trait in general, a number of necessary conditions have to be met. For instance, the person must first possess psychological dispositions. That is one of the necessary conditions for even being eligible to have a character trait of any kind in the first place. However, there are additional necessary conditions which must be met in order to have a specific character trait of, say, compassion rather than cruelty. These specific conditions make up the threshold that a character trait has to meet in order to qualify as that particular kind of trait rather than some other.

To make this more concrete, consider the virtue of compassion. If a politician reliably helps in a variety of helping-relevant circumstances, then it might seem as if the person has the virtue of compassion. But suppose it turns out that he desires to help others only when it makes him look better to the media. Then, while his trait might satisfy one of the necessary conditions in the threshold for compassion (it leads to helping behavior), it has not satisfied another one—the motivation is not of the appropriate sort. Note that the claim here is not that the trait therefore only qualifies as being weak compassion as opposed to deep compassion. Rather, the claim is that the trait does not (yet) qualify as compassion at all. Until his trait satisfies all the necessary conditions for compassion, it does not meet the threshold for compassion and so the person does not instantiate the specific trait of compassion to any degree at all.31

Back now to (A2). This is just a fancy way of saying that so too there are certain criteria a character trait must meet in order to qualify as either honesty or dishonesty. Here is an example of one of these criteria in the case of honesty—reliably refraining from unjustified cheating. If a trait were to only lead to systematic cheating behavior for no good reason, then it might qualify as dishonesty but certainly not as honesty.

(A2) is, I think, intuitively plausible. It also falls out naturally from my account of honesty. This is perhaps easiest to see at the subvirtue level. For instance, there are criteria a trait has to meet for leading to proper compliance with the appropriate rules, and those will be different criteria from the ones involved in being a cheater. Where the threshold is for each trait might be hard to specify, and there will likely be some vagueness involved. But whether there are such thresholds is the only important point for now.

Finally, here is a third assumption:

(A3) Honesty and dishonesty come in degrees.

Two people can both have the virtue of honesty, and yet one of them could have it to a greater degree than another. Hence we might talk about someone being weakly honest and another person being deeply honest.32

Combining these last two assumptions, the idea is that a character trait has to satisfy certain ethical criteria to even count as this particular virtue (or vice) in the first place. However, provided it does count, there is a further question of the degree to which someone has it. To switch to the language of contemporary psychology for a moment, honesty and dishonesty are both categorical traits (given their thresholds) and also continuous traits (given their coming in degrees).33

These assumptions seem to be widely endorsed by both historical and contemporary philosophers working on not just honesty in particular, but the virtues in general. I will assume that they are plausible and put them to use in what follows. One way to do so is by ruling out some possible taxonomies right from the start. Here is an example in figure 5.2.
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Figure 5.2 The overlapping taxonomy.

This is a two-category taxonomy, according to which each person is honest to some degree (such as strongly or weakly honest) and also dishonest to some degree (such as weakly or strongly dishonest). In other words, each and every person has both the virtue of honesty and the vice of dishonesty at the same time. Call this the overlapping taxonomy.

This taxonomy is not of mere theoretical interest. It is precisely the taxonomy that arises from contemporary personality psychology. Researchers using the Big Five approach34 and other spin-offs such as the HEXACO35 end up classifying participants not on whether they have the trait of honesty in the first place but rather on the degree to which they do. The same goes for dishonesty as well. So in fact such a taxonomy turns out to represent the leading approach available in thinking about the characters of people today, at least among contemporary psychologists.36

However, while the overlapping taxonomy respects (A3) about degrees, it entails the rejection of both (A1)—that a person cannot be both honest and dishonest—as well as (A2)—that honesty and dishonesty are threshold concepts. On this approach, there are no thresholds for these traits (or, indeed, for any character traits), and everyone has both of them (and, indeed, all the character traits) to some degree or other.

So I claim that the overlapping taxonomy comes at great cost. In saying this, I do not mean to disparage the work that personality psychologists are doing or the value of this taxonomy for their empirical projects. I only mean to claim that on philosophical grounds, such a taxonomy does not seem conceptually promising given how philosophers naturally conceive of the virtues as having thresholds and being incompatible with their opposing vices.

Instead we can contrast the overlapping taxonomy with what we find in figure 5.3. On this picture, honesty and dishonesty are exclusive categories. If someone is honest, then he or she is not dishonest. (A1) is respected. There are also thresholds for the virtue and vice, such that a trait has to meet certain qualifications to count as one of them (A2). In the diagram, these are represented with wavy lines to symbolize that the thresholds are going to admit of some vagueness, which is only to be expected given the subject matter. Finally both honesty and dishonesty come in degrees (A3). This is a picture which respects all the assumptions. Let me call it the threshold taxonomy.
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Figure 5.3 The threshold taxonomy.

Such a taxonomy is certainly not original to me. In fact, Aristotle had this same basic picture at work for the virtues and vices in general. Famously, he also had categories pertaining to a middle space between a given virtue and vice. While there is debate about how many categories there are in his view and exactly how to differentiate them,37 the two most well-known categories are the continent (strength of will) and the incontinent (weakness of will).

For now we do not need to get into how best to conceive of this middle space. Indeed, one might reject it altogether and just hold that if someone is not honest, then his or her character must be dishonest (and vice versa). The key point to take away is the exclusivity of honesty and dishonesty. That is what really distinguishes the overlapping and threshold taxonomies.

Given the threshold taxonomy, it is natural to ask how we might spell out what the threshold is for honesty and dishonesty. At a very broad level, the account offered in the first section of this chapter provides an answer—it has to do with intentionally distorting the facts or not. Proposals like (H1) through (H5) could be used to try to work this out in more detail.

However, the best way to proceed to get a more informative answer, I think, is by turning to each of the subvirtues (and vices) and asking what the threshold criteria are for them. For example, with respect to proper compliance (and cheating), I suggest that one such criterion is the following:

(C1) A person who is honest will reliably refrain from cheating in situations where he or she is a free and willing participant and the relevant rules are fair and appropriate, even if by cheating the person is assured of acquiring some benefit for himself or herself.38

To be sure, there is a lot more to proper compliance than just that, but I have a hard time seeing how one could be honest in this area if one doesn’t at least refrain from cheating in this way.

Similarly with respect to truthfulness and lying, it seems to me that the following is plausible:

(C2) A person who is honest will reliably refrain from telling everyday lies which are not morally justifiable.

Examples of such lies could include exaggerating your accomplishments to a friend or inventing an excuse for a boss as to why you are fifteen minutes late to work. Again, there is more to this form of honesty as well, but that surely has to be a central piece.

We can do the same thing for the subvices too. For instance, on the same topic of lying, I would maintain the following:

(C3) A person who is dishonest as a liar will reliably not experience distress during and after the telling of a lie, especially if the lie is an everyday one and there is little risk of the person’s being caught.

A genuine liar would not be troubled by feelings of guilt or shame but would rather be psychologically on board with this pattern of behavior. Of course, there is a lot more that would be true of a liar than just this.

I could go on in similar fashion to outline more requirements in the various thresholds for the subvirtues and vices pertaining to honesty. But this will have to suffice for now.39


Some Empirical Data

In the last section, I claimed that a threshold taxonomy is the way to go when it comes to categorizing the moral character of people with respect to matters of honesty. Naturally, this leaves it wide open as to how that categorization is actually going to go. Here, for instance, are several options:

	Most people have the virtue of honesty.

	Most people have the vice of dishonesty.

	Most people occupy a middle space between honesty and dishonesty.

	People are split roughly equally between some having the virtue of honesty and others having the vice of dishonesty.

	People are split roughly equally between honesty, dishonesty, and the middle space.


How should we proceed in trying to adjudicate between these options?

Given the complexity of the virtue of honesty and the existence of at least five different subvirtues, my view is that we should proceed piecemeal by examining the data on each relevant type of behavior one by one—lying, stealing, cheating, promise breaking, and deception. It may in fact turn out that we get different answers in different areas—people could be virtuous when it comes to promises, for instance, and vicious when it comes to cheating.

Unfortunately, at the present time we can only carry out this approach to a modest degree. One reason why is that most of the relevant psychology literature uses Western populations, with a special emphasis on students.40 So trying to draw conclusions about most people in general would badly overreach. Also, there are almost no longitudinal studies pertaining to honesty; the relevant behavioral studies tend to look just at how participants respond in one situation.

To make matters worse, for several of the subdomains pertaining to honesty even the available evidence using one-shot behavioral studies is rather meager at the present time. For instance, I have argued elsewhere that there is not nearly enough experimental data pertaining to stealing to draw any reasonable inferences about people’s respectfulness of property or thievery.41 The same applies, I would maintain, for promise keeping and for deception.42

Research on lying and on cheating is a different matter, though. Here we do have dozens of high-quality studies in each area which together can, I believe, begin to paint a picture about how well most of us (which means, most Westerners) are doing. Given limitations of space, I will focus in the remainder of this chapter on some of the latest research on cheating.43

I begin by highlighting some results which seem to suggest that we do not have the virtue of honesty in this area of our lives:

	Going Past Five Minutes. Diener and Wallbom (1976) had participants take an anagram test, and before leaving the room the experimenter set a timer bell for five minutes with the warning “Remember not to go any further after the bell rings.” As observed through a two-way mirror, 71% of participants kept going after the bell sounded.44

	Cheating and Predicting Coin Flips. Christopher Bryan and his colleagues (2013) told online participants about recent evidence for paranormal phenomena and then asked them to find a coin to flip ten times while trying to influence the outcome of each flip with their minds. To make them “properly motivated,” they were told that they would receive $1 for each time they reported getting heads. As a cheating curb, they heard, “Please don’t cheat and report that one or more of your coin flips landed heads when it really landed tails! Even a small amount of cheating would undermine the study….”45 Yet on average this group reported 6.22 heads, well above chance.46

	Cheating and Die Rolls. Shaul Shalvi and his colleagues (2011) told participants that they would get paid in accordance with what number they rolled on a die (1 = $1, 2 = $2, etc.). In the single-roll condition, they rolled a die in a way where only they could see the result, and then reported it. In the multiple-roll condition, they were supposed to report the result of their first roll but also rolled at least two more times to make sure the die was legitimate. The difference in average payment was $3.97 (single) versus $4.45 (multiple), and 34% of participants in the multiple-roll condition reported a “6.” All these figures are higher than what chance would predict.47

	Cheating and Shredding. In a control group, Lisa Shu and her colleagues (2011) had participants complete a worksheet with twenty problems after being told that they would receive $0.50 per right answer. The experimenter checked the answers and oversaw payment. However, in the shredder condition, the participants were told to count the number of correct answers, record this total on the collection sheet, shred their worksheet, and then pay themselves the correct amount. The experimenter did not check any of this. In other words, participants in the shredder condition could write down whatever number of correct answers they wanted, get paid accordingly, and no one would know the difference. Here were the results:48
	No opportunity to Cheat: 7.97 problems answered correctly (group average)

	Opportunity to cheat: 13.22 problems answered correctly (group average)




Clearly a lot of cheating was going on in this second group. I will refer to the basic setup there as the “shredder condition” in describing several studies which follow, as it has become the most popular means of testing cheating in the empirical literature.

	Cheating and Dim Lighting. Chen-Bo Zhong and his colleagues (2010) had two different shedder conditions. The first was a well-lit room whereas the second was a dimly lit room of the same size. The results were striking. The mean number of correctly solved matrices was 7.78 in the first shredder condition, but 11.47 in the second. And only 24.4% cheated in the first condition, but 60.5% did in the dim room.49

	Cheating, Shredding, and Sharing a Birthday. In a creative adaptation of the shredder paradigm by Francesca Gino and Adam Galinsky (2012), a participant would be in a shredder condition taking the test with one other stranger in the same room. The stranger was a confederate, and after only one minute into the test, he stood up and loudly proclaimed, “I’ve solved everything. My envelope for the unearned money is empty. What should I do with it?”50 The experimenter then told him to wait until the other person (the participant) was done with the problems. In this setup, it was determined that participants cheated about 37.5% of the time and overstated their performance by 1.45 correct problems on average.51
The fascinating wrinkle is that there was another condition identical to the above, except that prior to working the problems, the experimenter would say to the participant (using preliminary questionnaire data), “Interesting: you two were born in the same month, [(month)], and are of the same school year, [(school year)]. Well, let’s go to the main task of the study.”52 Now, all of a sudden, 64.3% of participants in this group cheated, and they did so by overstating 3.86 correct problems on average.53 The increase was produced, presumably, as a result of the way this shared information created psychological closeness in participants to the stranger.


	Cheating and Forgetting. Lisa Shu and Francesca Gino (2012), using a shredder condition as well, found that participants who were exposed to moral rules, and then cheated, subsequently forgot all or parts of those rules. This was not the case for neutral information that they had been presented with before the opportunity to cheat, and this forgetfulness persisted even in the face of monetary rewards to remember the moral rules correctly.54

	Cheating and Positive Affect. Contrary to what is often assumed, successful cheating can lead to increased affect rather than a negative mood, as Nicole Ruedy and her colleagues (2013) found in a series of studies. In one of them, for instance, instead of the standard shredder condition, a participant and a confederate would swap answer sheets and grade each other’s work. As usual, there was money attached to each correct answer. The participant would report first to the experimenter about how the confederate did (these reports were always accurate). Then the confederate would report a number of correct problems for the participant that was actually five higher that what the participant really got right. It turned out that none of the participants said anything to correct this mistake. But their average level of measured positive affect was noticeably higher than it was prior to taking the test.55


This is to mention only some of the recent studies which document what to my mind are morally problematic patterns of cheating.56

Now it would be a mistake to conclude anything about whether most people are virtuous in this area of their lives solely from the results of one of these studies. They need to be replicated and also conducted with different age groups and populations. But collectively, I think we are justified in drawing some preliminary conclusions about character here. In particular, we have some good evidence for thinking that most people do not have the virtue of proper compliance.

One reason why is that most people do not seem to meet a central criterion for proper compliance that was mentioned in the previous section:

(C1) A person who is honest will reliably refrain from cheating in situations where he or she is a free and willing participant and the relevant rules are fair and appropriate, even if by cheating the person is assured of acquiring some benefit for himself or herself.

Yet these studies found consistent patterns of cheating in a variety of situations where, if the participants were honest, they should not have cheated.

There are additional criteria which are part of the threshold for proper compliance and which do not seem to be satisfied by the participants in these studies. I will not take the time to formulate them carefully here, but the basic idea is as follows:

	I would not expect an honest person’s level of cheating to increase noticeably because of insignificant similarities to someone else who is cheating or because of differences in the lighting of a room.

	I would not expect an honest person to be motivated to forget the moral rules after cheating.

	I would not expect an honest person to experience a mood boost after cheating and getting away with it.


For these and other reasons grounded in the experimental literature, I think we should, tentatively and subject to revision based upon new findings, conclude the following:

(*) Most (college-age) Westerners do not have the subvirtue of honesty concerned with not cheating.

But that is not the end of the story—for consider these additional results as well, which paint a much brighter picture of our characters:

	Not Going Past Five Minutes. Recall Diener and Wallbom (1976) found that 76% of participants cheated by continuing to work after the five-minute timer went off. But in a different group, the participants were seated directly in front of a two-way mirror and “thus saw themselves whenever they glanced up.”57 The result? Only 7% of participants cheated in this condition.58

	Mirrors Again. Gino and Mogilner (2014) found that 66.7% of participants who received a money prime subsequently cheated in the no-mirror shredder condition. But only 38.7% of participants who received a money prime cheated in the shredder condition when there was a mirror right next to their computer.59

	Little Cheating in Predicting Coin Flips. A different group of participants in the study by Bryan and his colleagues (2013) also got to flip a coin and receive $1 for each heads flip. The only change for this group was with the warning message. Instead of asking that they not cheat, they were asked to not be cheaters: “Please don’t be a cheater and report that one or more of your coin flips landed heads when it really landed tails! Even a small number of cheaters would undermine the study….”60 Instead of 6.22 heads, the group average dropped to 5.23, which is only slightly above chance.61

	Restrained Cheating with the Die Rolls. Even though Shalvi and his colleagues (2011) found that 34% of participants in the multiple-roll condition said they got a “6,” everyone could have reported a “6” if they had wanted to and been paid $6 accordingly. The same is true for the single-roll condition, where only 19% reported a “6.”62

	The Ten Commandments. Nina Mazar and her colleagues (2008a) had a control group, a shredder group which first had to write down the names of ten books they read in high school (non–moral reminder) before working the problems, and another shredder group which first had to write down from memory the Ten Commandments (moral reminder). For controls an average of 3.1 problems were solved. However, when books were recalled in the shredder condition, cheating was noticeably higher (4.2 problems solved). But when the Ten Commandments were recalled in the shredder condition, performance dropped to an average of 2.8 problems solved.63

	The Honor Code. Mazar ran another variation with a standard control and shredder condition. But a third group had to first sign the following honor code before they began the problems: “I understand that this short survey falls under MIT’s [Yale’s] honor system.”64 No threat of external punishment was at work here, Mazar reasoned, since neither school did in fact have an honor code at the time.65 Here were the results:66




		Solved Matrices	Solved Matrices

		($0.50 per correct answer)	($2 per correct answer)


	
	
	


	Control Condition
	3.4
	3.2


	Shredder Condition
	6.1
	5.0


	Shredder + Honor Code Condition
	3.1
	3.0


So even though nothing changed in the third condition in terms of their ability to get away with cheating, participants on average performed even slightly worse than the controls. Nor did the additional reward of $2 per correct answer seem to tempt them to cheat.


	Signing a Tax Form at the Top. Shu and colleagues (2012) used a shredder condition, followed by the opportunity to get paid by reporting one’s earning ($1 per correct problem) on a tax form as well as travel expenses associated with getting to the study. One group of participants had to sign the form at the top (before they filled out the information). Another had to fill out the form and then sign at the bottom. Of the participants who signed at the top, 37% subsequently misreported their earnings and claimed $5.27 in travel expenses. But 79% of those who signed at the bottom misreported their earnings and reported $9.62 in travel expenses.67 Those are big disparities.


What should we make of these findings, which again are just a small sampling of many other studies I could have mentioned here?68 My take is that they provide good evidence (albeit defeasible, of course) that most people are not being dishonest in this area of their lives.69

Here is one criterion in the threshold for the subvice of being a cheater that leads me to this conclusion:

(C4) A cheater would not reliably and genuinely commit himself or herself to behaving honestly prior to a situation where (the cheater thinks) he or she can cheat in a way that is completely undetectable and do so for financial or other gain.

Yet Shu, for instance, found that only one out of twenty-two participants cheated in the condition where they had to sign an honor code.70 See also the effect, just mentioned above, of signing at the top of a tax form.71

Or again, it seems to me that the following is plausible:

(C5) A cheater would reliably try to maximize the benefits from cheating when he or she can cheat in a way that (the cheater thinks) is completely undetectable and is beneficial overall to the cheater.

But this almost never happened. For instance, in the single-roll condition, only 19% reported a “6.” And across six experiments using the shredder condition and 791 participants, only five people were found to cheat the maximum amount.72

And then there is the effect of the mirror. Why in the world would it curb cheating so effectively? Psychologists have what is now a default answer to give to this, which is also used to explain other interesting features about the data such as the following:

	Why participants often cheat to some extent, but not to the maximum.

	Why recalling the Ten Commandments would be so influential.

	Why we would be motivated to forget the moral rules after successfully cheating.


The answer is that we are psychologically disposed to be willing to cheat, so long as doing so does not threaten our conception of ourselves as honest. In other words, while we want the benefits of cheating (such as financial rewards), the increased marginal benefit for ourselves at a certain point is not enough to outweigh how important it is to us to continue seeing ourselves as honest.73

Hence if a person can (subconsciously) deceive himself or herself into not comparing an act of cheating with his or her moral norms, then the threat to that person’s self-concept is diminished and he or she is more likely to cheat. That is why a seemingly trivial variable like the placement of a mirror can have such a dramatic effect on behavior. The mirror gives the person much less room to hide. With increased self-awareness, the difference between what the person’s moral beliefs require and his or her temptation to cheat is made especially salient, so that it becomes that much more difficult for participants to deceive themselves into thinking they are still honest.

Much more could be said in developing the details of this story. However, let us suppose that the psychologists have got it right here. Then that gives us another reason to think that most of us are not cheaters because of the following:

(C6) A cheater might desire that others think he is honest, but the cheater would not be strongly committed to thinking of himself as honest.

Clearly a cheater could find it advantageous for others to think of him as honest, thereby potentially facilitating future cheating. However, it is much less clear why a cheater would want to think of himself as honest. And even more opaque is why, even if a cheater happened to think that way, this would be a deep commitment on the part of the cheater that would structure practical deliberation (both consciously and unconsciously) and significantly influence the cheater’s actions to the point that he would be willing to forgo large monetary or other gains if the picture of himself as honest were threatened.

So for these and other reasons grounded in the experimental literature, I think we should also conclude, tentatively and subject to revision based upon new findings, that:

(*) Most (college-age) Westerners do not have the subvice of being cheaters.

But if most of us are not honest and also are not dishonest in this area of our moral lives, then what is going on? In the final section of this chapter, I briefly sketch an answer.


Putting the Pieces Together

The emerging empirical picture about honesty, at least when it comes to lying and cheating, can be represented in figure 5.4. Suppose for the moment that I am right about most of us falling in a middle space between the virtue and the vice. What does this space look like?
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Figure 5.4 The empirical picture of honesty.

One answer is that most of us are continent, rather than virtuous, such that we know what the right thing to do typically is, and also reliably do it, but in the face of opposing temptation. Hence we know that cheating is wrong and reliably do not cheat, even though we experience some attraction to cheating. However, I don’t find this answer very compelling. Given studies like the ones reviewed here, we see that researchers found strong evidence for cheating behavior in a number of different situations such as the shredder condition.

Another answer is to appeal to incontinence or weakness of will, such that we again know what the right thing to do typically is but instead reliably give in to opposing motivation to cheat. This answer doesn’t seem plausible to me either. As we saw, there are many situations where motivation to cheat does not get the upper hand, and where most people do not cheat at all (such as after signing an honor code).

The correct answer, I’m afraid, is not as straightforward as these relatively simple proposals would suggest. This answer is one that I have spelled out in great detail in recent work, and will only be able to briefly mention here.74 It claims that most of us have “Mixed Cheating Traits.” The “cheating” makes it clear that we are just focusing on that particular kind of distortion of the facts and so not making claims about lying, stealing, and so forth. The “traits” signifies that we are talking about genuine character traits of a certain kind. The “mixed” has to do with the fact that these traits have some morally positive features—which preclude them from being vices—but also some morally negative features—which preclude them from being virtues.

To unpack this a bit more, here are some of the dispositions to form beliefs and desires which make up a Mixed Cheating Trait:75

	Dispositions to form beliefs about how cheating is wrong (in most cases).

	Dispositions to form beliefs and desires in favor of cheating in order to avoid personal failure, embarrassment, and so forth.

	Dispositions to form beliefs and desires in favor of not cheating in order to avoid getting caught, punished, and so forth.

	Dispositions to form desires in favor of not cheating when the benefits of cheating do not (significantly) outweigh the costs.

	Dispositions to form desires in favor of cheating when the benefits of cheating (significantly) outweigh the costs, while also desiring as much as possible to still be thought of as an honest person by oneself and others.


Given such psychological dispositions, most people will be motivated to cheat when doing the right thing is not worth it to them. However, while they may want to cheat, they do not want to appear to be cheaters. In other words, they want to be able to cheat when that is beneficial to them but still be thought of as honest people and, what is also important, still think of themselves as honest people.

With these kinds of mental state dispositions at work, it is no wonder that most people’s behavior in this area of their lives will appear to be highly fragmented. Sometimes they will cheat and sometimes they will not, depending on how the features of a given situation interact with their psychologies.

Furthermore, it is hard to consider such a collection of psychological dispositions to be either virtuous or vicious. Some of them—such as those which lead to the formation of beliefs (and judgments) that cheating is wrong—seem very admirable morally speaking. I would not expect them to be had (or at least not had strongly) by a dishonest person. But others—such as those which lead to the formation of desires to cheat to avoid personal failure or embarrassment—are not. I would not expect them to be had (or at least not had strongly) by an honest person.

Here are some final observations about our Mixed Cheating Traits:76

	They come in degrees. As with virtue and vice, I take the middle category to represent traits which come in degrees. So two people could have Mixed Cheating Traits, but one of them is closer to being honest than the other. Put in terms of the approach to thinking about honesty outlined in the first section, one person is better than the other at reliably not intentionally distorting the facts, even though neither of them is disposed enough in this regard to have a character which qualifies as honest.

	The categories of continence and incontinence have been dropped. Because of the evidence of high within-person variability in cheating thought and action, I have already noted that I do not find it helpful to use the labels of continent and incontinent here. It is going to turn out that a person in the middle space will exhibit strength of will in some situations, weakness of will in others, and wholeheartedness in pursuit of either honest or dishonest ends in still others. This all depends on what the situations are in which we find ourselves and, therefore, which of the mental state dispositions get activated from the array which constitutes a person’s Mixed Cheating Trait.

	The thresholds can be crossed. Assuming that change in moral character is possible over time, which it surely is, it is also possible to start with a Mixed Cheating Trait and have one’s character improve (or devolve) to the point where it crosses the threshold for being weakly honest (or dishonest). One’s Mixed Cheating Character, in other words, does not have to always stay mixed.

	Mixed Cheating Traits are not unique. These are just one of a vast array of mixed character traits which I think not only exist, but better describe the actual characters of most people today than do the virtues and the vices. Mixed character is widespread.77


As I have indicated, this is only a preliminary sketch of what I think is going on in this area of our characters. My goal here is just to make the view initially intelligible and suitably interesting to hopefully inspire further investigation.

By way of concluding, then, if nothing else I have called attention to a host of important and interesting issues associated with the virtue of honesty. I very much hope that this badly neglected virtue will not be neglected by philosophers any longer.78
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Notes

1 See Smith (2003). Even in this case, Smith spends very little time trying to understand what the virtue of honesty is and instead focuses on the separate question of why we should be honest. Also relevant is Carr (2014), although this is not a philosophy journal.As far as books are concerned, see Carson (2010, chapter 14), but there he is explicit in only discussing the virtue of honesty in a stipulated sense that does not encompass the full range of the virtue as ordinarily understood (p. 257). See also Baier (1990), Ariely (2012), and the very brief discussion in Hursthouse (1999, pp. 11–12) and Adams (2006, p. 128).Of course there have been discussions of issues in the neighborhood of honesty. For instance, much has been written about the permissibility of lying (see, e.g., Fried, 1978, chapter 3; Bok, 1978; Carson, 2010). But as we will see, honesty pertains to much more than just lying, and acts of truth-telling are distinct from the virtue of honesty itself.
2 Occurrent thoughts, though, need not be conscious. I can have many subconscious occurrent desires which are causally influencing my behavior in all kinds of ways.
3 The list that follows is not meant to be exhaustive. For instance, some would consider gossiping to also fall under the heading of dishonesty, although it strikes me as a borderline case. Another borderline case is bullshit, at least as Frankfurt (1988) has famously characterized it as a “lack of connection to a concern with truth … indifference to how things really are…” (p. 125). Yet another example is the concept of humbug, which Max Black characterizes as “deceptive misrepresentation, short of lying, especially by pretentious word or deed, of somebody’s own thoughts, feelings, or attitudes” (quoted in Frankfurt, 1988, p. 118).
4 For similar observations and related discussion about the broad scope of the virtue of honesty, see Baier (1990), Smith (2003, p. 518), and Adams (2006, pp. 128–130). For helpful analysis of these and other categories, including ways in which they are distinct from each other, see Gert (1998, chapter 8) and Green (2006). I do acknowledge, though, that there may be more subtle connections between these categories such that, upon deeper reflection, one may collapse into another. For instance, Tom Hurka suggested to me that lying might be understood as an implicit form of promise breaking. And Sissela Bok (1978) claims that lying belongs in the category of deception (p. 14; see also Fried, 1978, p. 58; Frankfurt, 1988, p. 128).
5 Some philosophers might be inclined toward the view that truthfulness, insofar as it is linked to the virtue of honesty, is a disposition to reliably tell the truth, whether it is appropriate to do so or not. Fortunately nothing hangs on this dispute in what follows.
6 Furthermore, there may be other subvirtues linked to honesty than just these five (see note 3 for examples of where such subvirtues may be needed). They are not intended to be exhaustive.
7 As Rachana Kamtekar (2004) writes, “[A]lthough we use a single word, ‘honest’ to describe the behaviors of not lying, not cheating, and not stealing, it does not seem obvious that not lying, not cheating, and not stealing are the same sort of thing, or even that they are deeply connected. It may be that underlying this single word are three distinct and unrelated dispositions …” (pp. 468–469). Indeed, as Walter Sinnott-Armstrong pointed out to me, if this approach is attractive to philosophers, it might be part of the explanation for why they have not published very much on this topic.
8 For the beginnings of an alternative answer, see Adams (2006, p. 128).
9 I do not have an analysis to offer of “distorting” in this context, and I am doubtful that an informative and reductive account could even be given. But a close synonym to what I have in mind is captured by “misrepresentation”—an honest person is one who is disposed to not intentionally misrepresent the facts, either to oneself or to other people.
10 For an approach along these lines, see Bok (1978, chapter 2).
11 In this last case, the dishonest person could be said to be distorting the facts of what game is even being played and what its rules are. Thanks to Walter Sinnott-Armstrong for this observation.
12 Thanks to Walter Sinnott-Armstrong for help in revising this proposal.
13 Note that even if this proposal is plausible and fidelity to promises is removed from the scope of the virtue of honesty, the unification challenge would still remain with respect to the other four virtues and what their connection is to honesty.
14 This proposal raises the broader question of whether it would follow that dishonesty is never justified (thanks to Walter Sinnott-Armstrong for bringing this up). For those who think that it can be justified in certain cases, there is a way to adapt the approach above. Just make the moral facts here pro tanto moral facts, which can be outweighed by other opposing moral considerations.We will return to this issue again very shortly when discussing the first potential revision to my approach to thinking about honesty. See in particular note 24.
15 In addition, “distortion” as I am using it is not just limited to cognitive distortion—I may accurately represent the moral facts in a situation, but my will might not want to conform to them and instead want to continue to play video games, for instance. In this case it is my will, not my cognition, which is guilty of distorting the normative facts.
16 Thanks to Matthew Sinnicks for this example and for helpful discussion.
17 This kind of case parallels cases of bald-faced lying. For discussion, see Sorensen (2007) and Carson (2010).
18 Thanks to Gopal Sreenivasan for raising this question.
19 Hence he is distorting the facts in bringing it about that others believe he hit a certain batting average or broke a certain record, when in fact he did not accomplish these things legitimately or entirely of his own abilities. He is thereby distorting the facts as to his ability to play the game of baseball. Thanks to Nancy Snow for relevant discussion.
20 This last point would apply even in cases of bald-faced cheating. For instance, Bernard Gert (1998) gives this example: “The boss who plays golf with his subordinates may sometimes cheat quite openly. He may not count missed strokes, or he may remove the ball from the rough without taking a penalty” (p. 192). In this case, the first two considerations about Alex Rodriguez would not apply since the cheating is transparent rather than covert. But the third consideration would—the normative facts relevant to playing the game of golf would still be distorted.
21 For a broadly similar proposal, see Smith (2003, p. 518). Following the earlier discussion in note 3, we can see that humbug would count as a genuine case of dishonesty too. Bullshit, on the other hand, when understood as Frankfurt does as centrally involving an indifference to how things really are, would not directly fall under the heading of dishonesty. That is, I think, the correct result since it strikes me independently as a borderline case.
22 Consider, for instance, certain board games or games at parties where lying or cheating is considered to be constitutive of playing the game itself.
23 For relevant discussion, see Fried (1978, chapter 3), Gert (1998, chapter 8), and Carson (2010).
24 Thanks to David Carr for relevant discussion. Hence picking up on the discussion in note 14, we could say that in cases like this I am distorting the normative facts pertaining to the pro tanto wrongness of lying, but those normative facts are being outweighed by other normative facts having to do with benevolence, for instance.
25 Even many non-Aristotelians would agree. See, for instance, Adams (2006, pp. 121, 127, 130).
26 For related discussion, see Fried (1978, p. 58). The discussion above assumes that he is in fact telling lies, but whether they are indeed lies could be challenged, given one’s preferred account of lying.
27 For instance, consider the pirate example from earlier. Suppose the pirate has a very distorted picture of both the descriptive facts and the normative facts. He could believe, for instance, that all this property really belongs to him, that he is entitled to it, that he deserves it, and so forth. Objectively speaking, he is still distorting the moral facts in this case. But subjectively speaking he is not. And so his bald-faced theft, given H4, might not count as dishonesty after all. Some might take that to be a plausible result; others might not. Or consider the simpler case (due to Walter Sinnott-Armstrong) of someone who believes that property is a fiction. Would H4 give a plausible result about such a person when he reliably steals from others?In addition, there are the facts as the person consciously believes them to be, and there are the facts as the agent really believes them to be, but does not consciously recognize because of self-deception or the like. H4 would need to be refined to take into account such a distinction. Clearly more work is needed here.
28 Thanks to Kristján Kristjánsson for helpful discussion here.
29 One final point is worth mentioning briefly. Because of debates in recent years about the empirical adequacy of virtue ethics, much attention has been drawn to the distinction between global versus local character traits (see especially Doris, 1998, pp. 507–508, and 2002, pp. 23–25, 64–66). Roughly speaking, global traits are traits which give rise to cross-situationally consistent behavior, and local traits are those which do not. In this literature, what counts as a situation is typically determined by independent observers such as the researchers. Examples would include the courtroom, the office, and the home. A local trait of compassion in the shopping mall, for instance, would be one that gives rise to regular helping motivation and behavior in malls, but not elsewhere. Global compassion, on the other hand, would lead to regular helping motivation and behavior in malls, at the office, at home, and so forth.In the case of honesty, there is no reason to limit ourselves to either a global or a local understanding of this virtue at the conceptual level. We can make sense of honesty giving rise to cross-situationally consistent behavior at the mall, office, and home. But we can also make sense of someone’s having a local trait of honesty just at the office. Such a person would not be inclined to lie, cheat, and steal, or more generally distort the facts as this person sees them, but only when doing his or her job. Both these global and local versions of honesty should be on the table, and it is an empirical rather than a conceptual matter whether a given person instantiates either of them.
30 A person can also have a local virtue of honesty at home, combined with dishonesty at the office (see the previous note for local traits). A1 does not deny that either.
31 For more on thresholds for character traits, see Miller (2013, chapter 1).
32 See, for example, Aristotle (1145a23) and Curzer (2012, p. 327), as well as Miller (2013, chapter 1).
33 Indeed, I think parallel claims hold for all the moral virtues and vices. For more, see Miller (in press), where I discuss (A1) through (A3) in greater detail with respect to the virtues and vices in general.
34 For a review, see John et al. (2008).
35 See Ashton and Lee (2001, 2005).
36 For more details, see Miller (2014, chapter 6).
37 See Curzer (2012) for this debate.
38 More precisely, as Gopal Sreenivasan and Tom Hurka pointed out to me, he will reliably refrain above a certain threshold. A very weak degree of reliability is presumably not enough for a trait to be a virtue. A similar qualification would apply to the other places in this chapter where reliability is invoked, but for ease of presentation I have omitted it.In formulating (C1) and the other criteria for honesty in the remainder of this paper, I draw on earlier formulations in Miller (2013, 2014).
39 How does one go about determining a standard like C1 through C3? One could look to past work on honesty in the philosophical literature and infer it from there. However, in general, my preferred approach is via reflective equilibrium using our intuitions about particular cases involving honesty, lying, and cheating to extract more general principles.
40 For one among many discussion of so-called WEIRD participants, see Henrich et al. (2010).
41 See Miller (2015).
42 For a very interesting study related to deception, see DePaulo and Bell (1996). But many more like it are needed.
43 For lying, see Miller (2013, chapter 10). One of the most famous research projects in psychology, the studies by Hartshorne and May of the honesty of middle school children in the 1920s, did examine lying, cheating, and stealing longitudinally (Hartshorne and May, 1928). However, my focus here is on the moral character of adults, so I will set this work and more recent studies of cheating behavior in children to one side.
44 Diener and Wallbom (1976, p. 110). It could be that many of these participants went over the time limit by just a little bit in order to finish the problem they were working on. However, Diener and Wallbom also recorded the number of responses completed after the time period, and the mean number of cheating responses was 2.71 (p. 110).
45 Bryan et al. (2013, p. 1003).
46 Ibid. (p. 1004).
47 Shalvi et al. (2011, p. 184).
48 Shu et al. (2011, p. 339).
49 Zhong et al. (2010, p. 312).
50 Gino and Galinsky (2012, p. 22).
51 Ibid.
52 Ibid. (p. 21).
53 Ibid. (p. 22).
54 Shu and Gino (2012, p. 1171).
55 On a five-point scale, positive affect increased from 2.93 at the start of the study to 3.17 immediately after cheating. See Ruedy et al. (2013, p. 538).
56 See also Gino et al. (2009), Mead et al. (2009), Gino et al. (2011), Shalvi et al. (2012), Gino et al. (2013), Gino and Mogilner (2014), Gino and Wiltermuth (2014), Peer et al. (2014), Pittarello et al. (2015), and Effron et al. (2015).
57 Diener and Wallbom (1976, p. 109).
58 Ibid. (p. 110).
59 Gino and Mogilner (2014, p. 418).
60 Bryan et al. (2013, p. 1003, emphasis mine).
61 Ibid. (p. 1004).
62 Shalvi et al. (2011, p. 184).
63 Mazar et al. (2008a, p. 636).
64 Ibid. (p. 637).
65 They also replicated the experiment at an institution with a “strict” honor code and found similar results (ibid.).
66 Ibid.
67 Shu et al. (2012, p. 15197).
68 For additional relevant results, see Greene and Paxton (2009), Gino and Pierce (2009), and Shalvi et al. (2012, p. 1269).
69 Another approach would be to adopt the idea of local virtues and vices (see note 29), and say that most people have various local virtues for some situations pertaining to honesty, and local vices for other situations. This is certainly a possible position to adopt, but one that does not strike me as very satisfying. One reason why is that it is hard to accept that there are really hundreds or thousands of discrete virtues and vices pertaining to honesty as part of our characters that are individuated based on whether, for instance, one is disposed to cheat on one’s taxes when having to sign a tax form at the top rather than at the bottom.But this local trait proposal deserves a more careful treatment than what I can provide here. For more detailed discussion, see Miller (2014, chapter 8).
70 Shu et al. (2011, p. 342).
71 Shu et al. (2012).
72 Mazar et al. (2008a, p. 643). See also Peer et al. (2014) for other relevant results.
73 For discussion and additional supporting evidence related to the extent and importance of thinking of oneself as honest, see Gordon and Miller (2000, p. 47), Mazar et al. (2008a, 2008b), Shu et al. (2011, 2012), Shalvi et al. (2011), Gino and Galinsky (2012), Shalvi et al. (2012), Shu and Gino (2012), Bryan et al. (2013), Gino and Mogilner (2014), Pittarello et al. (2015), Shalvi et al. (2015), and Effron et al. (2015, p. 396). For the more general role of self-awareness, see Duval and Wicklund (1972).
74 See Miller (2013, 2014).
75 Here I draw on Miller (2014, chapter 3).
76 Many more details can be found in Miller (2013, 2014).
77 See Miller (2013, 2014) for details.
78 Related discussion of themes in the third and fourth sections of this chapter can be found in Miller (2014, chapter 3).
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5.1 Honesty’s Threshold

Jason Baehr

At the center of Christian Miller’s chapter in this volume is the claim that most people lack the virtue of honesty.1 One of Miller’s main objectives is to make this and related claims “initially intelligible and suitably interesting to hopefully inspire further investigation.” By this standard, the chapter is a tremendous success: Miller offers an interesting and attractive account of what honesty is, mounts a forceful, empirically based argument for thinking that most people don’t have it, and sketches an alternative model of the kinds of character traits he thinks most people do possess. Every part of Miller’s discussion—from the purely conceptual to the primarily empirical—is worth reading and reckoning with. I think it stands more than a small chance of sparking increased philosophical attention to the virtue of honesty.

These kudos aside, I have my doubts about whether the empirical research Miller discusses provides adequate support for the conclusion that most people aren’t honest. In my estimation, Miller sets the bar for honesty too high. I argue that once the requirements for honesty are properly attenuated, the significance of the empirical data is thrown into question.


The Conceptual Core of Honesty

Before getting to this argument, I also want to raise a couple of questions about Miller’s positive account of honesty.2 This account goes a significant way toward unifying the various actions and attitudes we associate with honesty. It has much to recommend it. However, it also faces a challenging dilemma.

Miller specifies the conceptual core of honesty as follows: “The virtue of honesty is, centrally, a character trait concerned with reliably not intentionally distorting the facts” (emphasis added). One conspicuous feature of this characterization is that it makes honesty seem largely negative. It suggests that honesty is about not engaging in a certain kind of distortion. While this covers many instances of honesty, in certain familiar contexts, honesty demands something much more positive, for example, a bringing to light or stating of certain important facts—facts that might otherwise go unnoticed or remain hidden.3 To illustrate, imagine a situation in which person A tells person B a web of lies about some important matter. And imagine that a close friend of B’s, person C, finds out about the lies but is reluctant to bring them to B’s attention for fear of how B might react. Honesty might require C to speak up—to tell B that he has been lied to by A. Yet, a failure to do so wouldn’t appear to involve an “intentional distorting of the facts.” Rather, in lying to B, A is the one who has distorted the facts. C is simply withholding information.

In response, Miller would likely say that if C were to refrain from speaking up, he would in fact be “distorting the facts” in the relevant sense. He might argue, for instance, that C would be distorting to himself the fact that he is obligated to speak up.4 Alternatively, he might claim that C would be distorting the facts in the sense that he would be acting as if he didn’t possess the information in question.5

While this gloss of what it is to “intentionally distort the facts” might give Miller a way around the worry in question, it elicits a further objection. Specifically, it seems that if B’s withholding of the relevant information counts as “intentionally distorting the facts” in the relevant sense, then just about any immoral act will count as an act of dishonesty. This is because most (all?) immoral actions involve acting as if a certain falsehood were true, including many actions that do not appear to be instances of dishonesty at all.6 Consider, for example, an extremely vain and selfish person who thinks and acts as if the world revolves around her own needs and interests. She acts as if she is the “center of the universe.” On the broader reading of what it is to intentionally distort the facts, this person’s actions do just this (she is not, after all, the center of the universe). Alternatively, consider the actions of a neglectful and emotionally distant parent. This person’s interactions with his children suggest (mistakenly) that they are unworthy of his attention and care. In both of these cases, a person intentionally distorts the facts in the relevant, broader sense, but in neither case is the person’s behavior an instance of dishonesty. Finally, there is nothing unusual about these cases. Again, for just about any immoral action, it is none too difficult to identify a false statement that the action suggests or propagates.

To summarize, at first glance, Miller’s positive account of honesty appears to be too narrow. The idea that honesty is essentially a matter of “reliably not intentionally distorting the facts” invites the objection that honesty sometimes involves something more active or positive. It sometimes requires positively stating, casting light on, or speaking up about the truth. Miller can get around this objection by arguing that when a person fails to divulge the truth, he or she is “intentionally distorting the facts” in the sense that the person is (intentionally) acting as if certain falsehoods were true. The cost of this solution, however, is that Miller’s account of honesty then becomes too broad. It suggests that most (possibly all) immoral acts are acts of dishonesty, which in turn seems to stretch the notion of dishonesty to its breaking point.


The Threshold of Honesty

I turn now to the main focus of my remarks, which is Miller’s argument to the effect that most people lack the virtue of honesty.

It is important from the outset to be clear about exactly what Miller is and isn’t claiming. Miller is not saying that no one possesses the virtue of honesty. Still less is he claiming that no one could possess this virtue. Nor is he saying that most people possess the vice of dishonesty. On the other hand, neither is Miller claiming merely that most people fall short of perfect—or even robust—honesty. Rather, Miller’s contention is that most people fall short of even weak or minimal honesty. He thinks most people fail to meet the baseline or threshold for the possession of this virtue.

We must, then, look carefully at how exactly Miller is thinking about the “threshold requirements” for honesty. I will focus here on the two requirements he explicitly identifies and discusses. As noted above, I will argue that these requirements are too demanding. I will then suggest an alternative way of specifying honesty’s threshold. Finally, I will consider the relevant empirical research in light of this alternative account.

Miller proposes the following two threshold requirements:

(C1) A person who is honest will reliably refrain from cheating in situations where he or she is a free and willing participant and the relevant rules are fair and appropriate, even if by cheating the person is assured of acquiring some benefit for himself or herself. 

(C2) A person who is honest will reliably refrain from telling everyday lies which are not morally justifiable.

At first glance, these requirements seem reasonable enough. Indeed, they may seem obviously correct. However, on closer scrutiny, questions emerge.

I begin with two points of clarification. First, it is important not to lose sight of the fact that (C1) and (C2) are requirements for minimal or weak honesty. They are not aimed at capturing the higher normative dimensions of this virtue. Second, each principle invokes the notion of what we might refer to as an “honesty-relevant context,” that is, a context in which a manifestation of honesty is morally called for. (C1) says that an honest person will refrain from cheating in contexts where the person is “a free and willing participant and the relevant rules are fair and appropriate.” Were the person not a free or willing participant, or were the rules either unfair or inappropriate, then presumably this person wouldn’t have an obligation to act honestly. Similarly, (C2) says that an honest person will reliably refrain from telling “everyday lies” that are not “morally justifiable.” Were lying morally justifiable in a given situation, then here as well acting honestly presumably wouldn’t be a requirement.

For the sake of simplicity, I propose the following reformulations of (C1) and (C2):

(C1*) When in an honesty-relevant context, a minimally honest person will reliably refrain from cheating.

(C2*) When in an honesty-relevant context, a minimally honest person will reliably refrain from lying.

When clarified and simplified in this way, Miller’s threshold requirements invite further scrutiny.

We may begin with (C1*). First, is it really the case that any person who is minimally honest must reliably refrain from any kind of cheating?7 And must any minimally honest person refrain from any kind of cheating in every possible honesty-relevant context? Or, on the contrary, might there be certain (fairly trivial) forms of cheating that are consistent with the possession of weak or minimal honesty? Or certain (“low-stakes”) honesty-relevant contexts relative to which a person might be less than reliable at refraining from cheating while still being weakly or minimally honest? Further, might not the answer to these questions depend in part on how the person in question behaves with respect to other (more serious) forms of cheating or in other (more “high-stakes”) honesty-relevant contexts? If, with respect to a relatively low-stakes honesty-relevant context, a person is less than reliable at refraining from a relatively minor form of cheating, but is extremely reliable at engaging in more important and challenging forms of honesty across many (or all) high-stakes honesty-relevant contexts, shouldn’t we allow for the possibility that this person is at least minimally honest?8

To illustrate, consider the following examples:

(E1) Smith is a self-employed money manager who caters to an extremely wealthy and trusting clientele. Because he works for himself, there are very few people looking over his shoulder, which means that if he wanted to, he could cheat his clients out of hundreds of thousands of dollars every year. However, out of a high sense of personal integrity and responsibility, and a desire to do right by and provide excellent service to his clients, Smith behaves in an uncompromisingly honest manner. Even when his own finances are tight, and despite the encouragement of several of his friends in the finance industry to do otherwise, Smith refuses to cheat his clients out of a single dollar. Smith also manifests this sense of integrity and responsibility in several other areas of his life. For instance, as a former CPA, he is privy to various low-risk forms of tax fraud that could save him thousands of dollars on his annual returns. However, in this domain as well Smith always conducts himself in an upright manner. His tax returns are a model of thoroughness and accuracy. These impressive behaviors notwithstanding, it is also true of Smith that when he takes his family to the movies, he sometimes purchases a “child” ticket for his thirteen-year-old daughter, even though the cut off for these tickets is twelve. Similarly, when going out to eat, he sometimes allows his daughter to order from the kids’ menu, though she should have stopped doing so a year ago. Smith doesn’t always game the system in this way. And he doesn’t feel especially good about it when he does. Nevertheless, on account of this behavior, Smith cannot be said to “reliably refrain” from engaging in the relevant kinds of dishonest activity in the contexts in question.


It seems unfair and counterintuitive to think that Smith cannot be considered even weakly or minimally honest. Faced with many opportunities to behave dishonestly, opportunities from which he stands to gain handsomely, Smith reliably takes the high road. Yet, in a relatively narrow range of circumstances, he behaves in a way that a fully honest person would not. The latter indiscretions, while sufficient for denying that Smith is perfectly honest, hardly seem like a good reason for denying that he is minimally so.

Here is a further, similar example:

(E2) Jones is a veteran journalist employed by a magazine whose first priority is building up its subscriber base. As such, the goal of reporting the truth regularly takes a backseat to publishing a story that might attract new readers. Thus the culture at the magazine is often at odds with honest journalistic practice. Against this grain, and by contrast with many of her colleagues, Jones displays the utmost honesty in all areas of her work. From conducting research, to selecting sources, to checking facts, Jones’s fidelity to the truth is deep, consistent, and admirable. Jones’s honest attitude and behaviors extend into many other areas of her life as well. When interacting with her spouse, children, and friends, she reliably resists telling the kinds of half-truths or outright lies that would often make her life easier. She is regarded in these circles as a person who can be counted on to refrain from distorting or obfuscating the truth. Nevertheless, when Jones encounters solicitors and salespeople of various sorts (e.g., telemarketers, people in the supermarket parking lot inviting her to sign up for some product or service, religious missionaries who appear at her front door), she often finds herself telling half-truths or white lies, for example, that her budget is too tight to afford what they are selling, that she is in hurry, and so on. Accordingly, Jones fails to reliably refrain from intentionally distorting the facts in certain honesty-relevant contexts.


Here again I submit that it would be a mistake to think that the person in question cannot be minimally or weakly honest. While she could be more honest than she is, Jones appears to manifest a significant—even an admirable—degree of this virtue.9

These examples suggest that Miller’s threshold requirements for honesty, modest as they might initially appear, are too demanding. They fail to account for the apparent compatibility of weak or minimal honesty with certain relatively limited and minor forms of moral unreliability or wrongdoing. They also fail to accommodate the importance of a person’s reliability relative to other (potentially weightier) forms of honesty-relevant behavior or honesty-relevant contexts.10

In fact, Miller’s threshold requirements appear to be even more demanding than what has been suggested thus far. Recall the point that honesty has many dimensions, including not lying, stealing, cheating, or promise breaking. Presumably, to possess minimal honesty on Miller’s view, one must meet the threshold requirements for all of these dimensions.11 Therefore, if a person reliably refrains from any form of cheating, stealing, and promise breaking across all honesty-relevant contexts, if the person’s character in these areas is flawless, but the person also somewhat regularly distorts the truth to solicitors or similar acquaintances, this person apparently cannot be considered even weakly or minimally honest on Miller’s view.12 This is a further implausible implication.

The objections just rehearsed underscore the need to weaken (C1*) and (C2*). I propose the following alternative threshold requirement:

(TR1) A person who is minimally honest will reliably refrain from engaging in dishonest activity (e.g., lying or cheating) of a significant “magnitude” and “variety” across a significant range of honesty-relevant contexts.

“Magnitude” here refers to how morally problematic the action is. A white lie would be a “low magnitude” act of dishonesty, while lying to a friend or spouse about an important matter would be a “high magnitude” act. “Varieties” of dishonest activity correspond to the dimensions of dishonesty noted above: lying, cheating, stealing, deceiving, and so forth. Accordingly, TR1 says that a minimally honest person will refrain from engaging in dishonest activities of a sufficiently bad quality (magnitude) or problematically wide variety—and that he or she will do so across a significant range of honesty-relevant contexts. Of course, the notion of “significance” is also central to this principle. While it would be desirable to say more about what counts as a “significant” magnitude, variety, and range, the discussion above suggests that this is a rather complicated and variable matter.13 It suggests, for instance, that whether the magnitude of a given form of dishonest activity is significant can depend at least in part on the breadth of honesty-relevant contexts in which the person reliably refrains from this activity. Despite these complications, I will assume that the relevant concept of significance is clear enough to be comprehensible and useful in the present context.14

(TR1) clearly is less demanding than any of the threshold requirements identified above. In keeping with (E1), (E2), and related cases, it allows for the following possibilities (among many others):

	A weakly or minimally honest person (a) who always or nearly always refrains from performing any dishonest actions of a certain variety (e.g., cheating or lying) across several high-stakes honesty-relevant contexts, but (b) who, in a relatively narrow range of low-stakes honesty-relevant contexts, sometimes engages in low-magnitude dishonest actions of the same variety.

	A weakly or minimally honest person (a) who always refrains from any kind of cheating, stealing, or promise breaking, but (b) who, in a narrow range of low-stakes honesty-relevant contexts, sometimes performs low-magnitude acts of a different variety of dishonesty (e.g., lying).



The Empirical Evidence

If the argument so far is on the right track, the bar for minimal or weak honesty is low enough to allow for certain kinds of moral limitations and imperfections not permitted by Miller’s account. However, this does not by itself undermine Miller’s argument that most people lack the virtue of honesty. For it may be that most people fail to satisfy even the weaker threshold requirements introduced above.

Miller’s argument is based on the behavior of subjects from several controlled experiments designed to test people’s willingness to cheat. While the amount of cheating discovered in these studies may be surprising to many, what does it reveal about people’s possession of honesty? Do the studies show that most people aren’t honest?

While the studies may provide good evidence for thinking that most people are not maximally or perfectly honest, the more pressing question is whether they support the claim that most people lack even weak or minimal honesty, that is, that most people fail to satisfy (TR1). Clearly, the studies do not provide anything like conclusive support for this claim. While most people may be disposed to engage in the relevant (and similar) forms of dishonest behavior in the relevant (and similar) contexts, it may be that there are many other (more significant) forms of dishonest behavior that they are disposed to avoid and many other (more high-stakes) honesty-relevant contexts with respect to which they are disposed to avoid the relevant and any other form of dishonest behavior. Were this the case, the likely conclusion, given (TR1), would be that most people are weakly or minimally honest.

Do the studies at least make it probable or likely that most people fail to satisfy (TR1)? That is, do the empirical data make it probable that most people aren’t disposed to “reliably refrain from engaging in dishonest activity of a significant ‘magnitude’ and ‘variety’ across a significant range of honesty-relevant contexts”? This also strikes me as far from clear. The studies target a single kind of dishonest activity on a single occasion in a single honesty-relevant context. While it might be plausible to draw inferences from the totality of these studies about how most people are likely to behave with respect to related forms of dishonesty in related circumstances, it would seem like quite a stretch to conclude that most people probably aren’t disposed to refrain from engaging in dishonest activity of a significant magnitude and variety across a significant range of honesty-relevant contexts.

This assessment seems especially plausible given (1) the magnitude of the cheating behavior found in these studies and (2) the context in which this behavior occurs. Concerning (1), much of the cheating uncovered by the experiments (e.g., taking a little extra time to complete a timed exam or modestly exaggerating the results of a coin toss or die roll for a small financial gain) does not seem very morally significant. To be sure, this is not behavior that we would expect of a perfectly (possibly even a robustly) honest person. Nevertheless, given its limited magnitude, it would seem quite hasty to conclude that the subjects in question—let alone an even broader population—probably are not disposed to avoid engaging in dishonest activity of a significant magnitude or variety across a significant range of honesty-relevant contexts.15 Concerning (2), the contexts in which the cheating occurs are rather artificial and appear to involve very low moral stakes. The subjects are knowingly participating in psychological experiments. And they presumably are aware that nothing much hangs on whether their behavior in this context is perfectly honest. For this reason as well it would seem hasty to conclude that most people do not satisfy (TR1), and more specifically, that there is not a significant range of honesty-relevant contexts in which most people are disposed to refrain from engaging in the relevant or related forms of dishonesty.

As these remarks suggest, a more revealing collection of studies would be one that targets people’s behavior with respect to a wide variety of high-magnitude dishonest actions across several high-stakes honesty-relevant contexts. While studies of this sort are likely unfeasible (e.g., given internal review board restrictions), it is important to note that the studies in question lie at the opposite end of the spectrum: They examine people’s behavior with respect to a limited variety of relatively low-magnitude dishonest actions across a very limited range of relatively artificial and low-stakes honesty-relevant contexts. As such, they seem like a shaky basis for drawing conclusions about whether most people are weakly or minimally honest. I conclude, contra Miller, that we should be reluctant to infer, on the basis of the relevant empirical data, that most people fail to satisfy (TR1) and therefore are less than weakly or minimally honest.


What Unifies “Mixed Traits”?

I close with a question about Miller’s positive account of character, which he introduces toward the end of the chapter. Miller proposes that most of us possess neither virtues nor vices, but rather “mixed traits,” which he describes as having “some morally positive features—which preclude them from being vices—but also some morally negative features—which preclude them from being virtues.” While there is something attractive about this picture, especially if one agrees with Miller about the upshot of the empirical research discussed above, I find the very idea of “mixed traits” somewhat puzzling.

Notice that Miller’s claim is not that most of us possess mixed traits in the sense that we possess a wide range of traits, some of which are positive and others of which are negative. Rather, for Miller, a single mixed trait has both positive and negative valences.16 A person’s mixed trait related to honesty, for instance, might consist both of dispositions to tell the truth and dispositions to lie. But this leaves one to wonder: In what sense are mixed traits single traits?

Again, compare the following two claims:

	We possess “mixed traits” in the sense that, relative to a given virtue concept like honesty, we possess a mixture of traits, some of which dispose us toward virtuous (e.g., honest) behavior, some of which dispose us toward vicious (e.g., dishonest) behavior, but neither of which is good or bad enough to count as a virtue or a vice.

	We possess “mixed traits” in the sense that, relative to a given virtue concept like honesty, we possess a singular, generic trait that is constituted partly by dispositions to engage in honest activity and partly of dispositions to engage in dishonest activity, but that is neither good or bad enough to count as a virtue or a vice.17


Options 1 and 2 both seem to fit with Miller’s general take on the empirical research discussed above. However, his considered position apparently is option 2. But, again, one might wonder: In what sense are “mixed traits” singular traits, given the mutually opposing valences of the dispositions that are said to constitute them? Why not think instead that, when it comes to honesty, most of us possess a cluster of dispositions—perhaps even traits—that incline us toward cheating (in certain ways, in certain situations) as well as a cluster of dispositions that incline us toward honest behavior (of certain sorts, in certain situations)? That is, why favor option 2 over option 1?18

It is not clear to me how much hangs on this issue. It could be that, barring a satisfactory answer to the question just posed, Miller could, without much cost to his overall account, opt for something like option 1 over option 2.19 Still, given the centrality of the notion of mixed traits to Miller’s positive account of character, this seems like a matter worthy of some attention.


Acknowledgments

Thanks to Walter Sinnott-Armstrong for helpful comments on an earlier draft of this chapter and to Christian Miller for some helpful dialogue and clarifications.


Notes

1 More specifically, he claims that most college-age Westerners lack the virtue of honesty. While not an insignificant qualification, I will set it aside here.
2 Miller notes that he is not wedded to this account nor to the idea that a unified account of honesty is even possible. Still, his account is, by my lights, sufficiently interesting and prima facie promising to merit serious attention and evaluation.
3 Miller responds to an objection to the effect that his account is too passive; however, that objection is distinct from the present one. Instead, the dimension of honesty I’m calling attention to is similar to what Miller calls “forthrightness.” Accordingly, the present objection could be recast as the claim that forthrightness doesn’t appear to be a matter of reliably not distorting the facts.
4 This is in keeping with his response to the objection that his account doesn’t fit well with the “fidelity to promises” dimension of honesty.
5 This mirrors his response to the “pirates and theft” case discussed in his chapter.
6 This worry could also be developed in terms of the claim that a major subset of immoral actions (considerably larger than the putative subset of dishonest actions) involve distorting to oneself certain facts about moral one’s obligations. 
7 Strictly speaking, Miller’s (C1) and (C2), as well as (C1*) and (C2*), are modally ambiguous and admit of a weaker reading than I am giving them here. For instance, (C2) might be read as saying that a person who is honest will sometimes or often reliably refrain from telling everyday lies. However, I will assume here that Miller does not favor these weaker formulations of honesty’s threshold. My reason for doing so is that if these weaker principles were correct (and the stronger ones incorrect), then as I explain in greater detail below, the upshot of the empirical data countenanced by Miller would be highly questionable. In particular, it would become much more difficult to conclude from the empirical data that most people are not minimally or weakly virtuous—for the data evidently don’t substantiate a denial of the claim that, for instance, most people sometimes (even often) refrain from cheating or telling everyday lies.
8 Note that in allowing for such a possibility, we needn’t assume that the person in question reliably cheats in any context. Failure to reliably refrain from engaging in dishonest behavior is consistent with one’s honesty-relevant behavior being a “mixed bag”—neither reliably honest nor reliably dishonest.
9 Miller could object that the contexts in which Jones “intentionally distorts the truth” aren’t actually honesty relevant: They aren’t contexts that call for or demand honest behavior. However, this claim threatens to undermine Miller’s own argument that most people aren’t minimally honest. For, by the same token, it could be argued that the experimental contexts central to the studies on which this argument turns also aren’t honesty-relevant.
10 I am not intending to contradict Miller’s principle that a person “cannot have the virtue of honesty and the opposing vice of dishonesty as part of his or her character at the same time.” The kind of unreliability or limitations I have in mind need not be understood—even potentially so—as vices.
11 Miller has confirmed this point in conversation.
12 By “somewhat regularly” I mean regularly enough such that the person cannot be said to “reliably refrain” from said activity.
13 While suboptimal, this should not be very surprising. That is, there is no antecedent reason to expect judgments about whether a person possesses minimal honesty versus a trait that falls just short of minimal honesty to be especially clear or straightforward (indeed we should probably expect a certain amount of vagueness on this point).
14 For instance, I assume it is clear enough that (barring additional relevant information) the persons in (E1) and (E2) reliably refrain from engaging in dishonest activity of a “significant” magnitude and variety across a “significant” range of honesty-relevant contexts.
15 A similar conclusion is suggested by the “everybody does it” response that one often hears in connection with certain highly prevalent but low-grade manifestations of dishonesty. It is unlikely that people who make this kind of remark also believe that most people aren’t weakly or minimally honest. Therefore, if the moral intuitions in question are to be trusted, it would seem that the possession of weak or minimal honesty is consistent with certain forms of dishonest behavior. Thanks to Walter Sinnott-Armstrong for this point.
16 This is made clear by his reference to “some of the dispositions to form beliefs and desires which make up a Mixed Cheating Trait” (emphasis added).
17 “A” singular trait may not be quite right, particularly in the case of honesty, which presumably has several dimensions. But this is neither here nor there relative to the present point. The critical difference between options 1 and 2, for my purposes, is that with option 2 the traits in question are comprised of dispositions that are in mutual opposition.
18 Thanks to Steve Porter for a helpful discussion of this point.
19 One possible cost is that option 1 may represent a further departure from ordinary ways of thinking about character compared with option 2. Option 2 allows Miller to substitute talk of virtues and vices with talk of “mixed traits” in a fairly straightforward way.
5.2 The Gift of Dishonesty

Bella M. DePaulo

In his persuasively argued chapter on the virtue of honesty, Miller uses the empirical research on cheating to make the case for his theoretical perspective. First, he amasses data across multiple studies, all suggesting that we humans do not behave very virtuously when it comes to cheating. Given all sorts of opportunities to take more than we deserve, we go for it. But then he reviews an equally impressive array of findings (sometimes from the same studies) showing that we aren’t nearly as dishonest as we could be.

That left Miller with this question: “But if most of us are not honest and also are not dishonest in this area of our moral lives, then what is going on?” The answer, he proposes, is that “most of us have ‘Mixed Cheating Traits.’” These traits include “dispositions to form desires in favor of cheating when the benefits of cheating (significantly) outweigh the costs, while also desiring as much as possible to still be thought of as an honest person by oneself and others.”

I am a social psychologist with no training in philosophy. My relevant research focus has been on the psychology of lying and deceiving. I have not tried to determine whether people have the virtue or trait of honesty. Instead, my colleague Kathy Bell and I created situations that would complicate any inclination to behave honestly by making other potential values and goals relevant as well. In the two studies I will discuss here, participants could honor the virtue of complete honesty only by dishonoring the virtue of treating other people kindly and tactfully. If they told the unvarnished truth, they would risk hurting another person’s feelings.
 
Our participants’ behavior in these challenging situations, we suggested, could be explained by a “defensibility postulate.” Participants misled the other person so as not to hurt her feelings, but only in ways that they could plausibly defend as honest, or at least not dishonest. This conclusion is remarkably similar to Miller’s evaluation of the implications of the empirical research on cheating.

In this commentary, I will describe the research in more detail. Along the way, I will suggest that the participants’ behaviors not only accord them some flexibility in how to think about their own honesty, but they also offer the other person interpretive options. Those who want to believe that the participant was conveying positive feedback could find evidence for that; from the same feedback, though, they could just as plausibly interpret the assessment as negative.

The experimental paradigm Bell and I designed was modeled after a situation we all face: telling other people what we think of them or their work or something they created. The situation is most challenging when what we really think is not at all positive.

Participants in our research were told that the experiment was designed to help art students learn more about how art is perceived by people who are not experts. In the first study (DePaulo and Bell, 1996), we welcomed students (47 men and 47 women from an East Coast American university), one at a time, into a room we had set up like an art gallery. Paintings created by other undergraduates adorned the walls. They varied greatly in quality. The participants were given time to study the paintings and choose the two they liked the best and the two they liked the least. Then they rated each of the paintings on scales ranging from 1 to 9, with 9 indicating the greatest liking. They also wrote down, for each of the chosen paintings, what they liked about them and what they disliked about them.

The participants really liked their favorite paintings—on the average, they rated them 7.35 on the 9-point scale. They also hated their least liked paintings—assigning them average ratings of 2.32, when 1 would have been as low as they could go.

After the participants had rated the paintings and written out what they liked and disliked about them, they were told that they would be discussing the paintings with an art student. In the two studies described here, the art students were actually confederates, not actual art students; we were reluctant to include actual art students without knowing just how honest the participants would be about the paintings they hated. Three women rotated in the role of the art student.

The participants were forewarned that the art student painted some of the pictures in the gallery and that she would tell them if the paintings were hers. They were also reassured (honestly) that the art student would not know which paintings the participants had selected as their most or least favorite and would never see their ratings of the paintings or their descriptions of what they liked most and least about each painting.

In the key condition of the study, the art student pointed to one of the two paintings the participant hated the most, and said, “This is one that I did—what do you think of it?” She then asked the participant what, specifically, she or he liked and disliked about the painting. The art student also asked about one of the paintings the participant liked the most. Again, she claimed that the painting was one that she did and asked the same questions.

We thought that the art student’s investment in the paintings (especially the one that the participant detested) would prove especially challenging to participants who might value honesty in the abstract but also value kindness and tact, especially when face-to-face with another human whose personal creations they were evaluating. To determine whether the art student’s investment in particular paintings really did matter, we instructed the art students to ask about two of the other paintings (one that the participant liked and one that the participant disliked) and make it clear that the paintings were someone else’s work. (The paintings described as the artist’s own work were actually selected at random from the ones the participants chose as their most and least liked, and were liked and disliked just as much as the ones described as the other artist’s work.)

Left to their own devices, we expected the students to act as if they had been explicitly instructed to “convince her [the art student] that you really did like the ones she painted so that her feelings won’t be hurt. It is OK to mention things you dislike about her paintings when she asks, but just try to convey the impression that overall, you like the ones she did.” So we gave one-third of the participants those exact instructions to be polite, and we gave another one-third no instructions at all about what impressions to convey. The other one-third of the participants were explicitly instructed to be honest (“for them to really learn about people’s perceptions of art, they have to hear unbiased descriptions of those perceptions”).

The first thing we wanted to know was whether participants would tell outright lies. In that most emotionally fraught condition in which the art student pointed to a painting the participant hated, said it was one of her own, and asked what the participant thought of it, how many would blatantly lie and say that they liked it?

Not many. Remember the defensibility postulate—it would be hard to defend an outright lie as truthful. When the participants were told to be polite, only 16% told that kindhearted outright lie about the painting of the artist’s that they detested. (See table 5.2.1.) The exact same percentage of participants in the no-instructions condition told an outright lie about that painting. (None of the participants in that condition claimed to like a painting they actually disliked when the painting was the work of another artist.) Of the participants explicitly instructed to be honest, only 3% lied and said they liked the art student’s painting that they actually hated.


Table 5.2.1 Percentage of participants who explicitly said they liked or disliked the paintings they actually did dislike or like


[image: 9245_005b_T5.2.1]
Adapted with permission from table 6 of DePaulo & Bell (1996). Copyright © 1996 by the American Psychological Association.

In that key condition, then, most participants were not totally dishonest. They refrained from telling the most bald-faced lie. But did they tell the most unadorned truth and say explicitly that they disliked the painting of the artist’s that they really did detest? That would be honest, but not very nice. The participants instructed to be honest did this 62% of the time. Of the participants not given any instructions, 40% told a bald-faced truth, admitting they disliked the artist’s painting that they did, in fact, dislike. Of the participants instructed to be polite, only 22% told the stark truth about the painting of the artist’s that they disliked.

Take another look at that second column in table 5.2.1. That’s the one showing the percentage of participants explicitly saying truthfully that they disliked the painting they really did dislike. The participants given no instructions or told to be polite were especially unlikely to tell these explicit truths about the paintings that were the artist’s own work. But now look at what they did when the paintings were some other artist’s work—the participants were significantly more likely to say, explicitly, that they disliked those paintings. I think they were doing something very subtle and clever—conveying an evaluation by implication. The participants really did dislike two of the paintings—one of the artist’s own paintings and one painted by a different artist—and they also disliked them equally. When the painting the participants disliked was painted by some other artist, 64% in the no-instructions condition and 47% in the polite condition explicitly said that they disliked it. But when the artist in front of them painted it, they were far less likely to say explicitly that they disliked it (40% and 22%, respectively). The artists who want to see the feedback as positive can say to themselves—hmm, the participant said he disliked the other artist’s painting but he did not say he disliked mine. I guess he liked mine. Or they could just as plausibly notice that the participant never said he or she liked their painting, and assume that meant he or she didn’t.

Among the participants instructed to be polite, the same evaluation by implication happened with the paintings they liked. When the participants were discussing a painting of the artist’s, they explicitly said that they liked it 81% of the time. When the painting they were discussing was the work of another artist, their explicit claims of liking the painting dropped to 69%. By refraining from saying explicitly that they liked the other artist’s painting, while making their liking of the artist’s work quite clear, the participants again are conveying, by implication, greater liking for the artist’s own work. This is not an outright lie—the participants did not say they liked the work of the artist in front of them better than the work of the other artist. Because they just implied it, they could more easily defend what they said as truthful, or at least not dishonest.

Over the course of the conversations with the artists, the participants described what they liked and disliked about each painting. If they were being just as honest about the paintings that were the artist’s own work as they were about the paintings done by another artist, then they would name the same proportion of liked and disliked aspects in both cases. But that’s not what happened. When discussing paintings they disliked, participants mentioned an average of five things they disliked and only four things they liked when the painting was another artist’s work. But when the painting they disliked was described as the work of the artist in front of them, participants named fewer things they disliked (three instead of five) and more things they liked (six instead of four).

When we compared the aspects participants mentioned during their conversations with the artist to the aspects they had written down beforehand, we found that they generally came up with some new things to mention that they had not already listed. Again, they favored the artist in front of them in the new aspects they noted. They came up with more new things they liked when they were discussing the artist’s own work than the other artist’s work, and fewer things they disliked.

Even though the participants liked the other artist’s work just as much as the work of the artist in front of them, they conveyed much more flattering ratios of liked to disliked aspects for the artist’s own work. In a way, they were conveying the misleading impression that they liked the work of the artist in front of them more than the other artist’s. And yet, the participants could, if pressed on the matter, defend what they had said as honest. After all, perhaps they really did like all of the aspects of the paintings they said they liked—even the new ones they hadn’t noticed when they first wrote down their assessments. And if they did not mention all of the aspects of the artist’s own work that they actually disliked—well, that’s not really an outright lie, is it?

In a second study (Bell and DePaulo, 1996), we tested whether the participants’ fondness for the artists would influence their honesty. If participants only cared about being honest, then their own feelings about the art student should not matter. They should be just as direct and evenhanded with the artists they like a lot as with those they do not like as much, even in the challenging situation in which an honest assessment could be a hurtful one.

To create different levels of liking for the art students, we adopted a procedure used successfully many times before. At the beginning of the study, participants indicate their attitudes on twenty social issues. Then they were shown the same twenty items, as completed by the art student (supposedly). Half of the 48 participants (all female undergraduates) discovered that the art student agreed with them on seventeen of the twenty issues. The other half found that the art student disagreed with them on seventeen of the twenty issues. The participants who were led to believe that they mostly agreed with the artist ended up liking her more and enjoying their interactions with her more than those who were led to believe that they mostly disagreed with her. The differences were small but reliable: On a scale ranging from 1 to 9, with 9 indicating the greatest liking, the participants in the agreement condition liked the artist an average of 6, compared to 5 (the midpoint of the scale) in the disagreement condition.

When the truth was hard to tell, participants were less honest with the artist they liked more. When they disliked the artist’s painting, only 2% of the participants who liked the artist explicitly said that they disliked her painting. Of the participants who did not like the artist as much, 10% of them explicitly said that they disliked the painting of hers that they really did dislike.

The participants who liked the artist more also flattered her more by the relative evaluations they conveyed by implication. Although only 2% of them explicitly said that they disliked the artist’s own work that they really did dislike, 29% of them explicitly said they disliked the other artist’s painting that they really did dislike. Among the participants who did not like the artist as much, the discrepancy was less flattering: 10% of them said explicitly that they disliked the artist’s own work, compared to 19% who said the same about the other artist’s work.

When discussing the specific things they liked and disliked about the paintings, the participants who liked the artist more were again more delicate with her. They came up with more new things that they liked about the paintings (four for the liked artists, compared to three for the less-liked artists) and slightly fewer that they disliked (1.9 compared to 2.1).

In other research on lying in everyday life, Deborah Kashy and I also found that in situations in which the truth might hurt, people tell more lies to the people they care about the most (DePaulo and Kashy, 1998), almost as if their dishonesty were some special gift. In those studies, a sample of college students as well as a more demographically diverse sample of people from the community kept track of all of their social interactions for a week and all of the lies they told during those interactions. They also recorded the initials of the people to whom they told each of their lies and their relationship to each of those people. Although people told fewer lies overall to the people to whom they felt closer (especially when the lies were self-serving), the results were different for the kinds of lies told to spare another person’s feelings. More of those kindhearted lies were told to best friends and other friends than to strangers or acquaintances.

There are two key implications for Miller’s perspective. First, honesty is not simply a matter of avoiding the telling of lies; withholding one’s true opinion is relevant, too. Second, lying or withholding information may not be much of a vice when motivated by concern for another person.
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5.3 Honesty Revisited: More Conceptual and Empirical Reflections

Christian B. Miller

I am very grateful to Jason Baehr and Bella DePaulo for the careful attention they have paid to my chapter. As I noted, this is my initial foray into providing a conceptual account of the virtue of honesty, and for that matter it is about the only such attempt any philosopher has offered in the past forty years. If others start to go down this road too, I would be thrilled.

Following the structure of my paper, I will start with conceptual matters before turning to the implications of the empirical studies and then ending with more on mixed traits.


The Conceptual Account

At the conceptual level, my initial goal was to present what I called the unification challenge, which asks what it is that the virtues of truthfulness, being respectful of property, proper compliance, fidelity to promises, and forthrightness have in common that ties them all to the virtue of honesty. I acknowledged that the answer might be nothing, but I also thought that I would take a stab at a proposal and see where it took us. The basic idea of the account was summarized as follows:

(H1) The virtue of honesty is, centrally, a character trait concerned with reliably not intentionally distorting the facts.

I then went on to note various refinements and revisions that could (and perhaps should) be made to help make this proposal more plausible.

Baehr raises a forceful dilemma for (H1). His main claim is that “honesty demands something much more positive, for example, a bringing to light or stating of certain important facts—facts that might otherwise go unnoticed or remain hidden” (emphasis his). He then provides the nice example of B who has been lied to by A, and C who knows about the lies. According to Baehr, honesty might require C to inform B of A’s lies, but “a failure to do so wouldn’t appear to involve an ‘intentional distorting of the facts.’” In a footnote, he goes on to rightly connect this point to what I called the virtue of forthrightness and remarks that his objection could be recast in terms of forthrightness not being captured by (H1).

I see two promising ways for me to proceed in responding. One is to return to my discussion in the paper of the “too passive” objection. There I suggested that, for those who are concerned about (H1) making honesty overly negative, a revision could be offered along the following lines:

(H5) The virtue of honesty is, centrally, a character trait concerned with reliably not intentionally distorting the facts in one’s own life and also with actively preventing such distortions in others (in morally appropriate ways).

This revision seems to take care of Baehr’s case. C would indeed be required, on this account, to inform B of A’s lies so as to actively prevent the (continued) distortion of the facts which those lies brought about.

That is a relatively simple and straightforward reply. Alternatively, the second promising way for me to proceed is to try to block Baehr’s worry by relying just on the resources provided by (H1). Here Baehr rightly anticipates how this reply might go. If C were to do nothing while feeling the force of a moral obligation for him to intervene, then (1) he would be intentionally distorting the moral facts that apply to him and his obligation to say something to B, and (2) he would be intentionally distorting the descriptive facts from B’s perspective in that he would be presenting himself as agreeing with what A said or at least as not being aware that A has lied to B. Stated another way, he would be intentionally acting toward B as if he did not have this information about A’s lies.

However, if I go down the path of providing this sort of reply, Baehr is worried that I will be saddled with the consequence that “any immoral act will count as an act of dishonesty.” This appears to him to be a serious problem. Let me see what I can say to try and deflate it.

First of all, I must confess that rather than a serious problem, it could be a very interesting and novel consequence. Note that the claim would not be that all immoral acts only involve dishonesty. Of course that is a crazy view. Rather it is the claim that, in addition to being an act of cowardice, or maliciousness, or laziness, for instance, an immoral action also involves some element of dishonesty. This is intriguing to me, and worthy of further consideration in future work.1

But suppose we do not want to bite off that much in defending (H1). Next, I might try to question Baehr’s examples. He offers the case of a woman who thinks she is the center of the universe and another case of a distant parent whose interactions with his children mistakenly suggest to them that they are of little value to him. Baehr claims it is clear that these are not cases of dishonesty, but he also thinks that they would count as such given (H1) since, in a broad sense of “intentionally,” the people involved are intentionally distorting the facts.

Here the natural reply is to insist on a narrower sense of “intentionally.”2 In other words, the vain woman did not intentionally distort the facts, because she genuinely believed all along that she is the center of the universe. Similarly, the parent is not intentionally distorting the facts about the worth of his children if he is unaware that his actions are suggesting that they are of little value.

This narrow sense of “intentionally” would also align with what I said in the paper about the case of the bald-faced theft committed by the pirate. There I was thinking that he intentionally distorts the moral facts and so is dishonest because (1) he performs the relevant actions intentionally (as opposed to accidentally or the like),3 (2) the actions themselves go against the relevant moral facts and so are morally wrong, and (3) he knows that he is not entitled to the property of these people (he knows it is their stuff and not his and so is clear that he is taking from them what is theirs without their permission). So here we would have a case of dishonesty, according to (H1), but not in Baehr’s two cases, at least given this narrow understanding of “intentionally.”

I do not pretend, though, that this reply would solve all the problems here. For we might wonder whether there are cases of dishonesty in which there is no intentional distortion of the descriptive and moral facts, as the person sees them, but in fact he is badly mistaken about what is actually the case. I raised this topic in the paper (see Potential Revision 3), and I readily acknowledge that much more work is needed in this area.

To summarize, then, Baehr’s concerns about my conceptual account of honesty are worth taking very seriously. I have suggested that they can be met, at least to some extent, either by revising the account along the lines of (H5) or by thinking more about what “intentional” distortion of the facts might involve.


The Thresholds of Honesty

Baehr provides a very accurate summary of my approach to arriving at the conclusion that there is good (preliminary) evidence that most people do not possess the virtue of honesty, at least with respect to matters of cheating. By way of criticism, he focuses on two threshold requirements I offered in the paper—one for honesty with respect to cheating and one for honesty with respect to lying—and provides plausible revisions to them.4

To begin, I am fine with Baehr’s reformulation of (C1) and (C2) as the following:

(C1*) When in an honesty-relevant context, a minimally honest person will reliably refrain from cheating.

(C2*) When in an honesty-relevant context, a minimally honest person will reliably refrain from lying.5

I also really liked his two cases and accept the need to further revise these proposals. They were always intended to be works-in-progress.

Thankfully, Baehr gives us a helpful revision as follows:

(TR1) A person who is minimally honest will reliably refrain from engaging in dishonest activity (e.g., lying or cheating) of a significant “magnitude” and “variety” across a significant range of honesty-relevant contexts.

I am initially inclined to accept this revision but want to spell it out a bit more. In doing so, I acknowledge that I may be departing from how he intended the proposal to be understood. I am not sure.

To help develop (TR1) further, consider these cases:

	Case 1: Someone who never or almost never commits any dishonest actions, except for actions of one kind—he repeatedly has affairs behind his wife’s back and then lies to cover them up.
	My Verdict: Not minimally honest.



	Case 2: Someone who never or almost never commits any dishonest acts of significant magnitude, but in just a few situations reliably commits low-stakes dishonest actions.
	My Verdict: Like Baehr, I agree that this person can be minimally honest.



	Case 3: Someone who never or almost never commits any dishonest acts of significant magnitude, but who reliably commits many low-stakes dishonest actions in a “variety” of situations with a “significant range.” For instance, he cheats on his taxes in small ways, tells a number of small lies, breaks minor promises routinely, pockets small goods from stores, and does similar actions in a host of other honesty-relevant contexts.
	My Verdict: Not minimally honest.




Perhaps most controversially, I also want to say this:

	Case 4: Someone who never or almost never commits any dishonest acts of significant magnitude, but who reliably commits many low-stakes dishonest actions in just one “variety” of a situation.6 For instance, he never cheats or lies in even low-stakes situations, and never steals anything of significant worth or value, but does reliably pocket candy from grocery stores, steals CDs from parties at people’s houses, takes change from kids’ piggy banks, and so forth.
	My Verdict: Not minimally honest. At the same time, we can say that he is virtuous in having what I called truthfulness, proper compliance, fidelity to promises, and forthrightness. However, being minimally honest requires meeting the threshold in all five domains pertaining to honesty.




Given my take on these four cases, I would prefer to develop Baehr’s proposal along the lines of something like the following:

	(TR1*) A person who is minimally honest will reliably refrain from engaging in both of the following:
	(a) Dishonest activity (e.g., lying or cheating) of a significant “magnitude” in all or nearly all honesty-relevant contexts, and

	(b) Dishonest activity (e.g., lying or cheating) across a significant range of low-stakes honesty-relevant contexts, whether of one variety (e.g., cheating) or many.




Again, I am not sure if Baehr would accept this revision to his proposal, but it strikes me as plausible, and it will come into play when we take up the relevant empirical issues in the next section.


The Empirical Evidence

Using (TR1), Baehr considers the empirical studies I reviewed which found that a number of participants engaged in various forms of cheating behavior. He rightly notes that these studies are not longitudinal and typically involved low-magnitude dishonest actions and low-stakes honest-relevant contexts. He concludes about these studies, “As such, they seem like a shaky basis for drawing conclusions about whether most people are weakly or minimally honest.” Let me say four things in my defense.

First Reply. I too tried to be guarded in what I was claiming on the basis of the experimental evidence, such as it is. For instance, I noted that we cannot come to any reasonable conclusions on the basis of that evidence about other areas of honesty and dishonesty such as keeping promises and being forthright.7 And even in the case of cheating, the evidence is far from conclusive; indeed the only bar I was aiming at (or should have been aiming at) is whether my conclusion is a reasonable one to adopt in light of the evidence.

Second Reply. I agree that most if not all of the studies on honesty and cheating involve low-stakes contexts. But as we saw at the end of the previous section, even then the requirement (TR1*) could still fail to be met. As I claimed with respect to Case 4, a reliable pattern of low-stakes cheating behavior could still signal a failure to meet the minimal threshold for this one part of the virtue of honesty (and hence, for honesty as a whole since meeting the thresholds for each part is necessary for having the virtue of honesty as a whole).

What do the studies collectively suggest to me? They suggest that there is such a reliable pattern. Whether it is taking an anagram test, stopping a task after five minutes, or reporting the rolls of a die, the same pattern of pervasive cheating has repeatedly emerged.

Third Reply. Baehr focused on one of the requirements I offered pertaining to honesty and cheating. But in my paper I briefly mentioned three other criteria:

	I would not expect an honest person’s level of cheating to increase noticeably because of insignificant similarities that were observed between himself and someone else who is cheating nearby, or because of differences in the lighting of a room.8

	I would not expect an honest person who has been exposed to moral rules to be motivated to forget them after cheating.9

	I would not expect an honest person to experience a mood boost after cheating and getting away with it.


In fairness, I did not formulate these very precisely, nor did I apply them to the studies I reviewed. But my point here is that, even if the studies in question are not obviously incompatible with one behavioral requirement for honesty, we have to consider other requirements as well. The overall picture that emerges, in my mind, is that when considered in light of all the relevant requirements for honesty with respect to cheating, the cheating studies make it reasonable to conclude that most people do not qualify.

Baehr might reply by using the same strategy that he did with (C1) and argue that failures when it comes to forgetting moral rules and the like are compatible with at least minimal honesty so long as the cases involve low-stakes honesty-relevant contexts. I tend to be skeptical about using such a strategy here, but let me grant the point for now. Even so, it is not clear whether the phenomena in question—the impact of insignificant similarities, the lighting of a room, our motivation to forget moral rules, and the presence of a mood boost—are only bound up with low-magnitude cheating. In fact, I think we should expect just the opposite, namely that they would have a significant impact regardless of the magnitude of the cheating. However, I admit that this is an empirical matter that awaits further study.

Fourth Reply. Over the course of now many years working on the issue of what studies in psychology suggest about whether most people possess the traditional virtues and vices, I have always said that a reasonable answer is that most people do not possess them. I have also tended to argue for this conclusion by using certain behavioral requirements, like (C1) and (C2), which I have tried to spell out for moral virtues such as honesty. However, I have come to think that a better strategy for arriving at this conclusion is more indirect. I can spell it out as follows:

	Observe the behavior of participants in dozens of studies when they were in different morally relevant situations, in this case cheating-relevant situations.

	Analyze these observations to extract patterns of behavior in these situations.

	On the basis of these studies collectively, arrive at a plausible account of the underlying dispositions to form beliefs, desires, emotions, and the like that were responsible for the observed patterns of behavior.

	Compare this collection of underlying mental state dispositions with the collections of mental state dispositions that constitute the relevant virtue and the relevant vice (in this case honesty and dishonesty with respect to cheating).

	Determine whether the mental state dispositions inferred on the basis of the psychological research align closely or not with those constituting the relevant virtue or vice.


In my paper, I did a bit of work in this regard, reviewing, for instance, the leading psychological explanation for the robust effect on cheating of recalling the Ten Commandments or facing a mirror.10 And at the end of the paper I suggested that part of a reasonable causal psychological story emerging from the empirical literature involved the following:11

	(a) Dispositions to form beliefs about how cheating is wrong (in most cases).

	(b) Dispositions to form beliefs and desires in favor of cheating in order to avoid personal failure, embarrassment, and so forth.

	(c) Dispositions to form beliefs and desires in favor of not cheating in order to avoid getting caught, punished, and so forth.

	(d) Dispositions to form desires in favor of not cheating when the benefits of cheating do not (significantly) outweigh the costs.

	(e) Dispositions to form desires in favor of cheating when the benefits of cheating (significantly) outweigh the costs, while also desiring as much as possible to still be thought of as an honest person by oneself and others.


From there, I noted that it is no surprise that most people’s cheating behavior appears to be highly fragmented. Furthermore, I reported that I had a hard time aligning this collection of dispositions with the collections, as I envision them, for either honesty or dishonesty when it comes to cheating.

It is for this reason, more than any other, that I continue to believe that it is reasonable to doubt that most adult Westerners are even minimally honest in the domain of cheating.


Some Additional Studies

I have long been a big fan of Bella DePaulo’s research on matters of honesty and have discussed her work on lying extensively in chapter 10 of my 2013 book. In her commentary, she quite appropriately brings into the discussion two of her studies on the question of whether people will tell the truth to another person about how they view that person’s work, in this case a painting the person made.

As a quick side note, these studies are not about cheating behavior and so do not factor into the empirical debates we just had in the previous section. Rather they pertain more directly to the domains of honesty having to do with telling the truth versus lying and reporting information versus withholding it, as DePaulo rightly notes at the end of her commentary.

The results DePaulo reports are precisely what I would have expected given my mixed trait framework, as she seems to agree. On the one hand, we see various forms of honest behavior that I would not have expected to find if the participants were dishonest in these domains. For instance, DePaulo found the following trends:

	Few participants told an outright lie that they liked the art student’s painting that they really disliked.

	When instructed to be honest, the majority of participants were honest about the art student’s painting that they disliked.


At the same time, there were various forms of dishonest behavior too that I would not have expected to find if participants were honest in these domains, such as the following:

	Many participants gave different evaluations of two paintings they equally disliked when one of the paintings was by the art student they were talking to and the other painting was by some other undergraduate student with whom they did not have any contact.

	Many participants mentioned fewer things they disliked about the art student’s painting versus another painting, even though they disliked both equally.

	Many participants “came up with more new things they liked when they were discussing the artist’s own work than the other artist’s work, and fewer things they disliked.”

	Many participants “were less honest with the artist they liked more.”


Furthermore, what DePaulo calls the “defensibility postulate” should sound strikingly familiar from our discussion of the empirical literature on cheating: “Participants misled the other person so as not to hurt her feelings, but only in ways that they could plausibly defend as honest, or at least not dishonest.”

Yet despite this happy convergence with my own theory, here is an important word of caution. Just because the pattern of behavior that DePaulo observed is in line with what my mixed trait model would predict, it does not follow that it supports that model over the competing model which says that these participants did indeed possess the virtue of honesty. For that competing model could try to explain the same data by appealing to the virtues of honesty and compassion, and claim that when in the presence of the art student asking about her work, participants were moved by their compassion for her to protect her feelings and hold back from honestly reporting that they disliked her painting.12

This is a good illustration of why it is a mistake to infer anything about the presence or absence of a virtue just from one or two studies. Instead we need dozens of relevant studies pertaining to lots of different situations in order to see what patterns of behavior, and ultimately what underlying mental state dispositions, are really at work.


A Word on Mixed Traits

The goal of my paper was not to develop my positive account of mixed traits in any detail, which is something I have done in two recent books (2013, 2014). So it is completely natural that many questions would arise from my overly brief presentation.

Baehr’s particular question is “In what sense are mixed traits single traits?” He then proceeds to formulate these two claims:

	We possess “mixed traits” in the sense that, relative to a given virtue concept like honesty, we possess a mixture of traits, some of which dispose us toward virtuous (e.g., honest) behavior, some of which dispose us toward vicious (e.g., dishonest) behavior, but neither of which is good or bad enough to count as a virtue or a vice.

	We possess “mixed traits” in the sense that, relative to a given virtue concept like honesty, we possess a singular, generic trait that is constituted partly by dispositions to engage in honest activity and partly of dispositions to engage in dishonest activity, but that is neither good or bad enough to count as a virtue or a vice.


Baehr wonders why I favor (as indeed I do) claim 2 over claim 1.

Briefly, at the broadest level I individuate moral character traits by moral domain, and I individuate moral domains by ordinary language. So with respect to the moral domain of helping other people, one character trait someone might have is the virtue of compassion. That virtue is a single trait, even though it is composed of many different psychological dispositions to form beliefs, desires, intentions, and emotions of a compassionate kind. With respect to the same moral domain, another character trait someone might have is the vice of apathy, which is similarly complex and multidimensional. And—as I have argued at great length elsewhere—a third option instead is that a person might possess a mixed helping trait, which has its own constituent psychological dispositions that are distinct from those which constitute compassion and apathy.13

The same picture applies here to the moral domain of cheating. Ordinary language recognizes this as its own moral domain, which also has subdomains pertaining to the different areas of life where we might cheat (marriages, exams, academic research, etc.). With respect to the domain of cheating, there is the virtue of honesty. There is the vice of dishonesty. And there is a mixed cheating trait. Indeed, I just noted in (a) through (e) above what some of the constituent members of that trait are.

At the same time, my ontology of moral character traits is extremely permissive. So you could also talk, if you wanted to, about certain bundles of dispositions in a mixed cheating trait, say with respect to cheating and mood, and call them a trait too. Indeed if you want to dispense with trait language altogether, and just work with the long lists of particular dispositions to form beliefs, desires, and so forth, I am fine with that too. However, that will quickly prove to be cumbersome and unwieldy, whereas thinking and talking in terms of traits, while it might oversimplify matters, is much more practically useful for the purposes of explaining and predicting people’s behavior.14

By way of conclusion, many thanks again to Jason Baehr and Bella DePaulo for helping me to think through these very difficult issues.
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Notes

1 Walter Sinnott-Armstrong has pointed out to me that a similar idea might be found in the work of the Enlightenment philosopher William Wollaston. I hope to explore this connection in future work.
2 The relevant contrast to “intentionally,” as I am using it here, is accidentally. As Walter Sinnott-Armstrong has pointed out to me, sometimes “intentionally” can connote an intention, where the relevant contrast would be “not as part of a plan” (see Bratman, 1987). But that is not the sense of “intentionally” I have in mind. On my usage here, a person can bring about a side effect of an action intentionally, where this amounts (roughly) to knowing that the action would have this effect, while not having the effect be part of his plan.
3 See the previous footnote.
4 The issues Baehr raises have also been discussed, more abstractly and without a focus on honesty, by Sreenivasan (2008, pp. 609–611).
5 Technically C2 was a claim about everyday lies (vs. serious lies), but this makes no difference for our purposes here.
6 Recall that Baehr has a specific understanding of “variety” in mind: “‘Varieties’ of dishonest activity correspond to the dimensions of dishonesty noted above: lying, cheating, stealing, deceiving, and so forth.”
7 Although lying may be an exception. See my 2013: chapter 10.
8 As a reminder of the relevant studies I mentioned in the paper, Francesca Gino and Adam Galinsky (2012) found that cheating in the shredder condition when participants were with one other stranger in a room increased dramatically when participants found out that they shared the same birth month and year as the stranger. And Chen-Bo Zhong and his colleagues (2010) found that cheating increased dramatically in the shredder condition in a dimly lit room as compared to a well-lit room.
9 Again as a reminder, Lisa Shu and Francesca Gino (2012) found that participants who were exposed to moral rules and then cheated in the shredder condition subsequently forgot all or parts of those rules.
10 I have done more elsewhere. See Miller (2014, chapter 3).
11 The list which follows first appeared in Miller (2014, chapter 3).
12 DePaulo herself suggests this in one place when she writes that “participants could honor the virtue of complete honesty only by dishonoring the virtue of treating other people kindly and tactfully.”
13 See Miller (2013, 2014).
14 I say much more about these issues in Miller (2013, pp. 180–184, and 2014, chapter 7).
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6 The Twin Dimensions of the Virtue of Humility: Low Self-Focus and High Other-Focus

Thomas Nadelhoffer and Jennifer Cole Wright

Although humility is often equated in people’s minds with low self-regard and tends to activate images of the stoop-shouldered, self-deprecating, weak-willed soul only too willing to yield to the wishes of others, in reality humility is the antithesis of this caricature.

—Robert A. Emmons (1998, p. 33)


Humility is one of the strangest of the traditional virtues. On the one hand, it is associated with positive traits—being down-to-earth, keeping one’s accomplishments in proper perspective, being less self-occupied, and displaying a willingness to help (and forgive) others. On the other hand, it has been associated with traits such as low-mindedness, self-abasement, self-denigration, and even self-loathing.

For these and related reasons, philosophers and psychologists have found humility puzzling and problematic. It is one thing to insist that humility requires us to understand our proper place and to focus more on others than we focus on ourselves. It is another thing altogether to insist that we view ourselves as inherently corrupted, vile, and wretched—as some prominent theologians have suggested. Given the more extreme conceptions of humility, it is no wonder that many philosophers have dismissed humility. Nor should we be surprised by how little it has been empirically studied.

But before we pass judgment on humility (whether positive or negative), we must first decide what we take it to be (and not to be). Whether we follow St. Thomas Aquinas (1274/1972) and others in defining humility as “self-abasement to the lowest place” (Summa Theologiae [ST], II-II, Q. 161, Art. 1, ad. 2) or instead define it more innocuously as the capacity to keep one’s accomplishments and self-worth in perspective, this initial definition will influence what we conclude about the nature and value of humility. This problem is not just a tempest in a philosophical teapot—it is critical to the empirical study of humility as well.

Our first goal in this paper is to briefly explore (in the section “The Philosophy of Humility”), the most prominent and influential view of humility put forward by theologians and philosophers and highlight the shortcomings and limitations of this view. Next (in the section “The Psychology of Humility”), we turn our attention to the psychological literature on humility. Psychologists (like the philosophers and theologians before them) have been challenged by their disagreement about what humility is—and how it is best operationalized. They have also faced the challenge of measurement. Given the nature of humility, you can’t ask people whether they are humble without raising worries about expectancy, social desirability, and self-enhancement. This problem has prompted one prominent researcher to conclude that “by its very nature, the construct of humility poses some special challenges to researchers” (Tangney, 2000, p. 75) and that humility “may represent one of those relatively rare personality constructs that is simply unamenable to self-report methods” (Tangney, 2000, p. 78).

While these concerns about humility must be taken seriously, we think there is nonetheless a philosophically respectable and empirically tractable model of humility worth considering. By way of explanation, we will present our account (in the section “Our Own Positive Account of Humility”) of the twin dimensions of humility—namely, (1) low self-focus, that is, being hypo-egoistically decentered and aware of one’s place in the grander scheme of things, and (2) high other-focus, that is, being attuned to the needs and interests of others and sensitive to the fact that others have moral standing, which requires our respect and attention.

After laying out our own account, we will then discuss its virtues. Then having placed our proverbial cards on the table, we will turn to our empirical exploration of humility, thusly defined (in the “Understanding Humility” section)—for which we adopted a multipronged approach. First, we explored the folk concept of humility in children, adolescents, and adults. Second, we developed a self-report scale for measuring humility indirectly—thereby avoiding the worry raised earlier (and in “The Psychology of Humility” section). Third, we used linguistic analysis to explore how humble people write, both in general and specifically about humility. Finally, we explored the relationship between humility and other morally relevant attributes and indicators of psychological well-being. The findings from these projects collectively lend support to our account.

Finally, in the “Humility as a Foundational Virtue?” section, we will briefly discuss the possibility that humility is a foundational or metavirtue—that humility may be a “gateway” virtue, necessary for the acquisition and/or full development of other virtues. On this view, unless and until an individual is sufficiently humble, he or she is not in the proper epistemic and ethical position to behave in ways that are morally mature—the individual is not fully virtuous. Having gestured at this possibility—which is an idea we are developing more fully elsewhere—we conclude by setting the stage for future work in humility research.

As should be expected, our quest to better understand the nature and value humility has been a humbling experience—and there is much yet to be done at the crossroads of philosophy and psychology before we can fully understand this elusive yet foundational virtue.


The Philosophy of Humility

One issue that arises in the literature on humility is whether it is a trait with its own set of features or is simply the absence of other negative traits such as pride, arrogance, haughtiness, hubris, and the like—in other words, whether people possess humility or simply lack various negative traits. Perhaps this is due to the family of related concepts that have historically been associated with humility. In the Old Testament, for instance, pride and arrogance are often picked out as chief vices to be avoided. On this view, while the proud and high-minded will be punished for adopting an inflated, self-important attitude, being sufficiently low-minded is a way of keeping oneself in God’s graces. It is therefore to be expected that when humility is mentioned in the Old Testament (which is not as common as one might think), it is often the act of being humbled that is identified as important.

This conception of humility carries over into the New Testament where the act of being humbled is once again presented as a pathway to salvation. Indeed for some, humility is viewed as a cornerstone of Christian spirituality,1 a virtue that both does and should play an essential role in our moral and spiritual lives.

For present purposes, we’ll call this religious conception of humility the “self-abasement view”—a view whereby we should actively and openly acknowledge our lowliness and insignificance in relation to God’s greatness. This way of understanding humility was taken to its extreme during the Middle Ages—a historical twist that set the stage for hundreds of years of debate. Consider the following representative passages:

	“When a man reflects on these things.… He will be filled with fear and trembling, as he becomes conscious of his own lowly condition, poverty, and insignificance.… He will then realize he is a vessel full of shame, dishonor, and reproach, empty and deficient.” (Maimonides, twelfth century/1972, p. 48)

	“If this device [humbling oneself before God] is properly understood in its subtlety, it is nothing else but a true knowledge and experience of yourself as you are, a wretch, filth, far worse than nothing. This knowledge and experience is humility.” (The Cloud of Unknowing, fourteenth century/1981, p. 181)


According to this, humility not only requires us to have a low-minded attitude toward our accomplishments and self-worth, but also to engage in active self-abasement (and perhaps even self-loathing).

This extreme version of religious humility drew the critical glance of philosophers, ranging from Spinoza and Hume to Nietzsche and Sidgwick. If humility requires “self-abasement to the lowest place” (ST, II–II, Q. 161, Art. 1, ad. 2) as St. Thomas Aquinas and others have suggested, then it is hard to see how it could be a virtue—especially when a certain degree of dignity, self-worth, and self-esteem contribute to our health and happiness. Given the historical association between humility and humiliation, self-degradation, shame, and the like—and the view of the humble person as someone “who accepts his lowly position as due him” (Taylor, 1985, p. 17, emphasis added)—it is no wonder that humility fell out of fashion in the wake of the Enlightenment.

One strategy to salvage humility’s status as a virtue was to “remove the negative baggage from the traditional conception of religious humility” to see if anything valuable remained (Hare, 1996, p. 235). If humility could be conceptualized in ways that eschewed self-abasement (and the metaphysical and epistemic inaccuracies that undergirded it), then more could be said in defense of treating it as a virtue.

In order to sidestep the self-abasement view, some adopted a more positive conception of humility whereby the genuinely humble person could have a perfectly accurate appreciation for his or her own value, skills, and abilities—the person just couldn’t give it much thought or grant it much importance. According to this view, one need not be self-deprecating to be humble—one need only to “keep one’s accomplishments, traits, abilities … in perspective, even if stimulated to exaggerate them” (Richards, 1988, p. 256; see also Snow, 1995). In other words, humility might not require us to hold ourselves in low regard, but rather just to not be enamored with ourselves. Like previous views, this account involved a “reduction” of the self—but here it was a “decentering” rather than a “decreasing.” We cease to experience ourselves as the center of the universe and recognize that there is more out there to think about, and to care about, than ourselves.

The chief benefit of this more positive conception of humility should be clear—because being humble merely requires the absence of self-importance and the ability to keep one’s ego in check, it involves neither self-deception nor self-abasement. Plus, this view is compatible with both self-esteem and self-understanding—two important traits that cannot be easily accommodated by other accounts of humility. This makes it easier to consider humility a virtue.

One of the key issues when it comes to the ongoing debate about humility is where we should begin—that is, which variety of humility should we embrace and which should we eschew? From what we’ve said in the preceding pages, it’s probably clear which variety we prefer—accounts of humility that allow us to treat it as a virtue seem preferable to those that force us to treat it as a vice.2 But before we present our own positive account of the core of humility (in the “Our Own Positive Account of Humility” section) and discuss the evidence we believe supports it (in the “Understanding Humility” section), we should briefly explore the ways psychologists have defined and operationalized humility.


The Psychology of Humility

Humility is a relatively “neglected virtue in the social and psychological sciences” (Tangney, 2000, p. 70). Given the recent resurgence of interest in the virtues coming from positive psychology, this neglect is somewhat surprising—but, as Tangney (2000) has pointed out, there are two primary hurdles to studying humility which help explain it.

The first is that before researchers can study humility, they must first consistently define it. Given humility’s tangled history, this is no simple task. Some researchers (e.g., Klein, 1992; Knight and Nadel, 1986; Langston and Cantor, 1989; Weiss and Knight, 1980) adopted the traditional “self-abasement” view—borrowing from dictionary definitions of humility, such as “the quality of being humble or of having a lowly opinion of oneself; meekness, lowliness, humbleness: the opposite of pride or haughtiness” (Oxford English Dictionary; McArthur, 1998) or “lowly in kind, state, condition, etc.; of little worth, unimportant … having a sense of insignificance, unworthiness, dependence, or sinfulness” (Funk & Wagnalls Standard College Dictionary, 1963).

Others have adopted more positive conceptions of humility. Tangney (2000) defines humility as having (1) an accurate assessment of one’s talents and achievements; (2) the ability to acknowledge one’s mistakes, imperfections, gaps in knowledge, and limitations; (3) an openness to new ideas, contradictory information, and advice; and (4) a general appreciation of the value of other people and things. Others define it along similar lines—such as having a moderate or accurate view of oneself (Baumeister and Exline, 2002; Emmons, 1999; Rowatt et al., 2002; Sandage, Wiens, and Dahl, 2001; Tangney, 2000, 2009), often accompanied by a relative lack of self-preoccupation (Tangney, 2000; Templeton, 1997) or desire to distort information, or otherwise “self-enhance” or make oneself look and feel better (Peterson and Seligman, 2004), as well as an open-minded willingness to admit mistakes and seek new information and a general desire to learn (Hwang, 1982; Tangney, 2000, 2009; Templeton, 1997).

Yet others have define humility in terms of interpersonal qualities—such as empathy, gentleness, respect, and appreciation for the equality, autonomy, and value of others (Halling, Kunz, and Rowe, 1994; Means, Wilson, Sturm, Biron, and Bach, 1990; Sandage, 1999; Tangney, 2002, 2009), gratitude (Emmons, 2007), a willingness to share credit for accomplishments and acknowledge mistakes (Exline and Geyer, 2004; Tangney, 2000, 2009; Vera and Rodriguez-Lopez, 2004), an openness to new or divergent ideas (Gantt, 1967; Harrell and Bond, 2006; Morris, Brotheridge, and Urbanski, 2005; Neuringer, 1991; Tangney, 2000, 2009; Templeton, 1995), and a willingness to surrender oneself to God or some other transcendent power (Emmons and Kneezel, 2005; Murray, 2001; Powers, Nam, Rowatt, and Hill, 2007). Relatedly, Rowden (2009) defines humility as a shift from the narrow preoccupation with self or other into the broader consideration of self and other.

Even with these more positive empirical accounts of humility, some important worries linger. For one, these accounts conflate humility with other constructs. For example, the most prominent views of humility—as a Values in Action Inventory (VIA) character strength (Peterson and Seligman, 2004) or as a factor in the HEXACO account of personality (Lee and Ashton, 2004)—mix features of humility with other constructs, such as modesty (both views), honesty, sincerity, greed avoidance, and fairness (HEXACO only). Yet, recent data—including our own—suggest that humility is distinct from these constructs (Davis et al., 2010; Wright et al., 2015).

In addition, most of the empirical accounts of humility suffer from the same basic flaw: They do not specify which of the attributes or qualities listed constitute the core of humility and which are simply related to humility—for example, as a precursor, a parallel process, or a downstream consequence. Humble people may indeed possess and express all of the above attributes and qualities, and they may even do so because they are humble. However, that does not mean that those attributes and qualities are humility. Indeed, our worry is that while these approaches capture some of the psychological preconditions of humility—as well as some of the interpersonal and intrapersonal consequences of being humble—they nevertheless fail to illuminate the core of humility itself (more on this in the section “Our Own Positive Account of Humility”).

The second hurdle is that humility is an “elusive virtue”—difficult to measure, especially via traditional self-report. As Davis, Worthington, and Hook (2010) have pointed out, “[S]elf-reports of high levels of humility may ironically indicate a lack of humility” (p. 246). That is, while narcissists are more likely to self-enhance, genuinely humble (or modest) individuals are more likely to either not self-enhance or underestimate their own humility.

In response to this, researchers have adopted approaches to studying dispositional humility that don’t involve self-report—relying on informant ratings of humility (Lee et al., 2010; Rowatt et al., 2006; Davis et al., 2010), implicit association tests for humility (Powers et al., 2007; Rowatt et al., 2006), or participants’ comparisons of self to others (Rowatt et al., 2002). At the same time, however, self-report measures have several advantages, which some have argued outweigh the risks (for a review, see Paulhus and Vazire, 2007). And a few self-report measures of humility have been developed—the two most prominent being the Modesty–Humility subscale of the VIA scale (Peterson and Seligman, 2004) and the Honesty–Humility subscale of HEXACO (Lee and Ashton, 2004).3

While it is important for researchers to have as many tools as possible for measuring humility, we were ultimately dissatisfied with all of the extant measures (albeit for different reasons—discussed in Wright, Nadelhoffer, Ross, and Sinnott-Armstrong, 2016). Therefore, in the “Understanding Humility” section, we will present the results from our own attempts to develop an indirect self-report measure of humility.


Our Own Positive Account of Humility

Our view is that humility, at its core, is a particular psychological positioning of oneself within the larger context of the universe—one that is both epistemically and ethically aligned.

By “epistemically aligned,” we mean that humility is the understanding and experiencing of oneself as one, in fact, is—namely, as a finite and fallible being that is but a very small part of something much larger than oneself. This is often experienced spiritually, as a connection to God or some higher power, though it can also be experienced through an awareness of one’s place in, and connection to, the natural or cosmic order (a state of “existential awareness”). In line with this, Gerber (2002) claims, “Humility stems from a person’s relationship with something greater” (p. 43); Snow (1995) suggests that “a feature common to such humbling experiences is an appreciation of the value of the reality that extends beyond your circumstances or transcends limitations imposed by the human condition” (p. 208). Operationalized, this is the dimension of low self-focus.

By “ethically aligned,” we mean that humility is the understanding and experiencing of oneself as only one among a host of other morally relevant beings, whose interests are as legitimate, and as worthy of attention and concern, as one’s own (a state of “extended compassion”). In this way, humility is a corrective to our natural tendency to strongly prioritize or privilege ourselves (our needs, interests, benefits, etc.)—that is, to seek “premium treatment” for ourselves, even at significant cost to others. Operationalized, this is the dimension of high other-focus.

As Johnston (2009) notes, it is a phenomenological fact that we experience ourselves as the psychological center of a life that extends out of a remembered past and into an imagined future and that we experience that life as something to be lived—that is, something we can shape through practical deliberation toward action, guided by conceptions of “a life worth living.” Thus, we are constituted in such a way as to prioritize and privilege ourselves (our lives) over others.

Humility corrects for this by bringing this into an epistemically and ethically justifiable range. Of course, what constitutes “an epistemically and ethically justifiable” range is a question that we cannot answer here—but at its pinnacle, we take it to be something like what Johnston (2009) was pointing to when he wrote the following:

The independent facts of personal identity do not justify our patterns of self-concern; rather, the facts of personal identity are partly determined by those patterns of self-concern. Given that, the central commandment of Christianity—to love one’s neighbor, indeed even one’s enemies, as oneself—is nothing less than an identity-reconstituting command. The command is Janus-faced: it requires that one love the arbitrary other as oneself, but it also requires that one love oneself objectively; that is, as just the arbitrary other whose life one is nonetheless called upon to lead … to the extent that one carries out this commandment, one becomes present wherever and whenever human beings are present; one lives on in the onward rush of humankind and acquires a new face every time a baby is born. For one stands to all others in the identity-constituting relation that one formerly stood in just to oneself. (p. 185, emphasis added)


Our own view of humility is similarly Janus-faced. On the one side is low self-focus—the shift, not in self-esteem, or even necessarily self-concern, but in self-prioritization—that follows from this proper psychological positioning. On the other side is high other-focus—the corresponding increase in one’s orientation outward toward other morally relevant beings, accompanied by an increased prioritization of their needs, interests, and benefits and increased concern for their well-being, as well as an increased appreciation for their value, generally speaking.4

We see these two intrapersonal and interpersonal dimensions of humility as intimately connected. As Snow (1995) points out, “to be humble is to recognize your limitations, to take them seriously, and thereby to foster a realism in attitudes and behaviors regarding self and others” (p. 210, emphasis added). By keeping everything in proper perspective and adopting a realistic attitude toward ourselves and our own limitations, we are better positioned to behave appropriately toward others, especially those in need.

Importantly, this “decentering” of one’s focus away from self does more than just shift one’s focus to the needs and interests of others—that is, low self-focus is more than (and does not necessarily require) high other-focus. After all, someone could have low self-focus without being focused on the interests of others. The converse is true as well—someone could be focused on others while at the same time thinking more of himself or herself than that person should. For present purposes, the kind of low self-focus we have in mind involves the reorientation of one’s relationship to the outside world, highlighting the importance of keeping things in proper perspective and being mindful of one’s place in the larger scheme of things. Accordingly, behavioral manifestations of low self-focus should include (among other things) a lack of desire to self-aggrandize or self-promote and an openness to new and challenging information, a simplicity in self-presentation and/or lifestyle (i.e., modesty, open-mindedness, etc.).

Ultimately, though, humility cannot emerge through low self-focus alone—it requires a shift in one’s other-focus as well. This does not mean humility requires we be moral saints or reduce ourselves to marginal utility in order to help those in need—although it would arguably be compatible with these supererogatory attitudes and behaviors—but it does require us to be mindful, attentive, considerate, and charitable toward others, especially those who may need help or assistance or who are in harm’s way. Accordingly, behavioral manifestations of high other-focus should include, among other things, a greater acceptance of others’ beliefs, values, and ideas—even when different from one’s own—and an increased desire to help and be of service to others (i.e., tolerance, civic-mindedness, etc.). The humble person is someone who is actively interested in promoting or protecting others’ well-being and seeks to make a difference when and where he or she reasonably can.

On this view, by being invested in the lives of others—rather than merely completely absorbed with satisfying our own selfish interests—we become grounded and embedded in the world. Indeed, looked at properly, humility doesn’t reduce the force or scope of one’s own needs and interests—rather, it greatly expands them. Others’ well-being becomes entangled with our own.5

Because humility facilitates a realistic appraisal of ourselves, it removes (or reduces) the need to inflate or deflate our own value or significance, which in turn makes it less necessary to inflate or deflate our estimation of other people’s value or significance. And it is this “unencumbered” encountering of others as morally valuable individuals in their own right that facilitates our appreciation for their welfare and our desire to protect and promote their interests (LaBouff, Rowatt, Johnson, Tsang, and Willerton, 2012).

In this way, high other-focus serves as a counterpoint to the existential aftershock that may result from the decentering associated with low self-focus. After all, there is a fine line between existential awareness and existential angst. The latter can leave us feeling isolated, alone, and anxious in a vast, cold universe. By immersing himself or herself in the lives and interests of others, the humble person becomes grounded in a way that staves off the existential angst that could otherwise lead to nihilism rather than well-being. To have one without the other is to be either a nihilist or an egotist—neither of which is compatible with humility. Being humble strikes a middle ground between these two extremes.

It is for these and related reasons that this “decentered and devoted” view of humility suggests that being humble requires both low self-focus and high other-focus. The two elements are mutually reinforcing and serve as the twin dimensions of humility.


Understanding Humility


Project 1: Exploring Our Folk Concept of Humility

One way to examine whether our account of humility has merit is to investigate how well it matches up with how people normally think and talk about humility. To examine this, we worked with three different age groups—specifically middle school, high school, and adult participants (Nadelhoffer, Wright, Echols, Perini, and Venezia, 2016).6

In our first study we surveyed a group of 107 U.S. adults, and they were randomly assigned to one of two tasks—to describe in as much detail as possible either what a person fully possessing, or completely lacking, the virtue of humility would be like. We found that in the possessing humility condition, 89% of the participants referred to low self-focus—which means they made reference to either an awareness of being part of something larger, bigger than oneself, of being just one among others that are equal to oneself, and/or to a lack of desire to self-aggrandize or self-promote—a modesty in self-presentation and/or lifestyle. In addition, 62% of them referred to high other-focus—which means they made reference to the recognition of the value of others, openness to new ideas, values, belief systems, and so forth, and/or to a desire to help others, placing others’ needs above one’s own, kindness and compassion.

Low self-focus and high other-focus were by far the most common attributes assigned to the humble exemplar, the next most common (25%) being positive psychological attributes, such as being calm, peaceful, nonmaterialistic, friendly, and easygoing, and (18%) other virtues, such as being admirable, dignified, honest, trustworthy, hardworking, and responsible.

In the lack of humility condition, 95% referred to the lack of low self-focus and 52% referred to the lack of high other-focus. These were again the most common attributes assigned to the nonhumble exemplar, the next most common (41%) being negative psychological attributes, such as being not calm or peaceful, as well as being greedy, self-centered, arrogant, unfriendly, uptight, ungrateful, and inappreciative, and (11%) other vices, such as being rigid, dogmatic, dominating, dishonest, and untrustworthy.7

When we asked 251 middle school (6th–8th grades) and high school (9th–12th grades) students to think about the virtue of humility and describe what someone who has a lot (i.e., someone who is very humble) is like, their responses looked similar—though we found interesting developmental trends for both dimensions. Specifically, 22% of 5th–6th graders, 54% of 7th–8th graders, 76% of 9th–10th graders, and 71% of 11th–12th graders referred to low self-focus; 15% of 5th–6th graders, 46% of 7th–8th graders, 63% of 9th–10th graders, and 67% of 11th–12th graders referred to high other-focus (see figure 6.1).
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Figure 6.1 Low self-focus and high other-focus across grade-level/age groups.

The next most frequent references made—especially for the middle school students—were to surprisingly negative attributes. Fifty-six percent of 5th–6th graders, 33% of 7th–8th graders, and 10% of both 9th–10th and 11th–12th graders described humble people as being embarrassed or otherwise feeling badly about themselves and/or something they did, as having suffered hardship, and as being sad, lonely, or shy.

Importantly, they also referred to more positive attributes: 22% of 5th–6th graders, 35% of 7th–8th graders, and 17% of both 9th–10th and 11th–12th graders referred to positive psychological attributes, describing humble people as friendly, easygoing, simple, down-to-earth, calm, peaceful, polite, courteous, grateful, appreciative, happy, and content. They also—somewhat less frequently—referred to positive moral virtues, describing them as admirable, dignified, honest, trustworthy, wise, mature, open-minded, hardworking, reliable, and responsible.


Summary of Findings

Together, these data suggest a developing appreciation for the bidimensionality of humility, for the centrality of both low self-focus and high other-focus in the humble person—as well as their absence in the non-humble person. And while it could be argued that some of the other attributes and virtues assigned to the humble person (e.g., peaceful, calm, down-to-earth, polite, open-minded, etc.) flow naturally from low self-focus and high other-focus, others might be better explained as a “halo effect” (Thorndike, 1920), where a person high in one attribute is viewed as more likely to be high in a range of them.8

While at this point only suggestive, we were also intrigued by the fact that the children referenced negative attributes for the humble person, increasingly so the younger they were. In Nadelhoffer et al. (2016), we suggested that this might be because our earliest introductions to humility can be negative—being “put in our place,” shamed for being selfish or a braggart, and so forth. And we still think this is a reasonable explanation of the data, especially since in our high schoolers—at the age where Piaget and Cooks’s (1952) formal operations begin to develop, which facilitates abstract perspective taking, empathy, and a shift into epistemic relativism (Chandler, Boyes, and Ball, 1990; Kuhn, Cheney, and Weinstock, 2000)—the reference to negative attributes is greatly reduced, almost disappearing altogether in our adult data.9

Of course, an alternative explanation is that the younger participants simply don’t have a solid grasp on the concept of humility yet—hence, the lower reference to low self-focus and high other-focus and greater reference to negative attributes. Given that, unlike virtues such as honesty and bravery, humility does not get a lot of press (especially with children), this is not an unreasonable alternative hypothesis. A more comprehensive investigation of this issue is required.


Project 2: Measuring Humility

With our proposed account of humility in hand, we wanted to develop a way to measure its presence (or absence). While a variety of approaches to measuring humility have been developed—see “The Psychology of Humility” section for details—we decided to pursue the development of a first-person scale, one that took steps to mitigate the worries associated with self-report measures we discussed earlier (Davis et al., 2010; see also Tangney, 2002, 2009) by approaching humility indirectly.

As discussed earlier, the two most prominent humility self-report measures are the VIA Modesty–Humility subscale (Peterson and Seligman, 2004) and the HEXACO Honesty–Humility subscale (Lee and Ashton, 2004). Unfortunately, neither scale was appropriate for our purposes, their characterization of humility being inconsistent with our own. Plus, both rely on direct self-report questions—for example, “I am always humble about the good things that happen to me” (VIA)—which makes people’s responses especially vulnerable to the worries (e.g., self-desirability, self-enhancement) already discussed.

In addition, as mentioned in the section “Our Own Positive Account of Humility,” they both mixed humility with other related, though arguably distinct, constructs. As a consequence, neither has more than a few items actually targeting humility—and therefore wouldn’t provide the sort of fine-grained data we were after. Thus, we developed and validated our own scale (Wright, Nadelhoffer, Ross, and Sinnott-Armstrong, 2016 that contained twenty-five items with five different subscales (five items each; see the appendix). Self-focus was measured indirectly through three subscales—religious humility and secular (cosmic and environmental) humility—along with other-focus and a fifth subscale best conceptualized as a measure of people’s attitudes about humility (value of humility).

In addition to items designed to measure our account of humility, we included items designed to measure other constructs—open-mindedness, tolerance, public versus personal modesty, arrogance, entitlement, and moral flexibility versus steadfastness—in order to verify that they were empirically distinct from humility as we’d conceived it. This was confirmed—though correlated with our humility items (as we would expect) they nonetheless loaded into separate factors, even when factoring was forced (see Wright et al., 2015).

Religious humility is moderately correlated—rs between 0.13 and 0.26, ps < 0.004—with secular (cosmic and environmental) humility, value of humility, and other-focus. Both aspects of secular humility are strongly correlated with each other—r = 0.56, p < 0.001—as well as value of humility, and other-focus—rs between 0.41 and 0.53, ps < 0.001.

As we shall see when we turn to the significance of humility—in terms of its capacity to predict other positive psychological and moral attributes—it is important to examine the role of each of these subscales separately. Though a composite “humility” score can be computed by averaging all twenty-five items together, interpreting its meaning is tricky. Consider—would a person who scored high on all three subscales of low self-focus count as having “more humility” than an atheist who scored high only on the secular measures? That seems problematic. Thus, perhaps the best interpretation of a composite score would be as representing greater or lesser opportunities for, or expressions of, humility—rather than higher or lower humility itself.


Project 3: Exploring How Humble People Write

Having developed a scale, we were interested in exploring other ways to detect humility. We hypothesized that humility might be reflected in the way people express themselves—for example, in how they write about things—especially in situations where their humility would be relevant, such as addressing someone who disagrees about an important issue.

To examine this, we asked 250 U.S. adult participants to respond in an essay format to questions designed to capture both low self-focus and high other-focus. Specifically, they were asked to reflect on their relationship with (or to) each of the following, presented in a randomized order: (1) the surrounding universe or cosmos, (2) God or a higher power, (3) the earth and the environment, and (4) fellow human beings. They were asked to describe, as best they could, the nature of each of these relationships and their beliefs and attitudes about them (Perini, Langville, Wright, and Nadelhoffer, 2015).

From this, we isolated both humble and non-humble passages (agreed upon by four independent coders and correlated with participants’ humility scores by between 78% and 100%), which were then compared to one another. We examined the frequency of terms, parts of speech, and semantic categories to determine which were overrepresented in the humble corpus relative to the non-humble corpus, and vice versa.

This revealed that, relative to the non-humble passages, the humble passages included more inclusive language (e.g., “we,” “us,” “our,” as well as “all,” “together,” “everything”) whereas the non-humble passages included more exclusive language (e.g., “they,” “them,” “people,” “my own,” “some,” etc.). The humble passages also used “and” much more frequently; the non-humble passages more frequently used “or.” Generally speaking, the humble passages used language designed to break down boundaries and hierarchies, maintain equality, and emphasize connection whereas the non-humble passages used language intended to express skepticism, impose judgment, assert superiority, and emphasize disconnection.

These preliminary analyses suggest that people’s humility “leaks through” when they are reflecting on their relationships to the world around them and to others. Though there is much yet to be done before we can generalize these patterns, we are hopeful that eventually we’ll have a reliable way to detect the presence (or absence) of humility.


Project 4: Exploring the Value of Humility

Despite differences of opinion concerning how humility should be measured—if it can be measured at all—there is widespread agreement in the empirical literature that cultivating humility is a good thing. For example, studies using the “Honesty–Humility” construct (measured by the HEXACO; Ashton and Lee, 2008) found that it correlated with lower rates of infidelity. People low in honesty–humility were more likely to commit moral transgressions—and less likely to admit it (Hilbig, Moshagen, and Zettler, 2015). People high in honesty–humility were more cooperative, and more responsive to incentives for cooperation (Ashton and Lee, 2008; Zettler, Hilbig, and Heydasch, 2013)—in economic trade games, they made more fair allocations and acted more cooperatively, refraining from exploiting their trade partner even when they had the chance to do so (Hilbig and Zettler, 2009). Individual differences in honesty–humility were negatively related to manipulativeness, dishonesty, infidelity, vengefulness, social dominance, and other antisocial behaviors while being positively related to integrity and a range of other morally relevant capacities (for an overview, see Ashton et al., 2004).

Others have found similar results. Davis et al. (2011) found humility to be positively correlated with forgiveness and empathy while negatively related to avoidance and revenge. And higher levels of perceived humility in others was related to higher ratings of both warmth-based and conscientiousness-based virtues. Landrum (2011) found humility to be correlated with the willingness to admit to mistakes, acknowledgment of gaps in knowledge, openness, flexibility, compassion for others, and being smart but knowing that one is not all knowing. Hook, Davis, Owen, Worthington, and Utsey (2013) found that cultural humility—characterized as respect and lack of superiority toward an individual’s cultural background and experience—fostered a productive alliance between therapists and their clients. Moreover, clients’ perceptions of their therapists’ cultural humility predicted their overall improvement in therapy.

There are also a number of documented social benefits of humility for humble people themselves. For example, humble people avoid the pitfalls of boasting and grandiose attitudes, both of which generate negative impressions in other people (Colvin, Block, and Funder, 1995; Godfrey, Jones, and Lord, 1986; Leary, Bednarski, Hammon, and Duncan, 1997). Since humility leads to higher levels of cooperation, sharing, and a lack of self-preoccupation, it is also likely to foster closer ties with one’s friends, family, and romantic partners (Friesen, 2001). Indeed, romantic partners who had recently been hurt in their relationships, but who perceived their partners as humble, were more likely forgive them for the hurt (Davis et al., 2011, 2012). And Davis et al. (2013) found humility to be positively related to greater group status and acceptance, helping to form and repair relationships with strong social bonds.


Our Findings

Given our account of humility, we expected its subscales to be related, in differing degrees, to two things: (1) “other-oriented” and otherwise morally relevant capacities and attributes and (2) indicators of psychological health and well-being. In addition, we expected religious humility specifically to be related to other measures of mature religiosity and spirituality.

With respect to the first prediction, we found (Wright, et al., 2015; Wright, Nadelhoffer, and Ross, 2015) that people’s humility subscales were all positively correlated10 with their sense of civic responsibility and desire to meaningfully contribute to their communities (Furco et al., 1998), as well as concern for the welfare of people in their lives and appreciation for the importance of community values and traditions (Schwartz and Bilsky, 1987), and their commitment to living an honest, principled life (Schlenker, 2008).

In addition, all but religious humility were positively correlated with the strength of their humanitarian–egalitarian ideals (Katz and Hass, 1988), their commitment to the understanding, appreciation, and tolerance of their fellow humans (Schwartz and Bilsky, 1987), the importance of moral virtues and values to their personal identity (Aquino and Reed, 2002), the strength of their “individualizing” (harm/care and fairness) moral intuitions (Graham and Haidt, 2009,11 and their desire to be economically charitable toward others—as well as negatively related to their desire for undeserved social status (Wright and Reinhold, 2016).

Environmental humility, value of humility, and other-focus scores were positively related to people’s emotional and cognitive empathy (Lawrence, Shaw, Baker, Baren-Cohen, and David, 2004), their capacity for forgiveness (Thompson and Synder, 2003), and their tendency to experience guilt and desire to “make good” for wrongdoing (Cohen, Wolf, Panter, and Insko, 2011). This may be because one’s capacity to empathize and feel guilt, as well as release resentment and forgo revenge, for wrongdoings is more directly related to one’s feeling of connectedness to the surrounding world (both people and nature) than to one’s feeling of insignificance before the splendor of the universe or God.

With respect to the second prediction, we found that people’s humility subscales were all positively correlated with their positive life regard—specifically, the manner in which they “framed” their lives (Debats, 1990)—and their sense of having a meaningful life purpose (Ryff, 1989). And all but their religious humility was correlated with an appreciation for the simple pleasures of life (Thompson and Synder, 2003) and positive relationships with others (Ryff, 1989).

Environmental humility, value of humility—and, less so, cosmic humility—were positively correlated with people’s agentic values of self-direction and achievement, though not power, stimulation, or hedonism (Schwartz and Bilsky, 1987), as well as their sense of autonomy, environmental mastery, and personal growth (Ryff, 1989). While it might seem counterintuitive for humility to be correlated with an increased sense of agency and self-direction, we think this is a reflection of something like the strong integration of agentic and community-oriented values found in moral exemplars (Frimer, Walker, Dunlop, Lee, and Riches, 2011)—where one’s sense of self-direction and accomplishment become intertwined with one’s desire to meaningfully contribute to the welfare and well-being of others.12 They were also positively correlated with increased mindfulness (Neff, 2003) and secure adult attachment—as well as negatively correlated with anxious attachment (Collins and Read, 1990) and scores on the “dark triad” (i.e., Machiavellianism, narcissism, and psychopathy; Jonason and Webster, 2010).

With respect to the final prediction, religious humility was positively correlated with people’s intrinsic, but not extrinsic, religiosity (Allport and Ross, 1967). This makes sense, given that intrinsic religiosity measures people’s sincere commitment to their faith and spirituality whereas extrinsic religiosity measures people’s use of religion as a useful tool to achieve various social gains (e.g., a social network, status in one’s community, etc.). People’s humility was also positively related to their level of “faith maturity,” both as a meaningful relationship with the divine and a commitment to being in service to others (Benson et al., 1993).


Copredictors

One thing correlations cannot tell us is the degree to which self-focus and other-focus are copredictors of these morally relevant capacities and indicators of psychological well-being—each explaining their own portion of the variance in people’s responses, and thereby collectively explaining more variance than either would by itself. To examine this, we entered religious humility, secular humility (cosmic and environmental combined), and other-focus into regression equations with the variables discussed above.

What we found was that secular humility (i.e., self-focus) and other-focus copredict people’s scores on a wide range of attributes:13 their commitment to humanitarian–egalitarian ideals, the degree to which they value universal principles and the well-being of others, the strength of their “individualizing” moral intuitions, their sense of moral integrity and moral identity—that is, the centrality of moral values and principles to their sense of self and the goals they set for their lives.

All three measurements of humility (religious, secular, and other-focus) copredicted people’s sense of civic responsibility and their commitment to conservation of community values, heritage, and tradition.


Interactions

We also created interaction variables (secular × other-focus; religious × secular × other-focus) to examine whether their interaction independently predicted variance. Interestingly, the only place where this occurred was in faith maturity and life regard. The interaction between people’s religious, secular, and other-focus humility predicted their sense of relationship with the divine and their commitment to being in service to others, as well as the degree to which they positively (and negatively) “framed” their lives and felt that they had meaning.


High versus Low Humilities

One question that remained unanswered is whether there are people who are low in one dimension of humility while being high in another—and whether these differences predict differences in the other attributes that matter. To answer this, we split people into “low/high” categories (0 = low, 1 = high) using a mean split for religious humility, secular humility, and other-focus. These were then added together, so that people low in all three would receive a 0 and people high in all three would receive a 3—with people low in some and high in others receiving numbers in between. Out of 472 adult participants, 22% were consistently (all three) high in humility, and 16% were consistently low, while 62% were inconsistent. Of those, 45% were the result of a split between religious and secular humility (i.e., self-focus)—people being high in one, but low in the other—while only 17% resulted from a split between self-focus and other-focus, suggesting that the two track one another most of the time.

People’s humility ranking (0–3) predicted their score on several morally relevant attributes and indicators of psychological well-being—the higher their ranking, the higher (or the lower) their score. For example, humility ranking predicted people’s commitment to humanitarian–egalitarian ideals, sense of civic responsibility and commitment to conservation of community values and tradition, the value of universal principles and the well-being of others, the strength of “individualizing” and “binding” moral intuitions, their sense of moral integrity and identity, and charitability. It also positively predicted their cognitive, social, and emotional empathy and negatively predicted their desire for undeserved social status and economic gain. And it positively predicted their level of faith maturity, their intrinsic religiosity, and their ability to positively “frame” their lives, imbuing them with meaning (see table 6.1).


Table 6.1 Differences in moral attributes, psychological well-being, and religiosity by humility ranking
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Summary of Findings

Collectively, these findings suggest that humility is a powerfully prosocial virtue, associated with a range of psychological, moral, and social benefits. They also suggest that for at least some of those capacities and attributes, low self-focus (religious, secular, or both) and high other-focus make their own contributions—often independently, but sometimes interactively.

Of particular interest is the fact that our analysis of people’s low versus high humilities (treating each facet of low self-focus and high other-focus as separate) supports our earlier suggestion about how best to think about a composite score—that is, as representing greater or lesser opportunities for, or expressions of, humility. Having more (as opposed to fewer) opportunities to experience/express humility is related to greater expressions of other morally relevant attributes and indicators of psychological well-being.


Humility as a Foundational Virtue?

Elsewhere we maintain (Wright and Nadelhoffer, in press) that humility should be considered a “foundational” virtue, necessary—though not sufficient—for the full development of other virtues, and virtuous character more generally. Our argument for this is, roughly speaking, as follows: Being fully virtuous requires doing things in the right way at the right time for the right reasons—all of which require, among other things, the right sort of psychological positioning of oneself relative to all other morally significant beings.14 Humility, as we’ve defined it, provides this psychological positioning—and it is the only thing that does.15 Therefore, humility is necessary for being fully virtuous.

It is important to note that we are not just arguing that humility is an essential virtue to have, along with other virtues, in order to be fully virtuous (i.e., in the sense of having a “full constellation” of virtues at one’s disposal). Rather, the claim is a stronger one—that humility is necessary in order for the full development of other virtues to occur.

Consider courage. As a virtue, this usually (though not always) involves undergoing some ordeal on behalf—or for the benefit—of someone other than oneself. It seems reasonable to assume that our natural tendency to focus on ourselves, to privilege our own needs/interests over those of others, would work against such manifestations of courage, except in those instances where it benefits us. This doesn’t mean that the sort of heroism we admire in people who regularly risk their lives to save others—but, when off duty, are otherwise arrogant, self-entitled “pricks”—isn’t courage, but it isn’t fully virtuous courage, insofar as it has been enlisted into the psychological service of self-love, of inflating social egos, the need for which may indicate virtue-relevant damage to private egos.

Or consider honesty. As a general rule, honesty only becomes difficult when it puts our needs and interests at risk (or otherwise interferes with them)—and we have a hard time properly adjudicating between our own needs/interests and those of the individual(s) with whom we are failing to be truthful. This makes the psychological positioning provided by humility critical for eliminating (or at least decreasing) the temptation to privilege our needs/interests over those of others. If we view our needs/interests as interconnected with theirs, then by harming them we harm ourselves.

It is worth noting that people’s humility ranking predicted other morally relevant attributes more frequently than indicators of psychological well-being, where it appears that simply having humility at any level is sufficient. This provides at least preliminary support for the above view. Of course, showing that as people’s expression of humility increased, so did other morally relevant attributes does not, by itself, allow us to conclude that humility is necessary for virtue. There are other potential explanations for this finding and for the relationship between humility and other morally relevant attributes more generally. Clearly more theoretical and empirical work is needed.


Future Directions

If it is the case that humility is a foundational virtue, then there are several things that we ought to expect to find, but the one in which we are the most interested—and, thus, the direction in which we next hope to go—is the presence of humility in moral exemplars versus moral novices. Specifically, we should expect to find that humility is the most stable shared attribute across moral exemplars (who could otherwise differ from one another along a variety of traits) and the most stable unshared attribute between moral exemplars and moral novices.

It is also going to be important to study more carefully how the sort of psychological positioning we’ve argued is created by humility comes about. One of the developmental paths suggested by our research is the “being humbled” path—that is, having the sorts of experiences that shame us for our arrogance, forcing us out of our egocentric center so that we catch a glimpse of the bigger picture. But how and when such experiences facilitate the shift into humility requires study. And other developmental paths are likely.

Regardless, it is clear that humility is an important virtue to study—one that has been underappreciated by ethicists and moral psychologists. We hope that our work will spark others’ interest, opening up a broader interdisciplinary exploration into this foundational part of our moral lives.


Notes

1 Some have even claimed that humility “was a quintessentially Christian discovery” (Konkola 2005, p. 185).
2 For a defense of this view, see Nadelhoffer et al. (2016).
3 We examined three additional self-report measures for humility. The first two were Elliot’s (2010) Humility Scale and Quiros’s (2008) Healthy Humility Inventory. Both were developed for doctoral dissertations, and neither (to our knowledge) has been published. The third self-report measure for humility we considered is the Dispositional Humility Scale found in Landrum (2011). To our knowledge, this scale has not yet been validated. Indeed, Landrum acknowledges in the title of the paper that the scale represents a “first approximation.”
4 Some may worry about including high other-focus as a part of humility rather than treating it as something related but distinct. In addition to what we’ve already said, we think there are clear historical reasons for this (consider a paradigmatic example of humility: Jesus washing his disciples’ feet in John 13:1–17—after which, he instructed them to do likewise for others), and we will provide empirical evidence in the “Understanding Humility” section to further support this view.
5 Moral exemplars say things like this (Colby and Damon, 1994). And, though they don’t talk about it this way, this is the central insight of Frimer, Walker, Dunlop, Lee, and Riches’s (2011) “enlightened self-interest”—the weaving together of one’s agentic and community values. Moral exemplars flourish personally by facilitating/contributing to the flourishing of others—they experience their own needs/interests as bound up with and woven into the needs/interests of others.
6 The high school data were collected after, and therefore not reported in, Nadelhoffer et al. (2015).
7 Relatedly, in Exline and Geyer (2004) people gave open-ended definitions of humility—44% made reference to “modesty” of some sort, 17% referred to unselfishness, and 19% to a lack of conceit or arrogance. Landrum (2011) found a high degree of agreement for the following statements about people possessing humility: “knows he/she is smart, but not all-knowing” (87% agreed); “has the ability to acknowledge one’s mistakes and imperfections” (86%); “keeps his/her talents and accomplishments in perspective” (85%); “has an appreciation of value in all things” (85%); “has an open and receptive mind” (84%); and “has a sense of self-acceptance” (83%).
8 This would make sense given any sort of a “unity of virtues” account, even a modest one. As unrelated as some virtues might appear to be (e.g., being brave and being kind seem to require a very different set of capacities and skills), it is nonetheless the case that any person actively (as opposed to accidentally) developing and expressing one of the virtues would see good reason for developing and expressing the other as well—especially if humility a foundational virtue (“Understanding Humility” section).
9 Exline and Geyer (2004) found something similar, showing that some participants associated humility with shame, humiliation, or embarrassment (10%) or a submissive or passive attitude (5%). Some individuals (14%) also remarked on a potential downside of humility, noting that the humble person was timid, quiet, or unassertive. And while we did not find much evidence for this in our adult sample (only 2%), we did find that a small percentage (5%) made reference to some form of embarrassment or humiliation being present in their past personal experiences of humility. Collectively, this suggests that one road to becoming humble is being humbled.
10 All reported correlations were significant at the p < 0.01 level.
11 Only religious humility scores were correlated with the “binding” (authority, group membership, purity) intuitions.
12 We are presently collecting data to test this hypothesis, examining whether people’s level of humility predicts the degree of integration of their agentic and community values (as measured and coded using the Self-Understanding Interview; Frimer, et al. (2011).
13 Once again, all analyses reported had ps < 0.01.
14 This encompasses both moral agents and moral patients.
15 One might object that a person doesn’t have to possess humility to achieve the right sort of psychological positioning—one can get there by just using the “impersonal force” of reason. Here, we are reminded of something Kant (1785) said in the Groundwork, which is that reason allows us “…to behold virtue in her proper shape,” which “…is nothing other than to show morality stripped of all admixture with the sensuous and of all the spurious adornments of reward or self-love” (pp. 61–62n). Our response would be (roughly) that if we take the x-phi research coming out on ethicists (e.g., Switzgebel and Rust, 2013) seriously, it clearly shows that one’s ability to reason one’s way to these conclusions is not the same thing as experiencing them—as occupying the world from the position they require. To know what virtue requires is not the same thing as being virtuous or living virtuously.

Appendix

Final Scale Statements


Religious Humility (Low Self-Focus: Existential Awareness)

	1. I often feel humble when I think of a Higher Power.

	2. God requires us to be humble.

	3. Ultimately, there is a Supreme Being who gets all of the credit and glory for our individual accomplishments.

	4. My Creator works through me in all my good actions.

	5. I accept my total dependence upon the grace of God.



Cosmic Humility (Low Self-Focus: Existential Awareness)

	6. I often find myself pondering my smallness in the face of the vastness of the universe.

	7. I often think about the fragility of existence.

	8. I frequently think about how much bigger the universe is than our power to comprehend.

	9. When I look out at the stars at night, I am often deeply humbled.

	10. I feel awe toward the mysteries and complexities of life.



Environmental Humility (Low Self-Focus: Existential Awareness)

	11. Humans have to learn to share the Earth with other species.

	12. We should always try to be in harmony with Mother Nature.

	13. I often feel in touch with Mother Nature.

	14. It’s important from time to time to commune with nature.

	15. Caring for humanity requires us to care about the environment.



Other Focus (High Other-Focus: Extended Compassion)

	16. I often place the interests of others over my own interests.

	17. My friends would say I focus more on others than I do myself.

	18. I always find myself making sacrifices for others.

	19. My actions are often aimed toward the well-being of others.

	20. I care about the welfare of others, at times more than my own welfare.



Valuing Humility (Indirect Measure of Humility)

	21. Humility is a virtue.

	22. I find humble people to be very admirable.

	23. A good dose of humble pie is often necessary.

	24. Teaching kids the value of humility is very important to their development.

	25. It’s important to always keep one’s accomplishments in perspective.
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6.1 Assessing Humility Is a Humbling Experience: Commentary on Nadelhoffer and Wright

Shannon W. Schrader and June P. Tangney

We appreciate Nadelhoffer and Wright’s incisive analysis of the challenges in measuring humility and their multimethod approach to understanding the nature of humility and its downstream implications. We are hopeful that the strides taken by Nadelhoffer and Wright, and other researchers in the field, will provide a deeper understanding of the long-neglected virtue of humility.


Definition of Humility

Although humility is often mistakenly equated with a sense of unworthiness and low self-regard, true humility is a desirable character trait (Exline and Geyer, 2004). In our view, the key elements of humility include (1) an accurate assessment of one’s abilities and achievements, (2) a willingness to acknowledge one’s mistakes, imperfections, gaps in knowledge, and limitations, (3) an openness to new ideas, contradictory evidence, and advice, (4) an ability to keep one’s place in the world in perspective (e.g., seeing oneself as just one person in the larger scheme of things), (5) a relatively low self-focus (i.e., a “forgetting of the self”), and (6) appreciation of the value of others (Tangney, 2000). It seems likely that there are individual differences in the degree to which people high in humility exhibit these various components of humility. Moreover, these components may manifest in different ways across individuals. However, each of these elements is emphasized in contemporary theological, philosophical, and psychological portrayals of humility as a rich, multifaceted construct (Tangney, 2000).

In contrast, Nadelhoffer and Wright offer a novel conceptualization of humility that entails a psychological positioning of oneself along two dimensions: low on a dimension of self-focus and high on a dimension of other-focus. These two overarching aspects of humility incorporate a number of key elements of our definition of humility including a “forgetting of the self.” But we also believe that humility entails several important additional components, such as an accurate assessment of the self and the ability to acknowledge one’s own mistakes, imperfections, gaps in knowledge, and limitations (often vis-à-vis a “higher power”). By defining humility along two dimensions—self-focus (low) and other-focus (high)—some important nuances may be lost. Moreover, it is not clear whether self-focus and other-focus are two distinct dimensions or opposite ends of a single dimension: a self-focus versus other-focus dimension.


Boundaries of the Construct of Humility

A major issue identified by Nadelhoffer and Wright concerns the boundaries of the construct of humility. What elements comprise humility proper and what constructs are related to, but conceptually distinct from, humility as potential precursors, correlates, and/or outcomes of humility?

Nadelhoffer and Wright view the bidimensionality of humility as an epistemic and ethical alignment. The epistemic component—low self-focus—seems to us central to the construct of humility. From this perspective, humility is a quintessential “hypo-egoic” virtue (Leary and Terry, 2012). In contrast, Nadelhoffer and Wright’s definition of ethical alignment or high other-focus appears to us to be an effect or downstream consequence rather than a core element of humility. More generally, we suggest that interpersonal qualities such as empathy, gentleness, and gratitude are potentially important outcomes of humility, not components of humility itself. To the extent that measures of humility conflate core features and theoretical outcomes, it will not be possible to empirically test (rather than assume) such links.

For instance, we believe that increased prioritization of others’ needs is an outcome, not necessarily a key component, of humility proper. Humility, owing to the appreciation for the value of others, may lead to a prioritization of others’ needs. Similarly, humility may facilitate empathy for others, but we question the wisdom of including empathy under the umbrella of humility, per se. There exists a rich and extensive theoretical and empirical literature on empathy (Eisenberg and Miller, 1987; Eisenberg, 2014; Batson, 2009) as a construct in its own right, with little reference to humility. Much work has been conducted to refine our conceptualization of empathy and to distinguish it from other related constructs. For example, researchers have found it useful to distinguish between empathy and sympathy (Eisenberg and Fabes, 1990). More recently, Greenberg and Turksma (2015) identified compassion as another empathy-related but distinct construct. As science progresses, finer distinctions are made and tested. Including empathy under the conceptual umbrella of humility seems to us a step backward, precluding the ability to actually test whether humility results in greater empathy.


Caution in Interpreting Results from Conceptually Inconsistent Measures

Caution is needed in interpreting results of research on “humility” that have drawn on outdated measures that are inconsistent with current conceptualizations of the construct. For example, early studies operationalized humility as low self-esteem or as an underestimate of one’s abilities, accomplishments, or worth (e.g., Klein, 1992; Knight and Nadel, 1986; Langston and Cantor, 1988). Results of these studies tell us little about humility as currently conceptualized as a character strength.

Much of the existing empirical literature rests on studies employing the HEXACO Personality Inventory (HEXACO) Honesty–Humility subscale (Lee and Ashton, 2004) or the Values in Action Inventory (VIA) Modesty–Humility subscale (Peterson and Seligman, 2004). We agree with Nadelhoffer and Wright that the HEXACO and VIA do not provide conceptually sound humility scales. For example, the HEXACO assesses six major personality dimensions—the sixth factor being Honesty–Humility. The HEXACO Honesty–Humility factor consists of four facets: sincerity, fairness, greed avoidance, and modesty. As modesty is only one facet of the Honesty–Humility subscale and modesty is not synonymous with humility, it is difficult to argue that the HEXACO actually measures humility. Similarly, the VIA Modesty–Humility subscale confounds modesty with humility. Humility is related to, but distinct from, the construct of modesty. Modesty is both too narrow, missing fundamental components of humility (i.e., a forgetting of the self) and too broad, relating also to bodily exposure and other dimensions of propriety, where the construct of humility is less relevant.

With these thoughts in mind, we join Nadelhoffer and Wright in urging caution in using the HEXACO and VIA to assess humility. Further, we warn against interpreting results from studies utilizing these measures.


What Is Known about the Causes, Correlates, and Consequences of Humility?

At present, it is difficult to summarize what is known about the causes, correlates, and consequences of humility because the field has yet to come to an agreement on which measures constitute valid measures of humility.

Citing mostly studies employing the HEXACO, Nadelhoffer and Wright conclude that “there is widespread agreement in the empirical literature that cultivating humility is a good thing.” We agree that cultivating humility is apt to result in positive intrapersonal and interpersonal outcomes, but to our mind, the empirical jury is still out. Studies are necessary that assess humility in a fashion consistent with current definitions, and that are not confounded with items assessing potential outcomes of interest.


Nadelhoffer and Wright’s Humility Scale

Wright, Nadelhoffer, and colleagues offer a promising alternative measure to the HEXACO and VIA with their own humility scale (Wright, Nadelhoffer, Ross, and Sinnott-Armstrong, 2016). The authors’ humility scale is consistent with their conceptualization of humility as consisting of low self-focus (composed of religious humility, cosmic humility, and environmental humility subscales) in conjunction with high other-focus. However, it is not clear how these particular domains (e.g., religious, cosmic, and environmental) of humility were selected. One could imagine many other possible humility subscales including humility in regard to physical attractiveness, intelligence, or wealth.

Nadelhoffer and Wright’s newly developed self-report measure is apt to have some of the same drawbacks as other self-report measures of humility. First, self-report methods for assessing humility may be confounded with social desirability or self-enhancement. While Nadelhoffer and Wright state their self-report measures humility indirectly, we worry that some items are still prone to social desirability bias (e.g., “I often feel humble when I think of a Higher Power” and “I often place the interests of others over my own interests”). Second, self-report measures of humility raise questions about the degree to which people have insight into their own level of humility. Do humble people truly recognize they are humble? Do hubristic people recognize that they lack humility? The authors’ Valuing Humility subscale, presented as an indirect measure of humility, is an interesting approach—one that might require less insight—but evidence is needed to demonstrate the validity of such a measure.

We appreciate Nadelhoffer and Wright’s attempt to capture different domains of humility. Thus far, most research has focused on general humility—that is, humility regardless of domain. Key domains identified by recent humility research include intellectual humility (e.g., Davis et al., 2016), cultural humility (e.g., Hook, Davis, Owen, Worthington, and Utsey, 2013), and relational humility (e.g., Davis et al., 2011). This is by no means an exhaustive list. Researchers in other contexts may emphasize and value different domains of humility. For example, among college students, humility in such domains as social rank, athletic ability, and physical attractiveness may be useful and valued. Research has not yet examined the degree to which different domains of humility are correlated, and whether there is a hierarchical structure such that general humility is a higher order construct reflecting aggregate levels of humility across specific domains. Nadelhoffer and Wright strive to address the multidimensionality of humility by including items spanning several domains (e.g., cosmic humility and environmental humility).

However, we question several of the subscales included in Nadelhoffer and Wright’s new measure. For example, the Other Focus subscale seems, to us, to be a measure of compassion, which is not synonymous with humility or high other-focus. In fact, many of the items on the “Other Focus” subscale appear to us to reflect outcomes rather than components of humility (e.g., “I always find myself making sacrifices for others”). Further, the Environmental Humility subscale appears to assess an appreciation of nature and not necessarily low self-focus. Lastly, we believe the items of the Religious Humility subscale would not be applicable to individuals who are not religious. Nadelhoffer and Wright address this issue by stating that one’s humility score represents greater or lesser opportunities for humility rather than higher or lower humility. Thus, we wonder whether this is truly a measure of humility or is a measure of potential to experience humility. Despite the aforementioned issues, we look forward to future studies establishing the reliability and validity of Wright, Nadelhoffer, and colleagues’ new measure of humility.

Nadelhoffer and Wright approach the study of humility from multiple angles in addition to their self-report measure—via exploration of the folk concept of humility and utilizing linguistic analysis. We commend their attempt to measure this elusive virtue using a creative multimethod approach. Nadelhoffer and Wright’s section on exploring the folk concept of humility examines how well the general public’s opinion of humility maps onto Nadelhoffer and Wright’s account of humility as a combination of low self-focus and high other-focus. Evidence for the low self-focus was most compelling. High other-focus was less common, and we question including “openness to new ideas, values, belief systems, and so forth” as necessarily reflecting high other-focus. Valuing others, desiring to help others, placing others’ needs above one’s own, kindness, and compassion seem much more directly relevant to high other-focus, as defined by Nadelhoffer and Wright.

Nadelhoffer and Wright’s exploration of how humble people write or express themselves via linguistic analysis is a promising indirect approach that avoids some of the limitations inherent in traditional self- or other-report measures of humility. We appreciate this creative approach to measuring a construct as elusive as humility.


Current Perspectives and Future Directions in Humility Research

As one of the classic virtues, humility has a well-deserved place in positive psychology. Under funding from the Templeton Foundation, multiple researchers are developing and testing new measures of humility. For example, Davis et al. (2016) recently developed a measure of intellectual humility. Davis and colleagues (2011) have also developed a sixteen-item Relational Humility Scale, which considers humility within relationships and from an outside perspective. Hook and colleagues (2013) have developed a Cultural Humility Scale, which measures client ratings of therapist’s other-orientation and respect for a client’s cultural background. Recently, an expressed humility scale was created by Owens and colleagues (2013). In addition, Rowatt and colleagues (2006) developed a humility-specific Implicit Association Test in an effort to create a measure immune from self-presentational biases.

Recent research utilizing these second-generation measures informed by contemporary definitions of humility has documented a link between humility and such positive behavioral outcomes as academic success (Rowatt et al., 2006), academic performance improvement (Owens, Johnson, and Mitchell, 2013), social relationship quality (Peters, Rowatt, and Johnson, 2011), and generosity (Exline and Hill, 2012).

Of course, others may disagree with our particular definition of humility. While work still remains for a clear consensus to emerge, the field has certainly benefited from the diverse views of not only psychology, but also philosophy and theology, facilitated by recent Templeton Foundation initiatives. As a result, the field is nearing a clearer definition of humility that will allow researchers to study hypothesized processes and relationships (e.g., between humility and empathy) including factors that moderate their link. Such advances will only be possible to the extent that these constructs are measured independently. Particular care should be taken to ensure that measures accurately assess humility, unconfounded by items assessing related but distinct constructs like modesty or honesty.

But many intriguing questions still remain. What person and situational factors foster a sense of humility—in the moment and as an enduring trait? Is humility equally important or adaptive across domains and contexts? Are there circumstances in which humility is a liability? That is, is there a dark side to humility, and if so, for whom and under what conditions? Are there important gender and/or cultural differences in the meaning and implications of humility? How does humility develop and change across the life span, and how can parents, teachers, and therapists foster an adaptive sense of humility? Currently, researchers including Nadelhoffer and Wright are making great strides in developing theoretically driven measures of humility. We hope this research will provide the means to better understand and foster the important virtue of humility.
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6.2 The Nature of Humility: A Critical Perspective on Nadelhoffer and Wright

Nancy E. Snow

“The Twin Dimensions of the Virtue of Humility: Low Self-Focus and High Other-Focus,” is the fascinating and significant product of a collaboration between a philosopher and a psychologist on a relatively neglected topic, the virtue of humility. The paper contributes to the literature on humility in several respects: (1) by outlining a novel conception of humility, (2) by suggesting that humility so construed is necessary for the full development of other virtues, and (3) by offering an empirical glimpse into how humility is viewed by the research participants who were studied. My commentary will challenge (1) and (2) and refer only briefly to (3) in support of my arguments. I should add that, despite my critical comments, I regard their research agenda as important, welcome, and well worth pursuing and hope that the issues I raise will stimulate further work.


A Novel Conception of Humility

The authors offer a new conception of humility, one that includes the twin dimensions of low self-focus and high other-focus. They write (emphasis theirs), “Our view is that humility, at its core, is a particular psychological positioning of oneself within the larger context of the universe—one that is both epistemically and ethically aligned.” By “epistemically aligned,” they mean that the humble person understands and experiences himself or herself as a finite and fallible being who is part of a larger reality—for example, nature, the cosmos, or a divinely ordered universe. They operationalize this aspect of humility as “low self-focus.” The “ethical alignment” of the humble person is understanding and experiencing himself or herself as “… one among a host of other morally relevant beings, whose interests are as legitimate, and as worthy of attention and concern, as one’s own (a state of “extended compassion”).” Nadelhoffer and Wright regard humility as a “…corrective to our natural tendency to strongly prioritize or privilege ourselves … even at significant cost to others.” Operationalized, this ethical alignment is humility’s dimension of “high other-focus.”

The authors seek to bolster the claim that we naturally tend to prioritize ourselves at significant cost to others by drawing on Johnston (2009), as follows:

As Johnston (2009) notes, it is a phenomenological fact that we experience ourselves as the psychological center of a life that extends out of a remembered past and into an imagined future and that we experience that life as something to be lived—that is, something we can shape through practical deliberation toward action, guided by conceptions of “a life worth living.” Thus, we are constituted in such a way as to prioritize and privilege ourselves (our lives) over others. (Nadelhoffer and Wright, this volume, emphasis theirs)


It is not clear whether the last sentence of the quoted statement is an idea from Johnston (2009) or the authors, but it is, as it stands, a non sequitur. Self-prioritization does not follow from the facts that we experience ourselves as the psychological center of a temporally extended life and that we are capable of living that life through rationally guided action. What follows is that we are self-directing. To be self-directing—self-governing or self-guiding—is not the same as being self-prioritizing, and it is not the same as being self-prioritizing in morally problematic ways, which the authors seem to assume is always or at least typically true of self-prioritizing.1 If the authors claim that we are naturally self-prioritizing in morally problematic ways, they are going against an important philosopher and recent psychological research, and making it harder for themselves to make the case, undertaken later in their essay, that humility is a foundational or gateway virtue that is necessary for the full development of other virtues.

They are going against Aristotle, an important historical figure and influence on contemporary virtue ethics, who contends in Book II of the Nicomachean Ethics (NE; Aristotle, 1985) that we have the natural capacities to become either virtuous or vicious. He writes, “Thus the virtues arise in us neither by nature nor against nature, but we are by nature able to acquire them, and reach our complete perfection through habit” (NE, 1103a24–25). For Aristotle, we are not naturally self-prioritizing in morally problematic ways. Though we direct ourselves, that capacity is morally neutral and not slanted toward self-prioritization in ways that are selfish or vicious. Yet the authors seem to assume that our self-prioritization tendencies orient us naturally toward morally problematic behavior, which could include selfishness at the expense of others. If the authors believe that self-prioritization includes naturally selfish tendencies alone, not counterbalanced by other natural other-regarding tendencies, then they fall foul of the work of the psychologist C. Daniel Batson, who has spent the better part of his career showing that altruistic tendencies are as natural to humans as selfish ones, and the developmental psychologist Darcia Narvaez, who argues that selfish, egocentric tendencies are not the products of nature, but artifacts of certain types of early upbringing (see Batson, 2011; Narvaez, 2014). Of course, others disagree (see, e.g., Hobbes, 1991). But given views such as those of Aristotle, Batson, and Narvaez, the authors seem to be making their task more difficult by assuming that we are naturally self-prioritizing in morally problematic ways that could include selfishness and lead us to act at significant cost to others. If humility is indeed necessary for the full development of other virtues, it seems that to have it or seek it is, in a sense, unnatural, or as the authors put it, a corrective for certain natural tendencies. This would make the acquisition of any virtue difficult indeed.

Let me open another line of critique by noting that the use of the terms “low self-focus” and “high other-focus” is somewhat misleading, especially as regards the ethical alignment the authors claim is required for humility. They write that the ethical alignment of the humble person is such that the person recognizes that the interests of others are as worthy as his or her own (my emphasis). This implies the recognition of an equality of the value of interests. It is neither a prioritization (high other-focus), nor a denigration or deferral of the value of one’s interests with respect to those of others (low self-focus). Use of the term “low self-focus” invites a view of humility the authors reject—that involving self-denigration or self-abasement. I prefer instead, “proper” or “appropriate” self-focus, which indicates that humble individuals have an accurate alignment of their own interests vis-à-vis those of others and recognize that neither they nor their interests are, without further argument, to be privileged over, or sacrificed for, others or their interests.

More important, perhaps, are the implications of using the term “high other-focus.” “High other-focus,” as the authors use it, imports a novel element into their conception of humility, namely, extended compassion. I do not believe that extended compassion is a part of humility, though it could well be correlated with humility, as are other positive traits, such as the tendency to be forgiving. I say this despite the authors’ empirical findings, which I think are rather weak indicators of whether extended compassion is indeed a part of humility. In fairness to the authors, they include “extended compassion” in parenthesis, and not as part of their main text. I would urge them to consider how much of their view they would lose if they did not gloss “high other-focus” as extended compassion.

Humility, it seems to me, is the virtue regulating how one regards oneself relative to a larger landscape. The landscape could be social, but as the authors note, it could also be spiritual, cosmic, or environmental. Humility, as the appropriate or proper view of oneself relative to these other possible landscapes, might not correlate with extended compassion. It is conceptually and psychologically possible for someone to view himself or herself as one among many other human beings without thereby having a high focus on them such that he or she feels compassion for them and is interested in their well-being. A humble person could simply go about his or her business without giving much thought to what happens to others. We would say that such a person lacks compassion, but if he or she is not arrogant, vain, conceited, or proud but, rather, has a sense of his or her own talents and abilities without inflating them, we could not, I think, accuse this person of lacking humility. Thus, I disagree with the authors’ statement: “The humble person is someone who is actively interested in promoting or protecting others’ well-being and seeks to make a difference when/where he or she reasonably can.” Similarly, a person might feel insignificant before the grandeur of nature, viewing himself or herself as one small part of a larger whole, without having extended compassion for nature. I take it that “extended compassion” for nature might be manifested in a desire to end global warming, stop fracking, stop strip mining, end animal abuse, or protect endangered species. But one can understand and experience oneself as a small part of a larger whole without having any of these or similar desires.

Later in their essay Nadelhoffer and Wright suggest that “One of the developmental paths suggested by our research is the ‘being humbled’ path—that is, having the sorts of experiences that shame us for our arrogance, forcing us out of our egocentric center so that we catch a glimpse of the bigger picture.” They acknowledge that further research on this path is needed. However, of course, being humbled in this sense—being shamed for arrogance and forced out of our egocentrism, in a word, being taken down a notch or two—does not, at least on first glance, lend itself to a compassionate other-regarding focus. Being humbled in this sense might suggest low self-focus or being forced to recognize one’s equality with others where one had previously thought oneself better or more valuable. However, the authors will need to explain how the mental state of seeing oneself lowered ultimately gives rise to a sense of connectedness and concern for the others occupying the specific landscape—social, natural, cosmic, or spiritual—within which humbling occurs.

The authors bolster the dimension of extended compassion or high other-focus by offering empirical evidence that the “folk concepts” of humility held by their research participants include this dimension. However, the data they report from this study across several different age groups indicate that low self-focus is more commonly thought of as humility than high other-focus.2 For example, of 107 U.S. adults who were asked what a person fully possessing humility would look like, 89% referred to low self-focus, while 62%—27% less—mentioned high other-focus. When asked about what someone lacking humility would look like, 95% mentioned lack of low self-focus and 52%, lack of high other-focus—a difference of 43%.

One further point merits mention. The number of research participants in this study was small (358 total), and all were U.S. adults and, presumably, U.S. schoolchildren. Surveying other research populations could yield interestingly different results on the high other-focus dimension. For example, studying communities of cloistered Roman Catholic monks or nuns might show that their conceptions of humility center mainly on low self-focus, with little or no high other-focus when the “others” on whom one focuses are thought to be people, as opposed to God, and the attitude toward those others is thought to be compassion, as opposed to worship, reverence, or awe. Studying research populations in contemplative Buddhist communities could yield other interesting results, as low self-focus could well correlate with high other-focus. Indeed, the conception of humility the authors embrace could have a strong grounding in Buddhism, with its lack of egocentrism and emphasis on compassion. These observations suggest that the religious conceptions of research participants could influence their “folk conceptions” of humility, and that the nature of the high other-focus dimension of humility, if it is indeed a part of humility and not a separate but correlated construct, could vary with what I’ve called the “landscapes” of humility.

Though it makes sense to talk about high other-focus including a central component of extended compassion for other people, nature, or even the cosmos, it doesn’t make much sense to talk about having compassion for God or a higher spiritual power. Of course, it makes sense to talk about love of God, but love is not the same as compassion. Compassion is feeling sorrow or sympathy for another who is perceived to be in distress, and it presupposes that we are able to identify with the other in his or her plight (see Snow, 1991). Because God is all-powerful and never in distress, he cannot be an appropriate target of compassion. Moreover, a finite, fallible creature’s ability to identify with an omnipotent deity is imperfect and limited, if not presumptuous. High other-focus, then, might need to be revised or “fine-tuned” to better fit the specific landscape of humility. Humility might cause us to feel connected with and love nature and the cosmos, for example, and to experience reverence and awe before God—other-regarding emotions that seem to be a better fit than compassion with the specific landscapes in which humility can occur. What I am suggesting here, in sum, is that in their further research on low self-focus and high other-focus, the authors pay more attention to the background theories or belief sets of participants, such as Roman Catholicism or Buddhism, that can shape understandings of humility, and the “landscape” or context in which humility can arise.


Humility as a Gateway or Foundational Virtue

In the last section of their essay, the authors make the intriguing and appealing claim that “…humility is necessary in order for the full development of other virtues to occur” (emphasis theirs). They do not say whether they mean that humility is necessary for the full development of all of the other virtues (whatever they might be) in a person or for the full development of any virtue. I suspect they mean the latter. They also do not tell us what they mean by the “full development” of a virtue, but I assume they mean something like the Aristotelian sense of having an entrenched disposition that provides its possessor with the appropriate motivation for virtuous action as well as with the deliberative capacities by which he or she can do the right thing for the right reason at the right time and in the right way (NE, 1107a1–8).

Their argument that humility is the sine qua non for the full development of (any other) virtue is brief and to the point:

Being fully virtuous requires doing things in the right way at the right time for the right reasons—all of which require, among other things, the right sort of psychological positioning of oneself relative to all other morally significant beings. Humility, as we’ve defined it, provides this psychological positioning—and it is the only thing that does. Therefore, humility is necessary for being fully virtuous. (Nadelhoffer and Wright, this volume, emphasis theirs)


Suffice it to say the argument as presented fails. It is too strong and too sketchy. The insight the authors have is that the right sort of psychological positioning is required for the full development of virtue. It is not clear that having humility is the only way of achieving this psychological positioning, nor is it clear that one must have humility before one can attain the right sort of psychological positioning required by other virtues. The authors note (in note 15) the Kantian view that the impersonal force of reason might enable us to attain the psychological positioning necessary for the full development of virtue, but they rightly reject this as too theoretical and abstract. One needs to experience the psychological states needed for virtue, to occupy those states, as the authors put it. By this I take them to mean that the full development of virtue requires the lived experience of virtue, and the lived experience of virtue takes us beyond the impersonal force of reason to include uses of reason in our daily lives in very personal ways, and actual experiences of virtuous motivation as well as of the affective states of virtue. If so, I agree with the authors, but to conclude my commentary, I want to sketch, if only briefly, an alternative to their overly strong position. The alternative relies on two interrelated points. First, developmental aspects of virtue acquisition make it plausible to think that one can acquire the virtues in a piecemeal way. On this picture, one attains the rather exalted psychological positioning attributed to humility over the course of time, and as a result of development in virtue, not as its prerequisite. Second, virtues have a modularity such that the possessor of a specific virtue can have the appropriate psychological positioning required for that virtue without having to have the appropriate psychological positioning required for other virtues, including that attributed by the authors to humility. The modularity of virtue so understood is incompatible with both interpretations of the authors’ position mentioned above, namely, that the psychological positioning afforded by humility is necessary for the full development of all of the other virtues, or for the full development of any virtue. To my mind, virtues are modular in such a way that each entails its own distinctive psychological positioning, which can be attained in its own right through the process of acquiring that specific virtue.

How does virtue acquisition occur? If Aristotle is correct, it occurs through habituation when we are young (see NE, Book II). But surely we are taught to be virtuous as situations arise. We are taught generosity by being told to share our toys; compassion, by being shown how to comfort others in distress; courage, by being taught to overcome fear and stand our ground. We are taught and achieve the correct psychological positioning for each virtue on a case-by-case basis, as occasions arise for the practice of any given virtue. So a rather commonsensical view of how we learn to be virtuous does not presuppose the ability to psychologically position ourselves correctly vis-à-vis the entire range of morally significant beings, but instead, we learn to psychologically position ourselves appropriately with respect to the morally significant beings involved in specific virtuous actions. We learn that the value of being courageous lies in overcoming our fear, and the value of being generous and compassionate, in considering the welfare of others. As the authors rightly note, correct psychological positioning typically involves a “decentering” of self and an orientation toward the other. (This does not seem to be true of self-regarding virtues, such as temperance, and some of the epistemic virtues, such as open-mindedness.) But we do not have to achieve this stance tout court—with respect to all morally significant beings—in order to attain and have it in the specific ways required by the various virtues.

This developmental picture makes sense because of the modular nature of the virtues. Each virtue is a disposition that can be conceptualized as a bundle of motivations, cognitions, and affective elements (see Snow, 2009). Each virtue has its distinctive sphere of applicability. Some motivations, cognitions, and affective elements can be shared between or among different virtues—for example, the desire to help another seems common to generosity and compassion, though it is shaped in different ways by motivational and cognitive elements specific to each virtue as well as by the circumstances in which the occasion for virtuous action arises. This way of conceptualizing the virtues and their exercise has explanatory power, for it enables us to explain how we can learn to be virtuous by acquiring specific virtues on a case-by-case basis yet extend what we know to new situations involving different virtues. The virtues are different enough to have their own distinctive natures and spheres of applicability yet share features which allow us to transfer knowledge of how to be virtuous from one virtue to another. As we learn generosity, for example, we learn that we should desire to help others in need—and this desire is also part of compassion. Moreover, the exercise of virtues in specific contexts can require seemingly unrelated virtues. To be generous or compassionate in certain circumstances might require courage, for example. Thus, the virtues, though modular, can overlap both in terms of shared elements intrinsic to each virtue, but also in terms of the requirements of action imposed on us by circumstances. Because of these complex areas of overlap, we can eventually reach the psychological positioning of self to other morally significant beings that the authors attribute to humility. But reaching this position, I surmise, takes a lot of thought and practice. Far from being a prerequisite for the full development of virtue, it is the achievement of repeated virtuous actions performed over time.
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Notes

1 I thank Christian Miller for raising the important point (and providing examples) that not all forms of self-prioritizing are morally problematic. For example, when I water my garden but not my neighbor’s, or submit my own article to a journal, I am self-prioritizing in a morally unproblematic way.
2 Christian Miller points out that it would be helpful to know how the authors measured high other-focus. It would be helpful to know specifically how many of their items were connected to compassion, and how many were not.
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6.3 Response to Schrader & Tangney and Snow Commentaries

Thomas Nadelhoffer and Jennifer Cole Wright

To begin, we would like to thank both Schrader & Tangney and Snow for their respective commentaries. They raised several important issues. Our response will begin where their concerns and criticisms overlap.


Overlapping Concerns—Snow and Schrader & Tangney

Across both commentaries a shared focal point was our second dimension of humility: high other-focus. Schrader & Tangney write, “The epistemic component—low self-focus—seems to us central to the construct of humility. From this perspective, humility is a quintessential ‘hypo-egoic’ virtue. … In contrast, Nadelhoffer and Wright’s definition of ethical alignment or high other-focus appears to us to be an effect or downstream consequence rather than a core element of humility.” This is related to Snow’s worry about the connection we make between high other-focus and “extended compassion”—she writes, “Humility, it seems to me, is the virtue regulating how one regards oneself relative to a larger landscape. … Humility, as the appropriate or proper view of oneself relative to these other possible landscapes, might not correlate with extended compassion.”

Both of these comments push us to be clearer about what we mean by high other-focus and why we think it an essential part of humility. To this end, let us make a couple of points. First, while it is certainly possible that what we’re calling “existential awareness” could be uncorrelated with what we’re calling “extended compassion,” our findings suggest instead that the two not only correlate with one another, but are two dimensions of a single, overarching construct of humility. And it’s not just that these two dimensions are “under the umbrella of humility”—to borrow a phrase from Schrader & Tangney—but rather, that they are at least partly constitutive of both the folk concept and the psychological construct of humility (for more on this, see Nadelhoffer, Wright, Echols, Perini, and Venezia, 2016; Wright, Nadelhoffer, Ross, and Sinnott-Armstrong, 2016). In short, we believe we have good reason to hold that the linguistic and psychological phenomena we’re calling “humility”—rightly or wrongly—have these two key dimensions.

Second, whether “existential awareness” and “extended compassion” are the best terms for the linguistic and psychological items that were the target of our investigation is an open question. It’s clear that the ambiguity of these terms (coupled with our earlier presentation of our views) invites multiple interpretations of what we have in mind. For instance, both commentaries seem to focus more on the compassion part of “extended compassion” than on the extended part—but for us, the latter is arguably the distinguishing feature of the kind of other-focus found in humility.

To better articulate why we think high other-focus is necessary for humility, let us return to the clearest statement of our account, which is that “…humility, at its core, is a particular psychological positioning of oneself within the larger context of the universe—one that is both epistemically and ethically aligned.” To put it another way, humility is a particular experience of oneself in relation to all else (everything and everyone)—one that generates an epistemically and ethically aligned state of awareness of one’s place alongside other morally relevant beings in the vast interconnected web of life traveling through the expanse of the cosmos. And while we each can come into and go out of states of humility—that is, people can be temporarily or momentarily humble—the virtue of humility requires these states of awareness to stabilize into a sort of “standing” or baseline disposition, such that one’s mental states and behaviors are continuously informed and influenced by it.

As we see it, to be aware of oneself in relation to all else involves, at minimum, an awareness of oneself and an awareness of all else1—thus, it naturally lends itself to both a shift in one’s awareness of oneself and a shift in one’s awareness of that to which oneself is in relation. In other words, states of humility generate not only an appropriate reduction in one’s sense of self (one’s importance, specialness, value, priority, etc.), but also a correspondingly heightened appreciation of everything else—of the vast and complex world of which one is a part and the myriad of living beings in it with you. We’re calling the former of these shifts low self-focus and the latter high other-focus (though, here again, perhaps better labels for them could be found).

Of course, this is exactly what Snow and Schrader & Tangney call into question. According to both commentators, it seems that a person who manifests sufficient low self-focus could count as being humble even if he or she does not manifest high other-focus (though presumably not vice versa). We disagree—as we discussed in our chapter for this volume, we believe our evidence suggests that both play an important role when it comes to the folk concept (Nadelhoffer et al., 2016) and the psychological construct (Wright et al., 2016) of humility. As counterintuitive or problematic as some philosophers and psychologists may find this view, it’s the one we believe our findings support.

However, we also wonder, is it really that counterintuitive? If we consider the sorts of stories and images associated with humility, they often involve some form of service to others (such as the story of Jesus performing foot washing referenced in Matthew 26:14–39; Luke 22:24–27; John 13:1–17). Could someone truly be said to possess the virtue of humility if while in a state of low self-focus the person remained unmoved by the plight of those around him or her—unconcerned for their well-being? And while we agree with Snow that circumstances might arise where extended compassion may be unnecessary—(as she writes, “… it doesn’t make much sense to talk about having compassion for God or a higher spiritual power”)—it is the expression of extended compassion within the humble person that is unnecessary in such instances, not its presence.

This is not to say, contra Schrader & Tangney, that we view these two dimensions as endpoints on a continuum. Indeed, we have evidence that the two can and do occasionally come apart. Rather, it’s to say that when they do, neither dimension is individually sufficient for humility—without both, one cannot be said to be in a state of humility, or to possess the virtue.2

All that said, there is an important sense in which both commentators are correct. Our position is that humility is an experience of oneself in relation to all else that generates epistemically and ethically aligned states of awareness—thus, strictly speaking, everything else that follows from that is a consequence or downstream effect of humility. This is true for high other-focus—for example, appreciating the value of others, experiencing deep concern for their well-being, feeling connected to and responsible for the larger living world, and so forth. But it is also true for low self-focus—for example, being willing to acknowledge one’s mistakes and imperfections, being open to new ideas and contradictory evidence,3 being modest in one’s self-presentation/lifestyle, and so on. While it seems unlikely (to say the least) that such outcomes would not just automatically follow from epistemically and ethically aligned states of awareness, we can nonetheless imagine situations in which they might not.

In other words, one’s awareness of one’s finitude, fragility, and fallibility in the face of the vastness of which one is a part should typically result in an increased epistemic sensitivity to the possibility of error, a decreased sense of self-importance, an increased public and private modesty, and so forth—indeed, we’d arguably be justified in presuming that it would—but, nonetheless, it doesn’t have to do so. Likewise, one’s awareness of the shared moral status and value of the inner-connected “web of life” in which one is embedded should typically result in increased expressions of concern, interest, respect, care, and so forth—but it doesn’t have to do so.


Other Concerns—Schrader & Tangney

In addition to this background worry about the relationship between existential awareness and extended compassion, Schrader & Tangney also express puzzlement over the specific subscales we generated with our humility scale, stating “…it is not clear how these particular domains (e.g., religious, cosmic, and environmental) of humility were selected. One could imagine many other possible humility subscales including humility in regard to physical attractiveness, intelligence, or wealth.” While we agree with Schrader & Tangney that people could certainly display humility in the context of their (and others’) attractiveness, intelligence, and wealth—along with a wide variety of other contexts—what the religious and secular (cosmic/environmental) subscales are meant to represent is categorically different. That is, they do not represent a selection of some of the contexts within which people can display humility, but rather represent different aspects of one’s awareness of oneself in relation to “all else.” In other words, they represent ways in which we experience humility (specifically, low self-focus) rather than things that we are willing or able to be humble about.

Schrader & Tangney also expressed concern about our using self-report methods to develop our scale because of the very real potential, especially in this instance, for social desirability or self-enhancement distortion. This is an important concern—one that we went to great lengths to control for at several different stages of data collection and scale development, the details of which were not presented here but can be found elsewhere (Wright, Nadelhoffer, and Ross, 2016; Wright, Nadelhoffer, Ross, and Sinnott-Armstrong, 2016). For example, during scale production we eliminated any scale items that were strongly correlated (> 0.4) with social desirability, as measured by the Marlow-Crowne Social Desirability Scale (Ballard, 1992). Additionally, when examining the scale’s relationship to other moral and psychological attributes/capacities, we eliminated any participants whose social desirability score was too strongly correlated (> 0.4) with any of the humility subscales or with the scale as a whole.

Finally, Schrader & Tangney expressed concern about the fact that people who are not religious might score lower on the scale than people who are: “Nadelhoffer and Wright address this issue by stating that one’s humility score represents greater or lesser opportunities for humility rather than higher or lower humility. Thus, we wonder whether this is truly a measure of humility or is a measure of potential to experience humility.” We think Schrader & Tangney are right to press us on this issue. While we certainly did adopt an “opportunities” approach in explaining our overall findings, perhaps it was a mistake to do so (for the reasons they suggest). Upon further reflection, we think these findings more likely have a developmental explanation. For instance, it strikes us as likely that religious children will encounter religious notions of humility early in their development—while secularly raised children aren’t likely to encounter cosmic/environmental humility until later. This creates different developmental “arcs” toward humility. As such, one would expect both children and adults who are high in religious humility to have different attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors than people who score low in religious humility yet high in the other subscales of our humility scale. And this is precisely what we found.

However, we don’t think it’s a straightforward function of an individual’s having more or fewer opportunities to be humble. One could have little to no opportunity for religious humility, just like one could have little to no opportunity for environmental humility. Conversely, one could be blessed with a multitude of opportunities for either kind—for example, by being born and raised in a church or at an environmentalist commune. Our scale both can and should be able to detect these differences. But that doesn’t show that the scale is merely a measure of people’s “potential to experience humility” as Schrader & Tangney suggest. It’s not about a person’s opportunities and potential to experience humility—it’s about the nature of the experiences themselves, and the relationship between these distinct yet related experiences and the overall construct of humility. In the case of both religious and environmental humility, we would argue that the same underlying existential awareness is generated in each—but the things that induce the awareness are different in each case.

Thus, different paths toward existential awareness exist. And each unique but related path produces overlapping, yet distinctive, patterns of beliefs, judgments, and behaviors—for example, not surprisingly, cosmic and environmental humility tend to go together, while religious humility has a distinct psychological profile. However, this doesn’t mean that one path is any more important than the other, nor does it mean that religious people are “more humble” just because they have the opportunity to score higher on our scale (the scale need not be thought of additively in that way).

As we suggested above, we think that perhaps this can be best explained by the fact that different elements of humility come on board at different times in our lives and their unique developmental arcs can, in turn, influence downstream moral beliefs and behaviors. On this view, people introduced to religious humility early in life may end up on a different path to fully possessing the virtue of humility than those who don’t. But secularity is not necessarily a hurdle to the full possession of humility. It simply represents a different avenue for arriving at the same phenomenological end—namely, the general awareness and appreciation of one’s smallness in relation to something bigger (and more important) than oneself.


Other Concerns—Snow

We would like to now turn our attention to Snow’s commentary. There are two main issues that she raises that we need to address. First, she makes the following observation, “… the authors seem to assume that our self-prioritization tendencies orient us naturally toward morally problematic behavior, which could include selfishness at the expense of others. … If humility is indeed necessary for the full development of other virtues, it seems that to have it or seek it is, in a sense, unnatural, or as the authors put it, a corrective for certain natural tendencies. This would make the acquisition of any virtue difficult indeed.”

This is a fair point—and raises the important question about how much self-focus is acceptable (or morally unproblematic). Ethicists have long debated this issue—for example, the criticism that the impartiality demanded by consequentialism’s moral calculus harms our integrity (Smart and Williams, 1973) and results in alienation (Railton, 1984). Our view on this is as follows: Psychologically, we are so constituted as to be naturally self-oriented—to prioritize ourselves (our desires, needs, beliefs, goals, hopes, fears, well-being, etc.) not only because they are the ones with which we are most intimately, deeply, and continuously familiar, but also because they (and not others) are ours. And it is a demanding morality indeed that renders this constitution immoral at the prima facie level, which is certainly not what we intended.

What we did intend was perhaps best captured by Johnston (2009) in the quote we introduced in the chapter, a section of which we repeat here:

…the central commandment of Christianity—to love one’s neighbor, indeed even one’s enemies, as oneself—is nothing less than an identity-reconstituting command. … it requires that one love the arbitrary other as oneself, but it also requires that one love oneself objectively; that is, as just the arbitrary other whose life one is nonetheless called upon to lead.…


To say it another way, we cannot change our psychological constitution and the fact that it creates for us one (and only one) life to be lived. We can, however, come to love that life objectively—recognizing it as just one life among many, the one we just happened to be called upon to live—while at the same time loving all those lives we were not called upon to live as much as we do our own.

In other words, while not damning our psychological constitution (and its natural self-prioritization) at the outset, we do maintain that it sets up a subjective way of experiencing the world that is ultimately objectively untenable—we simply are not, from the outside, worth all the fuss and attention and “special treatment” we tend to lavish upon ourselves.

This is not a new idea. Consider, for example, the extensive efforts on the part of parents, teachers, society, and so forth to expand children’s range of concern, to increasingly focus their attention outward, beyond even family and friends to the unknown other. And we view humility as, in part, the (momentary or stable) achievement of this more epistemically and ethically accurate subjective perspective—one that may very well be something that at least some of us are naturally inclined to experience, but nonetheless also one that most of us fail to ever achieve.

Finally, we turn to Snow’s second set of comments, having to do with humility’s status as a foundational moral virtue. First, she states the following: “They do not say whether they mean that humility is necessary for the full development of all of the other virtues (whatever they might be) in a person or for the full development of any virtue. I suspect they mean the latter.” We do indeed have this view in mind—in other words, what we are claiming is that the mature possession of any virtue is going to require the virtuous agent to be in an epistemically and ethically aligned state of awareness.

In response to this claim, Snow sketches an alternative, which relies on two interrelated points. The first point is that “…developmental aspects of virtue acquisition make it plausible to think that one can acquire the virtues in a piecemeal way. On this picture, one attains the rather exalted psychological positioning attributed to humility over the course of time, and as a result of development in virtue, not as its prerequisite.” We agree with Snow that the virtue of humility is likely to develop in a similar “piecemeal” fashion—for example, through the experience of various transitory states of humility that bring things into larger perspective, resulting in a cascade of other attitudes, emotions, and behaviors that, over time (if all goes well), encourage the development of a more stable disposition. And the circumstances that give rise to such states, both initially and ongoing, will likely vary, both across people and across time (as we saw above). Alongside this development is the gradual development of other virtues—for example, we struggle with being generous and honest, not only in accurately recognizing the instances in which such virtues are called for, but in fully grasping what they require of us and why.

However, here is where humility plays a critical role. If we are able to evaluate the situation from within an epistemically and ethically aligned state of awareness, we can quiet the self-distortions that heighten one’s own needs and interests and/or downplay the needs and interests of others, threatening to “dampen” the virtuous response (e.g., resulting in only partial disclosure or the giving of less than was needed) or discourage it altogether.

Yet, it might also be, as Snow suggests, that other virtues develop first, contributing to the development of humility. Consider, for example, moments of “brutal honesty” or “insane generosity,” where those of us who are not yet maturely virtuous somehow find it within ourselves to get it right—to act so virtuously that it almost hurts. Such moments of virtue arguably have the power to transform one’s perspective, even after the fact, into a more epistemically and ethically aligned state of awareness. And we think this is fine. Our claim is not that humility is developmentally prior to mature virtue, but rather that it is foundational to it—one cannot be maturely virtuous (i.e., consistently and reliably engage in right action across a wide variety of contexts) without an epistemically and ethically aligned awareness.

Snow’s second point is that “…virtues have a modularity such that the possessor of a specific virtue can have the appropriate psychological positioning required for that virtue without having to have the appropriate psychological positioning required for other virtues, including that attributed by the authors to humility.” We take it that the modularity view is, at its heart, a denial of the strong “unity of virtues” thesis—and we are fine with this. Viewing humility as foundational to the mature expression of other virtues does not require a commitment to a unity thesis or anything resembling it. Indeed, we suppose that it’s possible (though not likely) that you could develop in such a way as to be only able to maturely express one other virtue. Nonetheless, the mature expression of that one other virtue would require an epistemically and ethically aligned state of awareness.4

In essence, we are arguing that while other virtues—honesty, generosity, courage, and so on—may have (or be constituted by) psychological characteristics that are unique to each virtue, humility alone involves a psychological “positioning,” a state of awareness, that the expression of all fully developed, mature virtues must include. Without it, their expression will be imperfect, apt to be distorted or otherwise off the mark. This, we argue, is what makes humility foundational. However, developing and defending this view is the task for another day (see Wright and Nadelhoffer, 2016).

For now, we want to briefly highlight one of the ways our “foundationalist” thesis could be tested—something we hope to do ourselves in the near future. For starters, you could collect correlational data using a battery of scales designed to measure a wide variety of virtues. Based on these initial findings, primes could be developed for increasing and decreasing people’s scores on these scales—for example, designing primes that could decrease people’s scores on the humility scale or increase their scores on a courageousness scale. These primes could then be administered in conjunction with the scales. Our prediction is that when people are given primes that decrease/increase their scores on the humility scale, their scores on the other scales will decrease/increase as well. On the other hand, when people are given primes that decrease/increase their scores on another virtue—like courage—their scores on the other scales won’t be affected. In short, changes in humility should impact the expression of other virtues—while changes in any other virtue should not have the same “ripple” effect. Depending on the results, behavioral (and perhaps even longitudinal) studies could then be designed and conducted in an effort to further explore the thesis.

Of course, this is just one of several ways we might further test, explore, and support our foundationalist thesis moving forward. In the meantime, we would like to once again thank Schrader & Tangney and Snow for their thought-provoking commentaries. Their helpful remarks provided us with the opportunity to revisit and clarify some issues while forcing us to completely reconsider others. As a result, we would humbly like to think that some progress has been made. But we leave that for others to decide.
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Notes

1 This awareness might, in some instances, be an expansive awareness of “all else”—that is, everything around and beyond oneself (not unlike mystical experiences people sometimes report)—but it might also, in other instances, be of a particular “other,” such as family and friends, or a room full of strangers, or a living creature you encounter, and so forth. In the latter cases, however, we’d argue that one’s awareness of a specific other remains framed within this more expansive sense of “all else,” which is operating in the background.
2 So, for example, low self-focus without high other-focus might be a state of deep existential anxiety—a possibility that we have at least preliminary (and currently unpublished) correlational data to support.
3 We should be clear here that our account is of the moral virtue of humility—not the epistemic virtue of what is often referred to as “intellectual” humility. Nonetheless, it seems right to us to hold that the moral virtue of humility not only has an epistemic component (hence the epistemic alignment), but has epistemic significance. In other words, people with the moral virtue of humility will naturally be more open to new information, to divergent ideas, beliefs, and practices—attributes we might reasonably expect from the intellectually humble—though their reasons for beings so may be different (e.g., they may be so because of their reduced concern for self-oriented rewards and increased respect for their fellow human beings as rational moral agents, whereas the intellectually humble may simply appreciate the fact that human fallibility means that intellectual progress is best made through collaborative efforts).
4 Of course, if this is right, then it suggests that it would be natural to codevelop many, if not all, of the virtues—since, from a state of epistemic and ethical alignment, the reasons for responding honestly are as clear and compelling as the reasons for responding honorably, generously, bravely, and so on. Practically speaking, then, what would stand in the way of virtue unity would likely be external to the virtues themselves—that is, the temperamental or constitutional facts about the virtuous agent and/or environmental conditions in which the agent finds himself or herself.

References

	Ballard, R. (1992). Short forms of the Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale. Psychological Reports, 71, 1155–1160.

	Johnston, M. (2009). Saving God: Religion after idolatry. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

	Nadelhoffer, T., Wright, J. C., Echols, M., Perini, T., & Venezia, K. (2016). The varieties of humility worth wanting: An interdisciplinary investigation. Journal of Moral Philosophy. Available online at http://booksandjournals.brillonline.com/content/journals/10.1163/17455243-46810056/.

	Railton, P. (1984). Alienation, consequentialism, and the demands of morality. Philosophy & Public Affairs, 13(2), 134–171.

	Smart, J.J.C., & Williams, B. (1973). Utilitarianism: For and against. Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press.

	Wright, J. C., & Nadelhoffer, T. (2016). Humility as a foundational virtue: The (potential) philosophical significance of what we’ve learned about humility. Manuscript in preparation.

	Wright, J. C., Nadelhoffer, T., & Ross, L. (2016). Humility as a highly pro-social virtue: Scale validation and beyond. Manuscript in preparation.

	Wright, J. C., Nadelhoffer, T., Ross, L., & Sinnott-Armstrong, W. (2016). Be it ever so humble: An updated account and measurement for humility. Manuscript submitted for publication.


7 Compassion Is a Motivated Choice

C. Daryl Cameron and Katie Rapier

Imagine that as you are walking down the street, you pass a crying child on the side of the road. As you stop to look, you see that the child is hungry, sick, and scared. Before deliberating, you have an immediate feeling of compassion and urge to help.

Next, imagine that as you open your mailbox, you see a brochure from UNICEF asking you to donate to provide medical care to a child overseas. As you read, you see that the child is famished, diseased, and afraid. Before reading further, you throw the brochure out of sight and out of mind.

Why do you feel and act compassionately for the first child but not the second? Several factors influence your decision, but ultimately, we argue that it reflects a choice of where to extend your attention and care. In this chapter, we will argue that compassion—which we take to encompass emotion and behavior—is a motivated choice. Compassion toward the first child and callousness toward the second are due to active choices to care or disengage. Although it is often considered a character trait, we argue that being compassionate results from motivated choices to prioritize and balance competing goals within specific contexts. Compassion can be costly, drawing upon material and emotional resources and requiring us to put ourselves in uncertain or dangerous situations. Yet compassion can also have benefits, such as building social relationships. The scope of compassion that we feel, as a balance of these costs and benefits, is largely within our control.

Construing compassion as an active, motivated choice can allow us to understand apparent failures of compassion that seem to limit its moral impact. Here, we discuss three such limits: that it is (1) insensitive to the suffering of large numbers of victims, (2) insensitive to the suffering of dissimilar victims, and (3) liable to interfere with the application of moral principles such as justice. For each case, we discuss how these apparent limits can reflect motivated choices, rather than biases intrinsic to the emotion itself. In general, compassion may only be as limited as we want it to be.


What Is Compassion?

In this chapter, we use the following psychological definition of compassion: “the feeling that arises in witnessing another’s suffering that motivates a subsequent desire to help” (Goetz et al., 2010, p. 351; see also DeSteno, 2015). This definition situates compassion as an emotional response to the suffering of others that typically motivates people’s helpful actions. Although many situational factors may prevent compassion from leading to helping, this prosocial motivation should usually be present when compassion is experienced.

Importantly, compassion is but one aspect of the broader construct of empathy. Current models decompose empathy into multiple subcomponents (Decety and Cowell, 2014; Zaki and Ochsner, 2012). The first of these is experience sharing (also known as affective resonance or emotional empathy): vicariously resonating with the experiences of others. If you see a sad, scared child on the side of the road, you may catch that child’s state and also feel sad and scared. Although experience sharing and compassion can influence each other, these states are conceptually and empirically distinct (for discussion, see Miller, 2013). Experience sharing is often a prelude to compassion, but it can cause other states such as disgust, anger, and distress (Batson, 2011; Klimecki and Singer, 2011). Indeed, resonating with the pain of a hated enemy can often inspire schadenfreude, the joyful delight in the suffering of others that is the opposite of compassion (Cikara, Bruneau, and Saxe, 2011).

Compassion is also distinct from the second component of empathy, perspective taking (also known as mentalizing or cognitive empathy): inferring and reasoning about the mental states of others. Although perspective taking has been used as an experimental manipulation to increase compassion (for a review of such experiments, see Batson, 2011), it may not always increase compassion. For instance, perspective taking might undermine compassion during intergroup conflict (Bruneau and Saxe, 2012) and competition (Pierce, Kilduff, Galinsky, and Sivanathan, 2013).

Next, we consider the components of compassion. Many theories suggest that emotions such as compassion result from the combination of affect (i.e., feeling good/bad and aroused/calm) and conceptual knowledge (for a review, see Cameron, Lindquist, and Gray, 2015). Although there will be cultural and individual variability in the specific concepts that constitute compassion (Koopman-Holm and Tsai, 2014), for the purposes of this chapter we focus on widely cited criteria that typically, but do not always, constitute compassion. According to Goetz and colleagues (2010), we must first perceive that suffering is taking place. Because perception need not track reality, we can perceive suffering minds even when there are no minds (i.e., feeling compassion for the robot protagonist of Wall-E) or there is no objective suffering (i.e., feeling compassion for stage actors).

Next, Goetz et al. (2010) suggest that this suffering should be perceived as incongruent with our own goals. We typically want our friends and family to be free from harm, and so their suffering is incongruent with our goals and can elicit compassion. The suffering of strangers may seem less relevant for our goals, and the suffering of enemies may seem to satisfy, rather than obstruct, our goals. One corollary of this point is that we typically feel more compassion for those with whom we have relationships. One heuristic cue for relatedness is similarity, and this cue can be used to nudge compassion: for instance, creating similarity through staged, synchronized movements increases compassion for strangers (Valdesolo and DeSteno, 2011). Conversely, inducing compassion leads people to feel more similar to others, particularly those in need of help (Oveis, Horberg, and Keltner, 2010). These results do not suggest that similarity is a necessary prerequisite for compassion, or that we cannot feel compassion for dissimilar others—instead, they suggest that similarity can be sufficient for increasing the compassion response.

Third, Goetz et al. (2010) suggest that compassion involves judging that the person does not deserve to suffer. It is generally unwise to invest in people whom we don’t trust, and much work finds that people feel less compassion for targets who are seen as being responsible for, or having control over, their own suffering (Rudolph, Roesch, Greitemeyer, and Weiner, 2004). As with similarity, blame is a sufficient, but not necessary, feature that shapes the magnitude of compassion. There are plenty of exceptions in which we can feel compassion for people who caused their own suffering.

Finally, Goetz and colleagues (2010) suggest that compassion involves having resources to cope with the costs of compassionate action. These resources can involve the ability to regulate emotions, to help effectively, and to maintain psychological equanimity. In this chapter, we expand discussion of this criterion and examine how costs, benefits, and coping influence compassion. Because compassion involves outlay of resources, it will be constrained by how people choose to balance costs and benefits within a given situation. Next, we consider what some of these costs and benefits are likely to be.


Does Compassion Have a Dark Side?

Many philosophers across a range of traditions have argued that compassion is a morally praiseworthy emotion. As put by the Dalai Lama, “Love and compassion are necessities, not luxuries. Without them, humanity cannot survive” (Dalai Lama and Cutler, 2000). As put by Adam Smith (1790/2002) in The Theory of Moral Sentiments, “Generosity, humanity, kindness, compassion, mutual friendship and esteem, all the social and benevolent affections, when expressed in the countenance or behaviour, even towards those who are not peculiarly connected with ourselves, please the indifferent spectator upon almost every occasion.” Psychological research builds on these traditions by revealing concrete prosocial outcomes that result when people feel compassion for others.

Most famously, Daniel Batson and his colleagues have shown across many experiments that inducing compassion leads people to engage in increased prosocial behavior, such as volunteering time to help others (Batson et al., 1989; Coke, Batson, and McDavis, 1978; Fultz et al., 1986) and intervening to take electric shocks for another person (Batson et al., 1981; Toi and Batson, 1982). These experiments were designed to test the hypothesis that compassion motivates people to relieve suffering of others for their own sake as an intrinsic goal, and not as a means to achieve other, egoistic ends (such as relieving negative affect, avoiding guilt and punishment by others, and attaining a warm glow and praise from others; see Batson, 2011). Moreover, compassion can play an important role in cooperation (Batson and Ahmad, 2001; Singer and Steinbeis, 2009) and increase positive attitudes and behavior toward stigmatized groups (Batson et al., 1997; Batson et al., 2002).

Despite these benefits, compassion may be susceptible to a series of limits that constrain its usefulness for moral life. Recently, a number of authors have emphasized three specific limits that suggest empathy-related emotional states have a “dark side” (Bloom, 2013, 2014; Prinz, 2011; see also Batson, 2011, who argues that compassion can have “liabilities”). Although these authors typically focus on the experience sharing component of empathy, these arguments also are relevant for compassion, and hence below we use the term “empathy” to capture both of these empathy-related emotional states:

	Empathy is innumerate. Empathy is stronger for single identifiable victims than for large groups of suffering victims, as in natural disasters, epidemics, and genocides.

	Empathy is parochial. Empathy is stronger for similar targets, particular those who share the same group membership (e.g., race, nationality, values).

	Empathy interferes with morality. Empathy emphasizes the needs of a few over principled moral action (e.g., by making it difficult to punish someone who deserves it).


According to empathy critics, these limits are problems inherent to empathy itself: Likening empathy to a limited-capacity resource, they suggest that empathy is akin to a fixed pie that cannot be extended to everyone. For this reason, they argue that empathy should be dismissed as a basis for sound moral decision-making (Bloom, 2013, 2014; Prinz, 2011). Interestingly, empathy critics suggest that whereas experience sharing is subject to these limiting biases, compassion is not. Prinz (2011) writes that “concern overcomes many of the worries we have encountered with empathy” (p. 230). Similarly, Bloom (2014) claims, “Compassionate helping is good for you and others. But empathetic distress is destructive of the individual in the long run.”

These claims about the relative demerits of experience sharing and compassion have a basis in Buddhist texts—for instance, Goodman (2009; cited in Bloom, 2014) distinguishes the Buddhist conception of “sentimental compassion” as an exhausting emotional experience to be avoided (akin to experience sharing) from “great compassion” as a distanced emotional experience that should be encouraged. Encouraging experience sharing increases negative affect whereas encouraging compassion meditation increases positive affect (Klimecki, Leiberg, Ricard, and Singer, 2014), leading monk Matthieu Ricard to claim that “compassionate states are associated with wholesome states and could never lead to burnout, whereas engaging in empathic states alone can lead to unbearable suffering” (Klimecki and Singer, 2011, pp. 379–380).

While there are important differences between experience sharing and compassion, the same limits on experience sharing that empathy critics emphasize have been documented for compassion as well. In regard to innumeracy, the terms “compassion collapse” and “compassion fade” capture the phenomenon that compassion specifically, and not just empathy as experience sharing, is reduced for the suffering of large numbers. Similarly, there are intergroup biases in compassion, particularly when callousness toward minorities is easy to rationalize (Saucier et al., 2005). And the often-cited experiments on empathy–justice conflicts induce compassion, not experience sharing (Batson et al., 1995). By the logic of their own arguments, empathy critics should be equally skeptical about compassion. Dismissing compassion may be less popular than dismissing experience sharing: While people may be willing to believe that vicarious distress is problematic for morality, they may be less persuaded that compassion breaks the moral compass.

Yet some are willing to claim on the basis of the existing research that compassion in particular, and not just experience sharing, has a dark side. Specifically, the claim is that compassion is a limited-capacity resource—for example, “Our capacity to feel sympathy for people in need appears limited, and this form of compassion fatigue can lead to apathy and inaction” (Västfjäll, Slovic, Mayorga, and Peters, 2014). This description is similar to claims that are made about self-control. For many years, self-control was thought to be a limited-capacity resource because exerting self-control in one situation reduces the ability to engage in self-control subsequently (e.g., Baumeister et al., 1998). Like a muscle that becomes tired out and fatigued, self-control appears to become depleted over repeated use. Perhaps compassion is the same way—people simply become too tired to care, an idea captured well by the term “compassion fatigue.” Yet recent models of self-control challenge this capacity view, explaining self-control depletion without a capacity limit: After an initial act of self-control, people become more motivated to prioritize easy and self-gratifying goals (i.e., leisure) over effortful and obligatory goals (labor; Inzlicht, Schmeichel, and Macrae, 2014). Apparent limits of self-control, on this view, reflect motivated choices to avoid effort.

In this chapter, we argue that apparent limits of compassion can be reinterpreted in a similar way. We will discuss how each limit—innumeracy, parochialism, and moral interference—can be explained as the end result of motivated choices to prioritize competing goals over feeling compassion. This motivational approach is consistent with a growing emphasis on the role of motivation in empathy (e.g., Dovidio et al., 1991; Hodges and Biswas-Diener, 2007; Keysers and Gazzola, 2014; Zaki, 2014). According to our approach, situations that tend to elicit compassion often activate competing goals, such as avoiding financial cost, avoiding exhaustion and fatigue, maintaining well-being, maintaining moral self-image, and abiding by social norms. How much compassion people feel will depend on which factors are prioritized to resolve these goal conflicts.

Before proceeding, we must define what we mean by “choice.” As we will highlight, there are many situations in which people may strategically consider factors that support or inhibit compassion, prioritizing some over others. When seeing a homeless man further down the street, we might cross to the other side to avoid the interaction and forestall compassion. People maintain greater walking distance from a table when it is set up as a donation center (Pancer et al., 1979) and avoid donation solicitors, particularly when they expect to be directly asked to donate money (Andreoni, Rao, and Trachtman, 2011). When people expect that compassion for others will cost a high (vs. low) amount of time commitment, they proactively avoid entering into situations which they anticipate to elicit high (vs. low) levels of compassion (Shaw, Batson, and Todd, 1994). These strategies need not require conscious deliberation—for instance, neurophysiological research finds that doctors exhibit reduced empathy for the pain of their patients within 300 milliseconds, possibly to avoid being emotionally exhausted by the suffering of their patients (Decety, Yang, and Cheng, 2010).

Although the term “choice” is a useful shorthand for capturing the idea that compassion is a motivated phenomenon, the broader term that covers the full range of motivated compassion effects is control, defined as “the state or act of producing that state in which thoughts, feelings, and behaviors are organized and prioritized around a desired end” (Fujita, Trope, Cunningham, and Liberman, 2014, p. 52). In other words, control refers to prioritizing goals in the service of maintaining effective goal pursuit. We are not using the common definition of control as the conscious overriding of impulses. When we say that compassion is choice, we mean that compassion requires control, defined as the active management of competing goals.

This claim that compassion requires control might seem counterintuitive, given that many of us may assume we have little ability to control our emotions. However, research has shown that people can effectively control their emotions using a variety of direct and indirect strategies (for reviews, see Gross, 1998; Koole, 2008). When enthralled with a feeling of compassion for a suffering child, eliminating this feeling might seem impossible to do. Yet people can effectively eliminate compassion by reappraising the situation—for instance, by rationalizing that the child deserves to suffer (Lerner and Simmons, 1966). By prioritizing the goal to believe in a just world, people can reframe how they think about situations in such a way that eliminates compassion. In addition to such direct strategies, people can control their emotions indirectly by structuring the situations they enter into (or exit from), as illustrated by the research summarized above (Andreoni et al., 2011; Shaw et al., 1994; for discussion, see Pizarro, 2000). Although we often seem to be enthralled to our passions, we actually have a degree of choice over their intensity and duration. Next, we discuss how the three apparent limits of compassion can result from motivated control strategies.


The First Limit: Innumeracy

Many people believe that when there are more people suffering in a crisis, we will feel more compassion (Dunn and Ashton-James, 2008). Moreover, many people believe that normatively, we should feel more compassion (Dickert, Västfjäll, Kleber, and Slovic, 2015; for philosophical accounts, see Schelling, 1968; Singer, 1981; Unger, 1996). Yet when actual emotions are assessed in response to mass suffering, the complete opposite occurs: Compassion decreases as the number of victims increases. This phenomenon, known as compassion collapse (Cameron and Payne, 2011; Slovic, 2007) and compassion fade (Markowitz et al., 2013; Västfjäll et al., 2014), is striking because it contradicts many of our intuitions about how we would and should respond when many people are in need of help. When compassion is arguably needed the most, we feel it the least.

Compassion collapse has been documented across a range of measures. People feel more compassion for one victim than statistical victims (e.g., 10,000 victims described in statistical terms; Friedrich and McGuire, 2010; Small, Loewenstein, and Slovic, 2007). Single victims are provided with identifying information (e.g., picture, name) whereas statistical victims are not, which means that compassion collapse is often confounded experimentally with the identifiable victim effect. However, even when such information is provided, people still report less compassion for multiple victims (e.g., Cameron and Payne, 2011; Dickert, Kleber, Peters, and Slovic, 2011; Dickert, Sagara, and Slovic, 2009; Kogut and Ritov, 2005; Markowitz, Slovic, Västfjäll, and Hodges, 2013; Rubaltelli and Agnoli, 2012; Smith, Faro, and Burson, 2013). Importantly, this innumeracy effect emerges not only for empathy as experience sharing (e.g., self-reports of distress; Kogut and Ritov, 2005), but also for compassion (Cameron and Payne, 2011), even though empathy critics typically paint it as a failing specific to empathy and not compassion (Bloom, 2014; Prinz, 2011). These effects are also not limited to self-reports, emerging for physiological measures of positive affect (Västfjäll et al., 2014) and for donation behavior on the microlending website Kiva (Galak, Small, and Stephen, 2011).

According to one explanation of compassion collapse, compassion is innumerate because of basic capacity limitations on the emotion itself. Two relevant factors are imagery and attention. Compared to single victims, groups and collectives of victims are represented less coherently and concretely (Hamilton and Sherman, 1996) and are harder to take the perspective of, which may constrain how much compassion can result as a consequence. Consistent with this perspective, collectives that are represented as a more cohesive, unified entity—for example, presenting eight separate victims as instead part of a single family unit—elicit more coherent cognitive representation, and compassion collapse is eliminated (Smith, Faro, and Burson, 2013).

The second factor is attention: The presentation of multiple victims may divide attention from any single victim, muting the overall emotional response (Dickert and Slovic, 2009). These limits on imagery and attention are thought to be fixed and difficult to overcome on an individual level. Boosting deliberative thinking does not increase compassion for many victims (Small, Loewenstein, and Slovic, 2007), leading proponents of this account to claim that compassion is inherently unresponsive to groups, as a capacity limit that is not amenable to change.

Another possibility is that the collapse of compassion is the end result of a motivated choice to avoid compassion due to foreseen costs. Returning to our earlier definition of control as the prioritization of competing goals, compassion collapse may result when people prioritize self-protective concerns over feeling compassion for large numbers of victims. As noted earlier, people forecast feeling more compassion as numbers increase, and this expectation may create concerns about the costs of compassion. These could include higher financial costs—helping a collective may seem more of “a drop in the bucket”—as well as higher emotional costs, such as risk of being emotionally exhausted and overwhelmed. Past research on compassion avoidance (Dovidio et al., 1991; Hodges and Biswas-Diener, 2007; Shaw et al., 1994) and instrumental emotion regulation (Tamir, Mitchell, and Gross, 2008; Tamir, 2009) finds that people strategically regulate emotions based upon whether they think those emotions will help them pursue their goals. If anticipated costs outweigh potential benefits of helping, then people may strategically eliminate compassion to avoid such costs. What appears to be a fundamental limit on compassion may be flexible, depending on what people want to feel.

According to this motivational account, compassion collapse should only emerge if people (1) have the motivation to avoid compassion and (2) engage in compassion regulation. To test this account, we conducted a series of experiments examining the role of motivation and emotion regulation as mediating mechanisms that cause compassion collapse (Cameron and Payne, 2011). In the first experiment, we manipulated financial motivation to avoid compassion. A pilot study revealed that participants anticipate that helping eight child refugees from the Darfur region of Sudan would be more financially costly than helping a single victim. Given that the majority of compassion collapse studies ask for a donation, we reasoned that removing any expectation of a costly donation would undermine this financial reason to avoid compassion and thus eliminate compassion collapse. We randomly assigned participants to read about one or eight child refugees in Darfur, and either did or did not give them the expectation of having to make a financial donation. When participants expected to donate, they showed a trend of more compassion for one than eight refugees, but critically, when this expectation was removed, they showed significantly more compassion for eight than one. This reversal is important because according to a capacity account (e.g., Slovic, 2007), motivational manipulations should not be able to overcome a fixed limit on compassion. Although more work is needed to establish whether motivation moderates compassion collapse at even higher numbers—for example, one victim versus 10,000 victims—this initial evidence suggests that motivation may be more relevant than many assume.

Additional experiments revealed the role of strategic emotion regulation: Even if people are motivated to avoid compassion for others, they need to have the ability to successfully eliminate their emotions. Supporting the role of emotion regulation, compassion collapse only emerged for skilled emotion regulators and for people who had been instructed to regulate emotions, suggesting that emotion regulation causes the effect (Cameron and Payne, 2011, Experiments 2 and 3).

Intriguingly, other experiments on compassion collapse that have been taken to support a capacity account may support a motivational account. For instance, Markowitz and colleagues (2013) find that compassion collapse between one and many endangered animals only occurs for people who do not consider themselves environmentalists. Although the authors explain their result as being due to environmentalists’ having greater expertise and knowledge, it could be equally due to a motivational conflict for this group. Environmentalists may have a need to balance costs of compassion against costs of not feeling compassion, such as failure to abide by their moral principles supporting animal welfare. Environmentalists may choose to prioritize moral goals over other costs, and so choose to engage with rather than suppress feelings of compassion.

Similarly, research finds that compassion collapse is reduced when multiple victims are presented as a single cohesive entity (Smith et al., 2013). Smith and colleagues (2013) explain this result as entitative groups being more coherent and easier to represent, which should inspire greater compassion; costs of helping a cohesive group may be less than those of helping multiple disconnected individuals. If the members of a cohesive group can rely upon each other for support, the financial and emotional labor involved in helping them may seem less threatening.

More research is needed to test the degree to which motivation shapes compassion collapse. For instance, future research could manipulate other costs of helping large numbers of victims. If people forecast that helping large numbers will be emotionally overwhelming and exhausting (as opposed to financially costly, which was the focus of Cameron and Payne, 2011), then altering this expectation may undermine avoidance motivation and compassion collapse. A related approach would look at individuals’ lay theories about empathy and compassion. Does reading that compassion has a fixed capacity limit make people more likely to believe that helping multiple victims is a lost cause, thus creating the very limit itself?


The Second Limit: Parochialism

Compassion seems numb to numbers, but this apparent limit shifts depending on what people are motivated to feel. Empathy (and by extension, compassion) also seem to play favorites, being reduced in response to targets from different racial, political, and social groups, and parochially biased toward the in-groups to which we belong (e.g., Avenanti, Sirigu, and Aglioti, 2010; Cikara, Bruneau, Van Bavel, and Saxe, 2014; Gutsell and Inzlicht, 2010; Xu, Zuo, Wang, and Han, 2009; for reviews, see Cikara, Bruneau, and Saxe, 2011; Dovidio et al., 2010). As put by Prinz (2011), “Empathy pushes partiality into prejudice. It is fine to be a good friend, but empathetic bias can promote nepotism, negligence, and moral myopia” (p. 229). If compassion is fundamentally bound to the in-group, then its utility for moral principles and solutions that transcend group divides is limited (Greene, 2013). If compassion is intrinsically partial, it might actively interfere with morality, which seems to be universal in scope.

The parochialism argument only follows if intergroup limits on compassion and empathy are fixed, rather than flexible. However, a growing body of evidence suggests that such biases result from motivated choices that balance the benefits and costs of helping out-group targets. Framed in terms of our earlier definition of control as goal prioritization, parochialism in compassion may often reflect decisions to prioritize intragroup norms or prejudicial aversions to out-groups over feeling compassion for out-group victims. Early work by Gaertner and Dovidio (1977) found that White participants were more likely to intervene to help White than Black victims, but only when failure to help Black victims could not be attributed to prejudice. A more recent meta-analysis reveals that intergroup biases in helping—specifically, greater likelihood of helping White versus Black victims—increases when there are seemingly race-irrelevant justifications available for not providing help to Black victims, such as increased financial cost, time commitment, risk of helping, and difficulty/effort required to help (Saucier et al., 2005).

Supporting this perspective, more recent experiments find that intergroup biases in compassion shift depending on expected costs of interracial interaction. White college students show more and faster help for White (vs. Black) emergency victims, particularly during a severe emergency, as the motivation to help is offset by aversion to close and prolonged interracial contact (Kunstman and Plant, 2008). Moreover, participants in this experiment thought that Black victims were suffering less severely, suggesting they were actively rationalizing and justifying callousness for Black victims. Similarly, Black participants who are exposed to a positive intergroup message (i.e., reading an essay by a White person opposing the Confederate flag and anti-Black prejudice) show more compassion for a distressed White student, but only if they have low expectations that White people will discriminate against them (Johnson et al., 2008).

Intergroup biases in compassion also shift depending on how people construe the breadth of their social groups and the norms that these groups prescribe. Research on the common in-group identity model (Gaertner and Dovidio, 2000) finds that encouraging people to recategorize out-groups as part of a common in-group increases compassion and helping. This effect emerges for both minimally defined groups (Dovidio et al., 1997) as well as for racial groups with longer social histories (Nier et al., 2001). Nier and colleagues (2001) find that White students are more likely to help a medically disabled Black student who self-describes in terms of a common identity (as a student at the same university) rather than his racial identity (as a Black person), and this change is mediated by increased compassion. Aside from shifting group boundaries, shifting group norms can also increase intergroup compassion. For instance, college students show more compassion and helping intentions for a distressed student from their own (vs. a different) university, but this intergroup difference is reversed when students are led to believe that their university has a social norm that prescribes feeling compassion for others (Tarrant, Dazeley, and Cottom, 2009). Social norms can be used to motivate people to approach, rather than avoid, compassion for out-groups.

Another way to encourage people to override parochial biases in compassion is to change what they think empathy and compassion are like. Recent work by Schumann, Zaki, and Dweck (2014) finds that encouraging people to think of empathy as a flexible skill that can be incrementally improved—as opposed to a fixed trait that cannot be changed—leads them to exert more effort to feel empathy in challenging intergroup contexts. In other words, when put in an empathically challenging situation, people who think that empathy and compassion can be improved appear able to rise to the occasion. Connecting back to some of the empathy critiques mentioned earlier, if people believe that empathy-related emotional states such as experience sharing and compassion are intrinsically innumerate, parochial, and morally biasing, and that nothing can be done about this, they might disengage from empathic challenges they are otherwise capable of facing.

Perhaps the starkest intergroup bias in compassion is evident in research on extreme out-groups: stigmatized targets (e.g., drug addicts) that are perceived as low on interpersonal warmth and competence (for reviews, see Fiske, 2013; Harris and Fiske, 2009). These extreme out-groups elicit low levels of compassion and high levels of disgust (Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, and Xu, 2002). Typically people do not spontaneously attribute mental states to these targets, as measured via use of mental state verbs (Harris and Fiske, 2011), and activation of social cognition-related brain networks (Harris and Fiske, 2006). This denial of mental states to other human beings is known as dehumanization (Fiske, 2013; Harris and Fiske, 2009; Haslam, 2006) and predicts assignment of moral rights (Bastian et al., 2011; Cikara, Farnsworth, Harris, and Fiske, 2010) and helping (Cuddy, Rock, and Norton, 2007). According to many accounts, dehumanization is a means of facilitating aggressive behavior (Bandura, 1990). As compassion typically inhibits harmful behaviors (Bandura et al., 1996), people license such behaviors by denying the victim mental states that would elicit compassion. Yet there may be other reasons for dehumanizing others that are not actively malicious.

Within health care contexts, many have discussed the emotional costs of caregiving under the terms “burnout” (Maslach, 1982) and “compassion fatigue” (Figley, 1995). Central to these constructs is emotional exhaustion, the felt depletion of emotional resources (Figley, 1995; Maslach, 1982), which may often be experienced by medical professionals who must cope with intense suffering on a routine basis (Gleichgerrcht and Decety, 2012; Haque and Waytz, 2012). It may be that people dehumanize stigmatized targets in order to avoid becoming emotionally exhausted and overwhelmed. As put by Harris and Fiske (2009), “Not perceiving another as human may be a regulation strategy, perhaps aimed at avoiding empathy exhaustion” (p. 221).

To test this claim, we had people read about either extreme out-group members—drug addicts—or neutral characters (Cameron, Harris, and Payne, 2016). Across multiple experiments, people anticipate that helping stigmatized targets will be more emotionally exhausting than helping nonstigmatized targets. Although these experiments did not specify why stigmatized targets elicit greater anticipated exhaustion from helping, it is likely that this effect is driven by the goal conflicts that are likely to be elicited by such targets, such as the needs to regulate stigma-related emotions such as disgust and anger, maintain physical safety, and adhere to cultural norms that blame people who engage in stigmatized behaviors. Intriguingly, the effect of stigma on anticipated exhaustion is only present for participants high in trait compassion—the individuals who are more likely to help in the first place appear to be especially attuned to the costs of helping.

Next, we find that participants attribute fewer mental states—particularly agency-related states such as self-control, morality, and thought—to stigmatized targets. Supporting the claim that anticipated exhaustion motivates dehumanization, the effect of stigma on agency attribution is partially mediated by the increase in anticipated exhaustion. To replicate this effect and show that anticipated exhaustion causes dehumanization of stigmatized targets, in a second experiment we manipulated whether participants expected that an empathy appeal from a stigmatized (vs. nonstigmatized) target would be emotionally exhausting and draining, on the one hand, or emotionally inspiring and rewarding on the other. When participants expect to be emotionally exhausted, they attribute less agency to the stigmatized (vs. nonstigmatized) target, but when they expect to be emotionally inspired, this dehumanization effect disappears. In summary, one of the starkest intergroup differences in compassion appears to be motivational: It can be shifted quite easily depending on changing people’s expectations about the emotional costs of compassionate helping.

The foregoing evidence suggests that callousness for out-groups shifts depending on the costs of compassion. If compassion is fundamentally partial, these motivational factors should not have such an influence. Moreover, if compassion is fundamentally partial, then inducing compassion should only reinforce existing intergroup divides rather than healing them. Yet research finds that experimental inductions of compassion reduce stigma and intergroup bias (for reviews, see Batson and Ahmad, 2009; Dovidio et al., 2010). Inducing compassion for stigmatized targets such as AIDS victims, homeless people, and convicted murderers can lead to more positive attitudes toward these targets, both immediately and long term (Batson et al., 1997), and also causes increased prosocial behavior to help these targets (Batson, Chang, Orr, and Rowland, 2002). Short-term training in compassion meditation also reduces implicit racial biases, which are typically much harder to control (Kang, Gray, and Dovidio, 2014). We noted earlier that compassion and similarity have a bidirectional causal relationship, each increasing the other. Here, we see that compassion and intergroup bias have a similar relationship: Intergroup bias can create costs that motivate compassion avoidance, but inducing compassion can in some cases undermine intergroup bias. In other words, we can choose to extend compassion to disparate groups. If compassion were always bound by group divides, it seems unlikely that it could be used as an intervention to bridge them.


The Third Limit: Moral Interference

The last limit of compassion that is typically discussed by empathy critics is that it may interfere with the application of competing moral principles, such as justice. Whereas moral principles require universal impartiality (DeScioli and Kurzban, 2013), compassion seems to create partiality, and so these may seem to inevitably conflict.

The most cited example of this idea comes from work by Batson and colleagues (1995). In this work, participants were given the responsibility of assigning two other participants (actually confederates) to a task that had either positive consequences (winning money) or negative consequences (receiving shocks). All participants were encouraged to come to the decision fairly, but some participants were induced to feel compassion for one of the confederates. Compassion caused partiality: When participants felt compassion for the confederate, they were more likely to assign that person the positive (vs. negative) task. Intriguingly, all participants—even those who were induced to feel compassion—agreed that the most fair and moral decision strategy was to use random assignment. Batson and colleagues (1995) replicated this effect with a more harrowing decision: When induced to feel compassion for a sick child, participants were more likely to request for that child to be moved higher on a list for immediate medical attention, even though it meant delaying care for other children with greater and more pressing medical needs.

Other work finds that not only can compassion lead to injustice, but it can also lead to harm. Inducing compassion can lead to increased hostility, particularly among people who are chronically attuned to negative social information (Keller and Pfattheicher, 2013). In addition to increasing hostility, compassion predicts increased likelihood of aggressing on behalf of distressed people to whom we are attached (Buffone and Poulin, 2014). Extending to intergroup settings, encouraging guilt-prone individuals to feel empathy for their in-group can motivate them to act more competitively toward a minimally defined out-group (Cohen, Montoya, and Insko, 2006).

Such findings are often taken to suggest that compassion (and empathy) usually interferes with morality. However, Batson and colleagues (1995) suggest that their results are due to motivated choice: Participants who prioritize compassion over fairness will act unfairly, and participants who prioritize fairness over compassion will act fairly. Compassion need not always lead to partiality and unfairness—rather, it will do so when people choose to deprioritize fairness or other moral principles. Importantly, even if compassion and justice do conflict in some situations, this need not reflect their typical relationship to one another. Recall that compassion involves a balance of many factors—we can choose to value justice over compassion, or vice versa. Although moral dilemmas can be useful for understanding how people resolve conflicts, they may not be representative of moral decisions in everyday life (Gray and Schein, 2012). For most of the time, compassion may act as a critical support of moral principles and moral evaluation.

To test this possibility, we examined whether instructing people to actively eliminate feelings of compassion would undermine their moral principles (Cameron and Payne, 2012). In this experiment, all participants viewed a slide show depicting images of suffering people and animals. Participants were randomly assigned to one of the three groups. In the experience group, participants were instructed to experience any emotions that came to them as they watched the video. In the regulate-distress group, participants were instructed to downregulate experiences of personal distress. In the regulate-compassion group, participants were instructed to downregulate experiences of compassion. Participants then reported how much they cared about being a moral person (using the Self-Importance of Moral Identity Scale, in which people report how much they care about embodying prototypically moral traits such as compassion and honesty; Aquino and Reed, 2002) and the rigidity of their moral principles (using a moral disengagement scale, in which people state whether they must abide by moral rules in all contexts; Shu, Gino, and Bazerman, 2011). Results showed that participants who regulated compassion, but not participants in the regulate-distress or experience-emotions condition, were forced into a state of cognitive dissonance, in which they had to adjust either their moral identity or their moral principles. If these participants maintained their moral identity, they relaxed their moral principles; if they upheld rigid moral principles, they reduced their moral identity. Although more research is needed on moral consequences of compassion regulation, this work suggests that overriding compassion might undermine important supports of moral self and moral principles.

Other research finds that compassion is critically bound up with moral judgment and punishment: In general, trait compassion is associated with increased condemnation of moral transgressions. Supporting the claim that compassion typically supports rather than undermines moral principles, trait compassion is associated with increased sensitivity to injustices committed against others (Decety and Yoder, 2016) and with increased moral condemnation of taboo violations and increased moral absolutism (Cameron, Spring, Doris, and Jack, 2016).

Some moral judgment findings may seem to present another source of immorality from compassion: neglect of the common good in situations that pit individual against collective interest. Trait compassion is associated with fewer utilitarian moral decisions in dilemmas that require sacrificing one life to save many more (Côté, Piff, and Willer, 2013; Gleichgerrcht and Young, 2013), and measured and manipulated compassion predicts increased monetary allocations to individuals at the expense of the group (Batson et al., 1995). However, the relationship between compassion and utilitarian decisions in moral dilemmas appears to be due to increased reliance on deontological rules rather than decreased reliance on utilitarianism (which are typically confounded in dilemmas; Conway and Gawronski, 2013). Thus, rather than compassion’s interfering with concern for the common good, it appears to support moral norms against harm. Further complicating this picture, recent work finds that for some people, utilitarian decisions are driven by compassion and care for the group rather than for the individual being sacrificed (Robinson, Joel, and Plaks, 2015), suggesting that the relationship between compassion, deontology, and utilitarianism may depend on the target of compassion.

We have been arguing that compassion often acts as a support for moral judgment, particularly condemnation of moral transgressions. Yet this point appears to be contradicted by another recent finding: Inducing compassion for one target leads people to be more forgiving and less punishing of an unrelated transgressor (Condon and DeSteno, 2011). In the Condon and DeSteno (2011) experiment, the transgressor does not cause the suffering of the victim who evokes compassion, making the compassion and punishment incidental to each other. However, if the transgression and target of compassion are related—that is, if you are induced to feel compassion for someone who was hurt by a third party, and then have the opportunity to punish that third party—compassion might increase condemnation. Future research should test this claim, to tease apart how the relationship between victim and transgressor moderates the effects of compassion on blame and punishment.

In sum, compassion does not appear to inevitably interfere with morality. Although in some dilemmatic contexts compassion can override other moral principles such as justice and harm, these dilemmas are not representative of everyday morality. In everyday life, compassion may often act as the foundation on which moral identity and moral principles rest. And even in contexts in which compassion conflicts with other moral principles, the result need not always be compromised morality. Instead, the influence of compassion may depend on how people prioritize competing motivations and goals. If people are attentive to and motivated to care about the individual, then they may prioritize his or her needs over that of the collective, leading to unfair outcomes. However, if people are attentive to and motivated to care about the collective, then compassion may support justice and fairness rather than undermine them. Of course, compassion for the collective can also produce unfairness toward individuals, such as unjustly punishing innocent people when doing so benefits the group. The main point is that the relationship between compassion and justice will depend on context and competing motivations.

Importantly, we are not saying that compassion fully explains people’s adherence to moral norms, and we agree with others that the relationship between compassion and morality is complex (Decety and Cowell, 2014). There are likely to be other factors, such as aversion to harming others (Crockett et al., 2014), that also play a role in sustaining moral behavior. However, acknowledging the multidetermined nature of moral behavior is different from claiming that compassion intrinsically interferes with the application of moral principles, and it is this claim that we believe the evidence fails to support.


Understanding Individual Differences in Compassion

Apparent limits of compassion—innumeracy, parochialism, and moral interference—may reflect motivated choices rather than inherent glitches in the emotion itself. Next, we shift focus from situations that are typically thought unable to elicit compassion, to individual differences that are typically thought to constrain compassion. We argue that many ideological and clinical factors that seem to constrain compassion—such as political conservatism and psychopathy—may actually allow for more flexibility to choose compassion than is usually assumed. We are not dismissing the role of individual differences: It is likely that underlying personality factors will still bound motivated choices. Rather, we suggest there is a surprising amount of flexibility to feel compassion, even among people who are thought to be intrinsically less likely to feel compassion for others.

First, consider political orientation. We often hear of the “bleeding-heart liberal” and “cold-hearted conservative.” Some studies find that on average, political conservatives report lower levels of compassion on state and trait compassion measures (Hirsh, DeYoung, Xu, and Peterson, 2010; Osborne, Wootton, and Sibley, 2013; Waytz, Iyer, Young, and Graham, 2016). Such results seem consistent with general ideological differences that divide the political spectrum: Whereas liberals tend to focus on the moral principle of care/harm, conservatives tend to emphasize individual responsibility (Graham et al., 2013), and these may constrain how compassion is expressed. Of course, there may be other factors that moderate the relationship between ideology and compassionate outcomes, as other data show that households headed by conservatives (vs. liberals) give about 30% more dollars to charity (Brooks, 2015).

These observed differences spur the question of why liberals and conservatives differ in compassion. Is it that baseline individual differences in compassion predispose some individuals toward liberal ideologies and other individuals toward conservative ideologies? Or might these differences reflect motivated choices to approach or avoid compassion, depending on the ideological principles to which one adheres? If the compassion gap between liberals and conservatives is due to a motivated choice, and not differences in affective sensitivities, then this suggests interventions to reduce the gap may be feasible.

To examine this question, we examined whether political differences in compassion would be driven by differences in motivation to avoid compassion (Scherer and Cameron, 2016). We recruited a large sample of U.S. adults to complete a battery of compassion measures, including multiple measures of trait compassion, state compassion in response to stigmatized victims (i.e., homeless men), perceived relevance of compassion for decision-making and policy, scope of compassion (i.e., breadth of moral circle, identification with all humanity), and beliefs about compassion (i.e., that compassion has a limited capacity; is morally appropriate). Across nearly all of these measures, conservatives showed reduced compassion compared to liberals. Critically, these differences were mediated by motivation to avoid compassion. Conservatives scored higher on the Fear of Compassion for Others scale (Gilbert, McEwan, Matos, and Rivis, 2011)—which assesses concerns that compassion will lead to exploitation, emotional exhaustion, and moral leniency—and this increased motivation to avoid compassion accounted for the previously described political differences in compassion. Further work should test whether these relationships generalize to implicit (Cameron, Seppala, Spring, et al., 2016), physiological (Stellar, Cohen, Oveis, and Keltner, 2015), and behavioral measures (Valdesolo and DeSteno, 2011) of compassion.

Of course, the effects in these studies are correlational, and not causal. Future research should experimentally manipulate motivations to experience compassion to examine if doing so shifts the relationship between conservative ideology and compassionate outcomes. For instance, research could manipulate whether compassion is perceived to lead to economic exploitation by others—the conservatism–compassion relationship should replicate when economic risk is high but should be significantly reduced when economic risks are dispelled.

This motivational approach can be extended to other ideological factors that are thought to constrain compassion. For instance, many studies reveal that higher socioeconomic status (SES) predicts decreased compassion and prosocial behavior (Côté, Piff, and Willer, 2013; Piff et al., 2010; for a review, see Kraus et al., 2012). Although it might be expected that low-SES individuals would be less compassionate because of the costs of helping, Kraus and colleagues (2012) argue that such individuals are more motivated to engage with the suffering of others because their critical life outcomes are dependent on them. In a similar vein, differences in motivation to feel compassion may explain why powerful people feel less compassion for others. Van Kleef and colleagues (2008) find that people who have a higher sense of social power—that is, that they have control over the outcomes of others—respond with less compassion and distress in response to the witnessed suffering of an interaction partner. Moreover, these differences were accounted for by decreased motivation to affiliate with others. Similar to the SES findings, these results suggest that power influences compassion through decreased motivation to engage with the suffering of others.

The effects of motivation may even extend to clinical conditions in which compassion appears compromised. Perhaps the most well-known of these is psychopathy. One diagnostic feature of psychopathy is callous affect or lack of empathy, which is thought to explain psychopaths’ reduced restraint about committing violent and unethical behaviors (Hare, 1999). There are two explanations for callous affect/lack of empathy in psychopathy. One explanation claims that psychopaths are incapable of feeling compassion. Schwenck and colleagues (2012) find that even when instructed to feel empathy with a character in a video task, individuals with psychopathic traits perform poorly on empathy tasks. Other studies find similar results supporting the incapacity model of psychopathy (e.g., Jones et al., 2010; Mullins-Nelson, Salekin, and Leistico, 2006).

Alternatively, psychopathic individuals might be less motivated, rather than less able, to feel compassion and care for others. Consistent with this possibility, Arbuckle and Cunningham (2012) find that people with higher psychopathic tendencies show increased other-focused motivation when they believe they are playing an economic game against someone with whom they share a minimal group affiliation. Similarly, Meffert et al. (2013) find that psychopathic offenders show reduced activation of brain areas associated with empathy, but this is reduced when psychopaths are instructed to deliberately empathize with others. Extending these results to another Dark Triad trait, instructing people with narcissistic tendencies to engage in perspective taking increases self-reported compassion (Hepper, Hart, and Sedikides, 2014).

Across a range of individual difference factors, compassion limits appear to be flexible rather than fixed. This is not to deny that some personality factors may constrain the bounds of compassion, and we agree that compassion may be more of an effortful choice for some than for others. However, for many of us, the latitude of compassion may be greater than is typically assumed.


Choosing Compassion

In this chapter, we have suggested that motivation, rather than capacity limitations, explains much (though not necessarily all) of the variance in compassion across situations and personality characteristics. Although many of the studies that we have mentioned show that motivation can shift compassion outcomes, they often leave the underlying mechanism of choice and control underexplored. As we have defined it, control means the strategic prioritization and management of competing goals to maintain effective goal pursuit. We have argued that many apparent situational and personality limits of compassion reflect the deprioritizing of compassion and not intrinsic limits in compassion itself. In many cases, this shifting of priorities takes the form of an active choice—do you feel compassion, or do you do something else? The clearest way to test for whether compassion is a motivated choice is to present people with an actual choice of whether or not to feel compassion, and see how choices shift based upon their motivations.

To show that compassion is a motivated choice, the optimal research design would present people with the choice of selecting themselves into, or out of, compassion-inducing situations. As discussed earlier, Shaw et al. (1994) found that when people expected compassion to be costly, they actively avoided situations that they anticipated to elicit high levels of compassion. This finding illustrates the spontaneous use of the emotion-regulation strategy known as situation selection (Gross, 2002), which can also be reflected in people’s deciding to actively avoid learning information that would elicit compassion (e.g., information about suffering victims; for a review of information avoidance effects, see Sweeny, Melnyk, Miller, and Shepperd, 2010). A related strategy is situation modification—if you can’t avoid getting into an undesirable situation, the next step is to find a way out of it. Talking about the famously heart-wrenching ASPCA commercial in which she sung the song “Angel” over depictions of abused kittens and puppies, songwriter Sarah McLachlan has said that she changes the channel because she cannot tolerate the emotional intensity. 

Another approach is to actively present people with choices between feeling compassion and an alternative option. Rather than inferring motivation indirectly from how experimental manipulations shape compassionate outcomes, motivation can be examined directly via choice behaviors. In the domain of morality, people who are exposed to an intentional harm freely choose to engage in a task in which they can blame and punish the transgressor, from among a set of options, suggesting that perceived intent increases blame motivation (Ames and Fiske, 2015). Another example is the demand selection task, in which participants choose between one of two card decks over a series of trials, with the decks differing in how often they request high-effort cognitive computations. On average, people choose to avoid the high-effort decks (Kool, McGuire, Rosen, and Botvinick, 2010). Instead of requiring computations, this task could be modified so that participants can choose between two decks that differ in how often they request participants to feel compassion (vs. remain objective) for depicted suffering victims. This task would be able to illuminate whether people spontaneously choose to avoid compassion under baseline conditions, and could be easily crossed with many of the motivational manipulations described in this chapter to examine how motivational factors shape directly observed choice behavior.


Should We Choose Compassion?

We have argued that compassion is a motivated choice: The breadth of our compassion depends on the choices we make to balance different priorities and goals. If the scope of compassion is within our control, this raises the question of whether it is advisable to cultivate compassion. In this final section, we consider this question along with viable means for doing so.

In arguing that compassion is a choice, we are not suggesting that it is always optimal to maximize compassion for others. As noted in this chapter, there are many legitimate reasons for why people might avoid compassion, such as risks of financial exploitation, emotional exhaustion, and physical harm. Trying to extend compassion too broadly may be detrimental to the individual for these reasons. On the other hand, there may be nonnegligible costs of callousness, such as downstream changes in moral identity and moral beliefs, or exclusion from valued social relationships. Balancing these costs of compassion and callousness will depend on the competing goals and priorities of the individual, in the interest of maintaining effective pursuit of long-term goals, values, and self-identities.

For people who decide that the costs of callousness outweigh the costs of compassion, a variety of interventions are at their disposal. Some of these are short-term nudges: simple reframes of situations that play upon the characteristic features of compassion as an emotion. As mentioned earlier, encouraging people to notice similarities between themselves and others can provide a heuristic cue to increase compassion (Valdesolo and DeSteno, 2011). Other approaches can reframe the costs of compassion within a given situation—for instance, by removing concerns about financial cost (Cameron and Payne, 2011) or emotional exhaustion (Cameron, Harris, and Payne, 2016). By directly undercutting the reasons for why people might be motivated to avoid compassion, such manipulations can dissolve the motivational conflicts inherent in many helping situations and encourage greater compassion. Alternatively, interventions might highlight social benefits of being compassionate for others (Tarrant et al., 2009) or the affective rewards of compassion that accrue for oneself (Davis et al., 1999) and for others (Grant and Sonnentag, 2010), which should boost motivation to approach compassion.

In addition to these short-term solutions, some of the most well-discussed interventions to improve compassion in the long term draw upon classic meditation practices. Eight-week training in mindfulness meditation—which involves focusing one’s attention on present experiences—and compassion meditation—which involves consciously cultivating compassion for family, friends, strangers, and enemies—each make people more likely to intervene to help suffering bystanders (Condon, Desbordes, Miller, and DeSteno, 2013; Lim, Condon, and DeSteno, 2015). Short-term compassion meditation training also causes increased altruistic behavior (Weng et al., 2013) and cooperation (Leiberg, Klimecki, and Singer, 2011). Intensive, three-month meditation training causes increased compassion and reduced negative affect in response to visual depictions of suffering (Rosenberg et al., 2015). Finally, eight-week training in compassion meditation reduces fear of compassion for others (Jazaieri et al., 2013). While the mechanisms of these meditation interventions are a matter of debate, it is clear that multiple kinds of meditation practice can encourage increases in compassionate emotion and behavior. These shifts are likely to be due to changes in motivation rather than in underlying capacities or abilities to feel compassion: By encouraging focus on the present moment and the active cultivation of compassion, these programs are likely to clarify and dispel motivations to avoid compassion, and illuminate the benefits of extending compassion to others.

The psychological interventions to overcome callousness cohere with how virtue ethicists might discuss cultivating compassion. Roberts (2007) claims that compassion as a virtue is “a disposition to notice sufferers and suffering when they are present, to feel compassion on noticing that someone is suffering, and to come to aid … as one is able” (p. 35). Roberts does not offer many specific strategies for cultivating compassion as a virtue, but we can easily connect his notion of compassion with the strategies discussed above. By focusing on the present moment, we are more likely to notice suffering around us. By cultivating felt compassion for those close to us, we are better equipped to feel compassion for diverse groups of people. Finally, through meditation we can increase our motivation and likelihood to come to the aid of someone in need.

In conclusion, compassion can be good or bad, depending on the situation. Too much compassion can be dangerous, risking exploitation and exhaustion. These costs of compassion often motivate people to curb their compassion, creating apparent limits that some decry as failures of the emotion itself. But when taken to the other extreme, too little compassion can compromise moral identity and moral principles. Variation in compassion between individuals, and within individuals across situations, will be driven by how people choose to prioritize these competing goals. Balancing these costs and benefits of compassion may require the practical wisdom espoused by Aristotle (2011) in the Nicomachean Ethics, to choose compassion in the right amount, toward the right people, and in the right contexts.
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7.1 Compassion Is Not Always a Motivated Choice: A Multiple Decision Systems Perspective

M. A. Montgomery, Andreas Kappes, and M. J. Crockett

Cameron and Rapier (hereinafter CR) propose that compassion—defined as encompassing both the motivation to help others and the resulting behavior—is a conscious choice. People are capable of evaluating possible outcomes of their actions and making decisions that maximize desired outcomes, and this holds true for compassion. CR highlight research that shows our ability to manage the competing costs and benefits of compassion and to choose self-interested or altruistic actions accordingly. Here we suggest that compassion is not always a deliberative choice “to prioritize and balance competing goals within specific contexts” (CR, this volume). Rather, the extent to which compassion is a choice may depend on familiarity with the action itself and the target of compassion. We may deliberately choose whether or not to have compassion for faraway strangers, but compassion toward kin, friends, and in-group members often feels inevitable. Recent advances in the neuroscience of decision-making shed light on this critical distinction.

Choosing to feel compassion for others and act accordingly, like other kinds of value-based choices, reflects the input of multiple decision systems that are psychologically and neurally dissociable (Crockett, 2013; Dolan and Dayan, 2013; Gęsiarz and Crockett, 2015). The goal-directed system selects actions that will bring about desirable end states. The habitual system selects actions based on their reinforcement history. While the goal-directed system dominates in unfamiliar situations with novel stimuli, the habitual system is more likely to take the reins when dealing with familiar situations (Daw, Niv, and Dayan, 2005). A third, Pavlovian system responds instinctively to ecologically significant stimuli. Most of the studies marshalled to support CR’s thesis investigated compassion for strangers in distant countries—precisely the kinds of situations that would rely disproportionately on the goal-directed system. Unsurprisingly, then, compassion in such situations resembles a deliberative, goal-directed choice. However, we argue that compassion for more familiar targets may not always result from “motivated choices to prioritize and balance competing goals” (CR, this volume). When directed toward our nearest and dearest, compassion may more closely resemble a habit or an instinct.

While the values of the goal-directed system are based on current goals, the values of the habitual system reflect past goals which might run counter to current ones. The habitual system bases decisions on past experience, automatically selecting actions that have produced good outcomes in the past. In this sense, it chooses based on the value of the actions themselves rather than the consequences those actions produce—for example, a rat trained to press a lever for food will come to assign value to the pressing of the lever. Unlike the goal-directed system, the habitual system is highly efficient but is unable to adjust action selection on the basis of changes in the value of outcomes or motivation to obtain those outcomes (Balleine and O’Doherty, 2009). Habitual action selection becomes apparent in devaluation procedures: Rats trained extensively to press a lever for food will continue to press the lever even when the food is rendered less valuable—for instance, if the rat is sated. In contrast, the goal-directed system is sensitive to changes in the value of outcomes—so if the goal-directed system is in control, the rat will stop pressing the lever when sated (Balleine and O’Doherty, 2009).

There is evidence that in humans, compassion can resemble a habit. That is, compassionate choices may sometimes be implemented without thought of their consequences, just like the sated rat that continues to press the food-bearing lever. In other words, if compassionate acts are frequently rewarded, the act itself may come to take on intrinsic value. Once this occurs, subsequent compassionate acts may occur rather mindlessly, without paying heed to the consequences of those acts. This notion is captured by the “warm glow” theory of altruism, which posits that people behave generously simply because it feels good, irrespective of the consequences of giving (Andreoni, 1990). In one exemplary study, participants chose their favorite charity and then had the chance to donate a portion of a $10 endowment to the charity (Crumpler and Grossman, 2008). However, the chosen charity also received a $10 endowment, and for each dollar donated by the participant, the experimenter deducted a dollar from the charity’s endowment. Thus, the charity would always end up with $10, regardless of whether the participants donated all or none of their endowment. Nearly 60% of participants chose to donate, despite the fact that donating had no effect on the outcome of the charity. This suggests that participants did not donate on the basis of a deliberate choice to maximize the welfare of the charity. Rather, donation resembled a habit, in the sense that it was insensitive to the consequences of donating for the charity. Instead they likely donated because it simply felt good. Indeed, such “noncontingent helping” is a core feature of many close relationships where people help each other without keeping track of whether the favor will be returned (Clark and Mills, 2012). Other work has demonstrated the establishment of habit-like prosocial behavior in the laboratory. Participants who played a prisoner’s dilemma in an environment where the payoff structure promoted cooperation were more likely to cooperate in subsequent tests, and were faster to do so, suggesting repeated reinforcement of cooperative behavior can create “habits of virtue” (Peysakhovich and Rand, 2013; see also Rand et al., 2014). Thus, repeated positive experience with compassionate acts may create circumstances in which compassion is no longer a deliberate choice, but rather a habit that is not based on a cost–benefit analysis of competing goals, as CR suggest.

In contrast to the habitual and goal-directed systems, the Pavlovian system automatically deploys built-in solutions (Dayan and Berridge, 2014; Robinson and Berridge, 2013; Wiering and van Otterlo, 2012). Without the need for past experience, these behaviors occur reflexively whenever a given situation arises and are based on classes of stimuli that were important in our evolutionary past. Unlike the habitual and goal-directed systems, which can in principle learn to emit any kind of action, the Pavlovian system is constrained to a limited set of innate responses to stimuli (e.g., approach stimuli associated with rewards, avoid stimuli associated with punishments). In other words, the Pavlovian system deploys actions that have been successful in our collective, evolutionary history, while the habitual system deploys actions that have been successful in our individual history. Although these two systems differ, both are susceptible to making suboptimal recommendations in atypical contexts since they rely on retrospective rather than prospective data (Carmel and Markovitch, 1998; Killeen, 2003; Williams and Williams, 1969).

Evidence of compassionate behavior in very young children suggests there may be an instinctual (i.e., a Pavlovian) component to compassion. Children as young as 18 months help others to achieve their goals (Warneken, 2013; Warneken and Tomasello, 2006). Eighteen-month-olds, for instance, saw an experimenter trying to put a stack of magazines into a cabinet which he could not open since his hands were full. The children spontaneously got up and opened the door for him (Warneken and Tomasello, 2006). These infants cannot talk yet, let alone make any calculation of predicted outcome value (Klossek, Russell, and Dickinson, 2008; Kenward, Folke, Holmberg, Johansson, and Gredebäck, 2009). It therefore seems unlikely that a deliberation process guides such actions, ruling out a role for the goal-directed system. Perhaps parents may have encouraged and rewarded prosocial behaviors during the short life of the infant, raising the possibility that such prosocial actions could be habitual. But it might be fair to assume that an 18-month-old will not have had many opportunities to help others or even be urged to help; thus, a role for the habitual system also seems unlikely. Furthermore, rewards are not needed to instigate prosocial behavior in infants and might even undermine prosocial behavior (Warneken and Tomasello, 2014). These findings suggest that humans may be born with instincts for acting compassionately, potentially independent of culture and socialization (House et al., 2013; Romero, Castellanos, and de Waal, 2010).

The empathy–altruism hypothesis (Batson, Duncan, Ackerman, Buckley, and Birch, 1981) suggests that instincts for helping in young children may be automatically triggered by facial expressions of sadness and suffering. Around 15 months, infants are able to understand that their emotions automatically match those of another person, and that they originate from the state of that other person (Bischof-Köhler, 2012). Moreover, empathy can induce helping even in situations where helping leads to maladaptive outcomes for oneself or for others in greater need (Batson, Batson, et al., 1995; Batson, Klein, Highberger, and Shaw, 1995). Charles T. Carbonell Sr., for instance, is the only living person to have twice received the Carnegie Award, which recognizes outstanding acts of altruism. Carbonell rescued a police officer in a fight and a woman from inside a burning car. When asked about why he did these heroic acts, he answered, “If I’d thought about it first, I probably wouldn’t have done it. I always do it first and then think after” (Majors, 2014). A recent quantitative survey of Carnegie Award winners revealed that the majority of them acted quickly and intuitively, rather than deliberating (Rand and Epstein, 2014). Instinctive compassionate drives are not governed by deliberate choices and might even run counter to them: Four of the other award winners that year died while trying to save others from burning, drowning, or assault (Rand and Epstein, 2014). Furthermore, given the extraordinary circumstances of these situations, it is unlikely that helping in these situations is triggered by habits based on past experience. Rather, the instinctive empathic reaction to the face of somebody suffering might have triggered the compassionate behavior.

Instinctive compassion also puts limits on the regulation of compassion. Pavlovian reflexes for compassion might be tied to our relationships with kin (De Waal, 2008; Preston and De Waal, 2002), suggesting limited control over compassion when it involves our children’s safety and well-being: It seems rather counterintuitive to think that parents would deliberate about whether to feel compassion for their children. By extension, Pavlovian reflexes may explain increased compassion for in-group members relative to out-group members. From infancy human beings prefer familiar and same-race faces to novel face stimuli (Barrile, Armstrong, and Bower, 1999; Kelly et al., 2005) and show enhanced compassion toward partners who have similar facial features to themselves (Krupp, Debruine, and Barclay, 2008) or who belong to the same group (Ahmed, 2007; Dunham, Baron, and Carey, 2011).

CR suggest that callousness toward out-group members can also be explained as a motivated choice: People expect the costs of helping out-group members or stigmatized people to be especially high and, consequently, refrain from helping. We suggest an alternative (or at least an additional) explanation for these findings. Perceiving distress in the faces of others is one of the most important cues for instinctive compassion (Goetz, Keltner, and Simon-Thomas, 2010). Hence, a Pavlovian explanation for callousness toward out-group members would suggest that people may have trouble perceiving distress in the faces of out-group members, which reduces the likelihood of triggering an instinctive compassion response. In other words, it may not be the case that reduced compassion toward out-group members is the result of a motivated self-regulation process, as CR suggest, but rather the absence of an instinctive compassion response that requires perception of distress cues in order to be triggered. It is well-known that humans and even other primates are less skillful at processing the faces of out-group members (Dahl, Rasch, and Chen, 2014). Importantly, this other-race effect leads to reduced empathy when observing an out-group member in pain, both at the behavioral and neural level (Avenanti, Sirigu, and Aglioti, 2010; Xu, Zuo, Wang, and Han, 2009). Further, a reduced neural response to pain in out-group members predicts reduced helping of out-group members (Hein, Silani, Preuschoff, Batson, and Singer, 2010). These findings do not mean we are constitutionally incapable of showing empathy and compassion toward out-group members; in fact, increased contact with out-group members not only decreases the other-race effect in pain perception (Cao, Contreras-Huerta, McFadyen, and Cunnington, 2015) but also increases compassionate behavior toward out-group members (Brown and Hewstone, 2005). This suggests that once people can reliably detect pain in the faces of out-group members, the same Pavlovian instincts may govern their compassion for in-group and out-group members.

We are not claiming that the habitual or Pavlovian systems are more influential in driving compassionate behavior than the goal-directed system; in many situations all three systems work together to guide compassion. For instance, during the development of habitual helping, the goal-directed system is crucial. Wanting to be a well-respected member of the community will frequently lead to the repeated, rewarding implementation of helping behavior, which is necessary for the formation of habitual helping. Nevertheless, we suggest that only considering deliberative aspects of compassion leads to an incomplete account of compassion. The control we have over our compassion has limits, which are tied to our collective evolutionary and individual history. These limits express themselves in automatic tendencies to help some people, but not others; and emerge when the person in need is not our child but a distant stranger.
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7.2 Varieties of Compassion in Buddhist Philosophy: Comments on Cameron and Rapier

Charles Goodman

It is widely recognized that compassion is a central topic in Buddhist philosophy; hence, examining Buddhist perspectives on compassion may be helpful in suggesting directions for philosophical and psychological investigation. As it turns out, there is considerable agreement between the empirical findings and interpretations offered by Cameron and Rapier and the views of at least some authors in the Indian and Tibetan Buddhist traditions—indeed, perhaps more agreement than may at first appear. Certain Buddhist texts agree with Cameron and Rapier that compassion can be strongly aversive for humans, and that it can sometimes be helpful to choose, consciously, to cultivate the emotion of compassion. The thorny issues around this topic can be greatly clarified by several technical distinctions that even some Buddhist writers tend to neglect. Of the concepts and distinctions I will draw on, some are found in early Sanskrit and Tibetan texts, while others are at best implicit in such texts but are explained clearly in the works of contemporary Buddhist authors such as Pema Chödrön1 and Ken McLeod.2 Once the strongest and most plausible versions of Buddhist ideas on compassion have been clearly understood, future empirical research may be able to shed light on whether they accurately describe the dynamics of this morally crucial emotion.

According to Buddhist teachings, when we are confronted with the pain and misery of other sentient beings, sympathetic emotional pain arises in us,3 through the well-known process of emotional-contagion empathy.4 Very often, Buddhists claim, this sympathetic pain does not give rise to the emotion of compassion. We may react to this disturbing feeling with various types of fear. The production of compassion may also be blocked by ideological beliefs that tell us that others deserve their suffering. Often, we manage to distract ourselves from the pain and suffering of others in a variety of ways—sometimes by turning our attention in a different direction, but sometimes by frantic and ill-informed efforts to “help.” Efforts of this type are typically not responsive to the actual lived reality of others’ situations because those who make them are unable to stand the unpleasantness of letting themselves fully experience the details of those situations and their own reactions to them.5

For these reasons, if we want to understand compassion, we need to shift our focus of investigation from where we might intuitively have thought it would be. Since we can’t literally feel other people’s pain, the key to compassion may seem to be the ability to keep attention on the suffering of others as we perceive or understand it. This ability is, indeed, crucial, but as just explained, Buddhists hold that placement of attention on the suffering of others tends to be highly unstable since it is disrupted by our own chaotic emotional reactions to that suffering. Thus, in the context of compassion, our theoretical and practical investigation needs to take as its central focus the ability to be aware of our own internal reactions to the suffering of others. If we can bring awareness into those reactions and hold it there, many Buddhists would claim, then these reactions can’t interfere with our ability to attend to the pain of others. Therefore, when we can allow ourselves to feel our own reactions to the pain of others to a sufficient degree that these reactions do not distract us from our awareness of that pain, true compassion becomes possible.

If there is something genuinely helpful that they can do, people who occurrently have the emotion of compassion will see what it is, and then do it; if there is nothing that needs to be done just at that moment, these people can simply be there with, and for, those who are suffering. On this particular Buddhist view, it’s not clear that the motivation to help others is a defining characteristic of compassion at all; perhaps we should instead speak of a motivation to help others if and when such help is possible and needed. Either way, an additional and more fundamental defining characteristic is the ability to be fully aware, in the presence of others’ distress, of the external situation and of our emotional reactions to that situation. Meanwhile, a motivation to helping behavior can be associated with emotions, such as pity, that do not rise to the level of compassion, or worse, with forms of blind, reactive busyness that may simply cause more problems.

Since it takes as its intentional object the suffering of others, compassion in its ordinary form is no fun at all. Ordinary people who are feeling compassion are often represented in Buddhist narratives as weeping.6 Given that it is associated with strong negative affect, why would anyone deliberately produce it? One answer would be: for moral reasons. Thus the great eighth-century Buddhist author Śāntideva writes,

You may argue: compassion causes us so much suffering, why force it to arise? Yet when one sees how much the world suffers, how can this suffering from compassion be considered great?


If the suffering of one ends the suffering of many, then one who has compassion for others and himself must cause that suffering to arise.7


The point being made in the second verse is quite general, but the reader seems to be intended to infer that, since compassion leads to the relief of the suffering of many others, each practitioner should be willing to undergo the suffering of compassion in himself or herself in order to bring about this good result for others.

Unfortunately this line of response leads to a dilemma that has almost the structure of a catch-22. The main reason why we are interested in compassion is that it can produce genuinely altruistic prosocial behavior. However, if we think that the effort to generate and cultivate compassion is itself an example of altruistic prosocial behavior, where can we get the motivation necessary to support that effort, especially since its results will be, in some important respects, negatively reinforcing to the practitioner?

A possible approach to resolving this dilemma is to get people to experience an intense feeling of relatedness and connectedness with others, thereby making compassion easier to arouse. One standard way of generating this feeling in premodern Tibet was to contemplate, for an extended period of time, the alleged fact that everyone you meet has probably been your mother during one or more of your past incarnations in the immensely long history of the universe.8 As it also involves reflection on the kindness and love that a mother shows to her children, this contemplation was, when practiced in its original cultural context, able to produce a powerful sense of gratitude and affection toward absolutely everyone for at least a brief period of time. Unfortunately, for various reasons, this particular practice is unlikely to work well for most of us.

A better approach for modern people may be to engage with the mind-training instruction that Chekawa Yeshe Dorje expresses in this way: “Be grateful to everyone.”9 Think about the things in your life that you value or enjoy. Who are some people, and other sentient beings, who helped make these things possible? There are, for instance, the farmer who grew the food that you ate for breakfast; and the truck drivers who brought that food to the store; and the worms in the soil who aerated it and encouraged the growth of the crops; and the farmers who grew the food that the truck drivers ate; and… This reflection rapidly leads to the conclusion that whatever you have of value is owed, at least in some small part, to almost everyone who ever existed anywhere in your past light-cone. Yet these immensely numerous sentient beings who have helped you so much are subject to various forms of suffering. Compassion practice can begin here.

The compassion that could be aroused on the basis of such reflections is intended to be universal and, in several senses, impersonal. This contrasts with compassion as we normally experience it, which arises in relation to only some of those who suffer, the ones that are more similar to us or easier for us to relate to. And it is this partial compassion that is likely to cause us to behave in ways that are rationally and morally indefensible from a detached, third-person point of view. Here Buddhists would say that, in order to avoid being misled by a partial and biased form of compassion, we need to work on making our compassion more inclusive, so that it encompasses within its scope all those involved in the situation. It is, presumably, uncontroversial that we would be better people if we could manage to broaden our compassion to those whom we experience as different from us in virtue of characteristics such as nationality, religion, ethnicity, and so on. But on a Buddhist view, such inclusivity should also extend to those who are responsible for harming others. As the renowned nineteenth-century Tibetan teacher Jamgon Kongtrul put this, “To have compassion for a person who puts up with hardship in order to practice dharma and not to have compassion for those who do evil is mistaken compassion” (Kongtrul 2005, p. 42.)

Some misguided philosophers would be inclined to reject this aspect of the Buddhist understanding of compassion, holding that it would undermine our commitment to justice. For if we have compassion even for the perpetrators of heinous crimes, how can we then punish them as they deserve? Now it might well be true that cultivating compassion for the perpetrators of offenses will weaken our motivation to engage in punishment whose only justification is retributive—that is, punishment that serves only to give offenders what they allegedly deserve, and which, under the circumstances, does not provide any positive benefit to anyone, present or future. Rather than calling into question the moral status of compassion, though, perhaps this fact should lead us to rethink whether retribution is a morally legitimate justification of punishment. This does not mean that we must question whether punishment itself is legitimate, since we can often appeal to the consequentialist justifications: deterrence, incapacitation, and rehabilitation.10

Is it really true, as Cameron and Rapier suggest, that “too much compassion can be dangerous, risking exploitation and exhaustion”? Here we need to make careful distinctions. Clearly if we expose ourselves to an amount and degree of others’ suffering that we are not currently able to experience in attention, the psychological results can be counterproductive or even traumatic. Yet Buddhists would not regard this as an example of “too much compassion” since the emotional state that occurs in us in a given situation counts as compassion only if, on that occasion, we are able to experience our own emotional pain arising from a confrontation with others’ suffering with a sufficient degree of attention to prevent our awareness of that suffering from destabilizing. So such scenarios of vicarious trauma would involve too much emotional-contagion empathy combined with too little compassion.

Even if we are able to experience our own emotional pain, the inner effort required to do so may well be exhausting. This is where the distinction between great compassion and sentimental compassion is supposed to come into play. It’s important that this distinction is not meant to differentiate compassion simpliciter from some other, related emotion. No, these are two forms of genuine compassion; the distinction between them depends on the person’s attitude toward the suffering of others.

The nature of the attitudes that are built into these two forms of compassion depends on Buddhist views about both psychology and metaphysics that raise difficult issues of interpretation and are likely to be highly controversial today. Though they disagree about numerous details, many Tibetan authors broadly agree that humans are innately programmed to perceive ordinary objects, inaccurately, as having “intrinsic nature” (Sanskrit svabhāva, Tibetan rang bzhin).11 The exact content of this mistaken superimposition of intrinsic nature is explained differently by different Buddhist philosophers. It is often explained as a deeply habituated denial of the impermanence, interdependence, and conceptually constructed status that constitute the real nature of the objects we encounter. This superimposition colors our whole relationship toward life, but we are normally not consciously aware of its operation.

It is on this mistaken perception that the distinction of two forms of genuine compassion is based. If we experience the suffering of others as having intrinsic nature, but are able to perceive that suffering while experiencing in attention our own emotional reactions to it, then we are feeling sentimental compassion. If we fully experience the suffering of others as empty, that is, as lacking any intrinsic nature, and meanwhile fully experience our own emotional reactions to it, then we are feeling great compassion. Buddhist texts claim that although sentimental compassion is exhausting, great compassion is not.12 Unfortunately, this claim is likely to be extraordinarily difficult to test. People who can see their experience as empty are quite rare, and there is unlikely to be any procedure for identifying them that could be validated scientifically.

The second issue about which Cameron and Rapier are concerned is that compassion could make us more vulnerable to exploitation. It’s entirely understandable that people would fear being exploited by others as a result of their compassion. But should we blame the compassion itself for opening the door to exploitation? Not necessarily. We should look more closely at situations where, it seems, our compassion is being exploited.

Suppose that a terrible disaster leaves thousands of people in desperate need of help, with only a few qualified emergency responders nearby. The behavior that this situation calls for from these responders may be immensely demanding. Yet so long as they are meeting genuine needs, the responders are not being exploited, even if the costs to them are, by whatever measure, very high. If they choose to pay those costs, they are self-sacrificing heroes, not exploited chumps.

These seemingly obvious remarks suggest that the concern about exploitation is a concern about the possibility that the emotion of compassion will motivate us to make sacrifices that are not responsive to genuine needs, sacrifices that occur because the compassionate agent is being manipulated by the artifices of some cunning agent who is pretending to need help for his or her own selfish purposes. Now there are many reasons why an agent might be vulnerable to manipulation. Perhaps the agent falls victim to the manipulator because he or she is generally not very clever or perceptive. But an agent who is generally not very clever or perceptive is going to be at the mercy of skilled manipulators regardless of the agent’s emotional stance. For example, if the agent commits to a stance of unscrupulous self-interest, so that he or she is actively looking for chances to make a quick buck and not too concerned about moral or legal obstacles to doing so, that agent becomes a perfect target for the perpetrators of Nigerian e-mail scams. So this particular form of vulnerability can’t motivate an objection against the practice of compassion.

There is, as it happens, an emotion in the general neighborhood of our discussion that does make people more vulnerable to manipulation. This is the emotion that some Buddhist writers call “idiot compassion.”13 It consists of a motivation to help others that is driven by the inability to experience our own emotional pain on seeing their suffering. Here, by definition, the ability to experience our own emotional pain, the prerequisite for all genuine forms of compassion, is lacking. So although idiot compassion motivates helping behavior, and thus satisfies Cameron and Rapier’s definition of compassion, from a Buddhist point of view, it is a mere counterfeit and not an instance of that emotion at all.

Idiot compassion motivates both helping behavior and aversion to paying attention to the details of the situation in question. This emotion thus makes it very hard to notice the subtle cues that could alert the agent to the presence of an artful manipulator. However, according to Buddhists, genuine compassion heightens our ability to pay attention to what is actually going on,14 and so would be expected to make us less vulnerable to manipulation.

If Buddhists are right about compassion, the objections raised against it seem to miss their mark. If compassion is difficult to cultivate and aversive, the solution is to engage in deliberate, systematic reflection on facts about the world that make us feel more connected and grateful to others. If partial compassion leads us to make morally indefensible choices, the solution is to extend our compassion and make it more impartial. If compassion for wrongdoers saps our motivation to exact retribution from them, the solution is to reject retributive punishment as immoral and rely on deterrence, incapacitation, and rehabilitation to justify punishment. If compassion exhausts us, Buddhists claim that the solution is to cultivate an experiential understanding of emptiness. If we are concerned that our motivation to help others will make us vulnerable to exploitation, the solution is to reject idiot compassion, learn to feel and accept our own emotional pain, and then cultivate compassion.
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Notes

1 See, for example, Chödrön (1994/2003).
2 See, for example, McLeod (2001, chapter 7).
3 See, for example, the vivid description in McLeod (2001, p. 278).
4 For a definition of this term and a summary of relevant research, see Hatfield et al. (2011, pp. 19–26).
5 McLeod (2001, p. 281).
6 See, for example, McLeod (2001, pp. 280–281).
7 Bodhicaryāvatāra VIII.104–05; Crosby and Skilton (trans. 1995, p. 97).
8 See, for example, Lamrim Chenmo Translation Committee (2004, pp. 31–32). Similar passages can be found in many other Tibetan texts.
9 McLeod (trans. 2005, p. 19).
10 For further discussion, see Goodman (2009, chapters 8–9). Here I argue that at least some classical Buddhist philosophers, such as Nāgārjuna, held views inconsistent with what we now call retributivism.
11 See, for example, Lamrim Chenmo Translation Committee (2002, pp. 206–208).
12 See, for example, Thurman (1976, p. 46).
13 See, for example, McLeod (2001, pp. 283–284).
14 McLeod (2001, p. 294).
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7.3 Response to Comments

C. Daryl Cameron and Katie Rapier

In our target chapter, we suggested that limits of compassion—such as insensitivity to mass suffering and to the suffering of out-groups—are more apparent than real. Rather than reflecting biases or “glitches” inherent to compassion itself, these biases may in many cases reflect the end result of motivated choices to prioritize competing goals over compassion. In their commentaries, Montgomery, Kappes, and Crockett (henceforth referred to as MKC) and Goodman provide thoughtful responses to the issues raised in our chapter. These responses highlight the utility of interdisciplinary dialogue about compassion, integrating insights from neuroscience and philosophy, and lead us to clarify our own position in this response. Generally speaking, we find that with appropriate specification, there are more points of agreement than disagreement. Given that the commentaries differed in their empirical versus conceptual emphases, we address each in turn.


What Is “Choice”? Reply to Montgomery, Kappes, and Crockett

In their response, MKC discuss how multiple decision systems—including goal-directed, habitual, and Pavlovian systems—can each guide compassionate choice. MKC suggest that we have defined compassion as a “conscious choice” and that we are “only considering deliberative aspects of compassion,” which on their view delimits the scope of our inquiry to operations of the goal-directed system. Defining compassion as a conscious, deliberative choice seems to exclude compassion that may result from habits or evolutionary instincts and so appears to provide an incomplete view of compassion. And indeed, there appear to be many examples in everyday life in which compassion appears to operate without conscious forethought: for example, when seeing someone carrying several packages awkwardly, we might rush to hold a door for them to help. In such an instance, a person might not consciously evaluate the competing goals that are relevant in that situation, but simply hold the door out of force of habit. On their face, such examples seem like counterexamples to our approach.


Choices Don’t Have to Be Conscious

Fortunately, we did not stipulate that compassionate choice has to be conscious or deliberative. As we noted throughout the target chapter, strategic choices to avoid compassion can occur consciously and nonconsciously, deliberatively and habitually, as people balance competing goals during social encounters in everyday life. Drawing on insights in the psychology and neuroscience of decision-making, we conceptualize choice as how people assign subjective value to competing courses of action. The process of valuation can operate quickly and continuously even without conscious attention directed to competing response options (Lebreton et al., 2009; Sullivan et al., 2015). Moreover, much work suggests that emotion regulation strategies can occur implicitly and without conscious awareness (for reviews, see Gyurak, Gross, and Etkin, 2011; Koole and Rothermund, 2011). For instance, doctors appear to spontaneously downregulate empathy for the pain of their patients within 300 milliseconds (Decety et al., 2010), a strategy that is likely to be nonconscious and reflective of a habitual choice to avoid emotional costs of empathy.

MKC suggest that in many cases, compassionate emotions and acts operate intuitively and instinctively, without forethought. We agree that this makes sense of some everyday examples, but MKC do not explore how such behaviors become habituated. Much work in psychology suggests that choices can become habituated through repeated use, as with the research on doctors cited above. Behaviors like holding a door open for an encumbered stranger might be performed habitually but were likely first learned or practiced. For example, MKC discuss examples of instinctive and/or intuitive acts of compassion by heroes. We might think of a firefighter. When the firefighter she first saw a burning building, it is unlikely that he or she had the instinct to run into the flames. After years of training and practice of making this choice, however, the firefighter will be more likely to rush into the flames without a second thought, having habituated responses to particular situations. The firefight does not have to deliberate that doing so is the appropriate course of action; her expertise allows her to make judgments about the safety and necessity of the task at hand automatically. It is unlikely that such compassionate acts are “built in”; otherwise, we would all be committing intuitive acts of heroism on a daily basis. Of course, we may not find ourselves in such situations as frequently as the average firefighter, but this further illustrates our thesis: The decision to expose oneself to such situations is a result of a choice, of active selection of particular situations.

In other words, individuals who spend time practicing and habituating compassion can learn to be intuitively compassionate and prosocial. Such considerations are consistent with many virtue ethics approaches, which emphasize repeated practice of ethical decisions and actions to instill appropriate virtues. Individuals must first, however, be motivated to choose compassion in a variety of situations in which compassion would not typically be their instinctual response, and this initial motivation could be sustained by a variety of environmental scaffolds (such as social support, having a self-interested incentive, etc.). The fact that compassionate behavior can sometimes resemble a habit does not license the inference that this could not reflect earlier or even current strategic choices. There are kinds of choice that transcend dualisms between automaticity and control, or unconsciousness and consciousness. For instance, research on implementation intentions finds that people can strategically choose automatic behaviors (Gollwitzer, 1999): By creating an if–then association between a forecasted situation and a particular behavioral response, people may be able to implement intuitive prosociality through planning at earlier points in time. Choice and control do not require consciousness or deliberation, and so our approach can account for the examples provided by MKC, so long as the appropriate histories of learning and habit development are accounted for. Some choices require conscious awareness in the present, some in the past, and still others require neither past nor present consciousness and deliberation; by decoupling choice from consciousness, our approach can accommodate a broad range of compassion-relevant decisions.


Choices Can Be Sensitive to More than Just Consequences of Compassionate Action

Furthermore, MKC suggest that for compassion to be a choice, it must be made in light of expected consequences of the compassionate act for those who are helped. They suggest that if compassionate actions are assigned intrinsic value because they have been frequently rewarded, then this value attached to compassionate acts may foster “mindless” compassion without consideration of consequences. MKC cite the example of the “warm glow” theory of altruism, in which emotional rewards of helping, independent of the consequences of helping for targets of compassion, can motivate increased compassionate action.

From this description, MKC seem to be suggesting that the only consequences of compassionate acts that are balanced during choice are those that directly impact the targets of compassion (e.g., whether the targets’ welfare was effectively improved). We suggest that the relevant costs and benefits that factor into compassionate choice are much broader than this. When engaging in compassionate choice, actors are likely to consider emotional costs and benefits of helping not just for others, but also for the self, as well as related concerns such as adherence to social norms, upholding of moral self-image, prejudices and intergroup biases, and so forth. From this perspective, the warm glow of helping is one among many factors that are considered when deciding (consciously or nonconsciously) whether to feel and act compassionately toward others. Affective and moral qualities ascribed to compassionate acts can be weighed as factors supporting compassionate acts, along with any other costs and benefits that may attach to compassionate acts.


Is Parochial Compassion under Our Control? 

Finally, MKC suggest that there are certain forms of compassion that defy our control, such that “instinctive compassionate drives are not governed by deliberate choices” and “instinctive compassion also puts limits on the regulation of compassion.” We agree that considering evolutionary priors—such as a greater readiness to experience compassion for kin and similar others—is important when thinking about the goal conflicts that arise during compassionate choice. Yet reduced readiness to feel compassion for out-groups does not equate to reduced capacity to feel compassion for out-groups (Keysers and Gazzola, 2014), and with this we can ask what produces such a parochial compassion deficit. It may be an overstatement to claim that goal conflicts and choices are by definition irrelevant or inefficacious for compassion toward out-groups, at least without considering further evidence. As noted in our target chapter, compassion for out-groups appears to vary as a function of relevant costs of compassion.

We agree that people may generally have greater readiness to experience compassion for kin as a function of evolutionary considerations. However, acknowledging this point does not mean that we are incapable of overcoming parochial biases in compassion. MKC seem to agree, saying that findings “do not mean we are constitutionally incapable of showing empathy and compassion toward out-group members.” MKC cite examples of how parochial compassion can shift through intergroup contact, but they suggest that the mechanism of change occurs through changes in Pavlovian instincts. We suggest an equally plausible interpretation is that motivational priorities factored into compassionate choice for out-groups can change depending on learning experiences. For example, when people learn that an out-group member has decided to help them—forgoing money to prevent physical harm—this violation of expectations leads people to subsequently act more compassionately toward other members of that out-group (Hein et al., 2016). It could be that once people change their expectations about whether out-groups mean them help or harm, they may balance the competing goals in helping situations differently, such as by deprioritizing the physical and social risks of compassion for dissimilar others.

MKC use caring for one’s own children as a salient example where compassion for kin seems immediate and unquestioned, saying that it seems counterintuitive to think of parents as deliberating over whether to feel compassion for their children. Yet even here, in what might be considered the strongest test case of parochial compassion, there are exceptions. There are many contexts in which parents must decide whether to feel compassion for a child’s short-term desires—such as throwing a tantrum—or regulate compassion in the service of a long-term goal—such as teaching the child effective behavioral norms. Indeed, conflicts over different parenting philosophies often involve debates over whether and when to feel compassion for children, suggesting that choice and control are possible, and that other motivational factors aside from immediate kin relation may be salient. As another example, consider a parent of a drug addict going through rehabilitation who must decide whether to feel or downregulate compassion for the immediate physical and emotional suffering of her child, or steel herself in service of the long-term goal of treating her child’s addiction. Although in this latter case it could be argued that compassion can be distinguished by its short-term and long-term referents, nevertheless it is clear that there are plenty of instances in which we might consider when, how, and whether to feel compassion for kin. And indeed, recent evidence suggests that even though compassionate parenting can be beneficial for offspring, it can associate with physiological costs to the parents (i.e., systemic inflammation), which may be weighed and considered during childcare (Manczak, DeLongis, and Chen, 2016).


What Is “Compassion”? Reply to Goodman

In his response, Goodman presents a philosophical perspective on multiple kinds of compassion informed by Buddhist theorizing. Generally, we agree with many of Goodman’s points, and he nicely describes motivational conflicts that can inhibit compassion according to our approach. In particular, we are grateful for Goodman’s discussion of justice and compassion, and his point that compassion can be consistent with justice when we think of justice as more than just retribution for wrongdoing. Goodman draws a number of distinctions in compassion—between sentimental and great compassion, and between compassion and “idiot” compassion—and posits that great compassion does not entail the personal costs associated with either sentimental or idiot compassion. We discuss each point in turn.


Compassion Can Be Difficult to Foster 

First, we agree with Goodman that cultivating compassion for others can often be challenging and can be inhibited by competing motivational factors. We appear to be in much agreement about motivational impediments to compassion. Additionally, our approach is broadly consistent with some Buddhist and mindfulness-based approaches, insofar as it emphasizes the importance of how people relate to their own internal emotional experiences, rather than assuming people are passively unable to control biases seemingly inherent to their own emotions. Goodman’s response nicely captures many of the motivations and regulatory strategies that people use to stifle compassion. For instance, he mentions how ideological beliefs can block compassion, and how extending attention to others’ suffering can be unstable and disrupted by our own emotions and be intentionally directed away from others’ suffering. Similarly, we agree that partial and parochial compassion can lead to problematic social consequences, and that motivational interventions may be able to encourage people to broaden the scope of compassion to make it more inclusive. Goodman helpfully notes that the experience of compassion may often be aversive and negatively reinforcing, and so it is important to figure out the “catch-22” and learn how to provide people with the motivation needed to support compassion cultivation.

We agree with many of the strategies that Goodman suggests for cultivating compassion, such as reflecting on similarities and connectedness with those around us and feeling gratitude for others. We differ in our beliefs about how efficacious these strategies are likely to be. Goodman suggests that these strategies would not work well for many or most of us. However, there is some initial psychological evidence to support the power of similarity perceptions and gratitude to foster compassion, without much intensive deliberation. Encouraging people to feel similar to others in nonconscious and subtle ways—such as by establishing behavioral synchrony with another person—can increase compassionate behavior toward that person (Valdesolo and DeSteno, 2011). In this way, our readiness to feel compassion parochially can actually be used to “bootstrap” a higher level of compassion for those who are not related to us. Additionally, experimentally leading people to feel gratitude for the kindness of others can in turn inspire compassionate action (Bartlett and DeSteno, 2006; DeSteno et al., 2010). Such findings are intriguing because their effects appear to be short-term, and do not require the same level of commitment as long-term meditation training (which has also been shown to promote compassionate action; see Condon et al., 2013; Lim et al., 2015). These findings suggest that even among novices, there could be a variety of internal and external reinforcers to offset the negativity and aversiveness that might accompany compassion.


How Is Compassion Experienced?

We agree with Goodman that it is important to carefully define the conceptual space surrounding theoretical constructs, and compassion is no different. There appear to be two primary points of definitional disagreement: (1) whether compassion should be defined primarily in terms of a motivation to help, and (2) whether distinct kinds of compassion (sentimental, great, idiot) are equally susceptible to the costs and risks described in our target chapter. We agree that there may be many forms and flavors of compassion within the unitary construct compassion but respectfully suggest that it is not always clear whether the careful distinctions drawn by scientists or philosophers are manifest in people’s lived experiences.

First, Goodman suggests that compassion is not merely about motivation to help, as there seem to be many cases in which people help for selfish or misguided reasons, perhaps to alleviate their own emotional distress (see below on “idiot compassion”). Rather, compassion on this view also requires that “we are able to experience our own emotional pain arising from a confrontation with others’ suffering with a sufficient degree of attention to prevent our awareness of that suffering from destabilizing.” In other words, to count as true compassion, it must have contextual awareness of the situation in question along with emotional resonance with the meaning of others’ suffering. We note that on our definition, there does need to be a clear judgment that another person is suffering (Goetz et al., 2010), a judgment which presumably requires adequate attention to recognize such suffering, lest the emotion dissipate. It seems that Goodman’s definition of compassion involves both what we would define as compassion, as well as experience sharing: resonating with the pain experienced by others and recognizing and becoming aware of this experience. Although these often co-occur and can reinforce one another, as we discuss in the target chapter neither appears to be necessary or sufficient for the other, at least according to studies in psychology and neuroscience.

Goodman further subdivides legitimate experiences of compassion into two kinds: great and sentimental. Sentimental compassion seems to entail compassion for a target that is attributed some degree of permanence whereas great compassion seems to entail compassion for a target that is considered transient and impermanent. Whereas sentimental compassion is thought to be emotionally exhausting, great compassion is not. Goodman claims that it will be empirically difficult to test whether people distinguish between great and sentimental compassion. We are more optimistic about the roles that psychology and neuroscience have to play in exploring the different ways in which compassion can be experienced across individuals, or within the same individual across different situations. This distinction between potentially exhausting and nonexhausting forms of compassion is theoretically provocative and worthy of test. One important question from a construct validity perspective is whether such a distinction can usefully explain phenomenological experience if it cannot be empirically distinguished or validated. We suggest optimism but note that there are many cases in which philosophical distinctions do not cleanly map onto lived phenomenological experiences.

In contrast to these legitimate forms of compassion, Goodman defines idiot compassion as consisting of “a motivation to help others that is driven by the inability to experience our own emotional pain on seeing their suffering.” According to Goodman, idiot compassion does not constitute actual compassion because, on his view, compassion is more than something that merely motivates helping behavior but also must motivate helping behavior through the experience and awareness of our own emotional pain. Goodman believes that idiot compassion satisfies our definition of compassion, and that, by extension, the concerns about costs that we attribute to compassion primarily attach to idiot compassion and not compassion proper.

For example, Goodman suggests that individuals who are subject to manipulation through compassion are careless, that they do not think through their decisions and act too eagerly. Put another way, Goodman suggests that it is idiot compassion that risks exploitation, and not compassion proper, which is more contextually sensitive. We completely agree with Goodman that compassion should not itself be blamed for any cases in which compassionate action leads people to be exploited—this is entirely consistent with the position that our target chapter took against strong anti-empathy arguments. Like Goodman, we suggest distinguishing between whether we are relating to compassion intelligently, on the one hand, and whether compassion has essential, intrinsic properties on the other. Compassion may not be intrinsically insensitive to large numbers or to out-groups or be morally detrimental—rather, these may be consequences that result from how we relate to compassion in light of conflicting motivations and goals.

Nevertheless, it is important to point out that victims of manipulation from compassion are often thoughtful and well educated. For example, an individual who is manipulated by a skilled psychopath may find that his fully aware, contextualized compassion was used against him—he learned to trust and care for the psychopath and believed that the psychopath cared for him in return, only to be betrayed. According to Goodman, the solution to idiot compassion is learning to embrace our own emotions. We agree that emotionally aware compassion, which recognizes situational contingencies and the likely efficacy of helping, may be adaptive in many cases. Nevertheless, one does not have to be an idiot to be exploited by others, and even fully informed compassion that is appropriately sensitive to others’ needs and one’s own emotions can backfire under certain conditions.

In this, we reiterate the conceptual danger of reifying particular consequences of compassion into how we define compassion itself. Much as we should not blame compassion for any consequences it creates, we should be careful about reifying negative consequences of compassion into a distinct and problematic form of compassion (idiot compassion) while maintaining there is a purer form of compassion that is free of these costs. From our perspective, the more parsimonious account is that compassion can be experienced in a myriad number of ways—some more emotionally immersive, some less so (which might capture the sentimental vs. great distinction), some more contextually aware, some less so—all of which are associated with legitimate fitness costs and benefits. Rather than positing distinct natural kinds of compassion—a conceptual move that often occurs with emotion and which we have critiqued elsewhere (Cameron, Lindquist, and Gray, 2015)—we suggest that there may be as many types of compassion as there are situations in which it can be experienced. In all cases, compassion involves outlay of material resources and emotional engagement, and in this, compassion can be said to present both tangible costs and benefits both in the short term and the long term. We generally agree that more contextually aware compassion, detached from empathic overarousal, may lead to more effective prosocial action, but this does not mean that certain forms of compassion can or should be defined as intrinsically cost free. Compassion can come in many flavors, and like any flavor, it can work well in some contexts but not in others. Wise use of this ingredient of moral experience requires a deft conceptual understanding that Buddhist traditions and other ethical philosophies can provide.


Conclusion

In closing, we wish to thank the authors of both responses for thought-provoking and illuminating responses to our target chapter. These comments highlight the utility of interdisciplinary dialogue for providing a richer understanding of compassion and have helped us to more clearly specify our account. Compassion can often be a motivated choice, but this choice need not always be conscious or deliberate and can be made with varying degrees of contextual awareness and emotional immersion that can amplify or diminish the fitness costs and benefits associated with compassion. In considering the different ways in which choice can occur and in which compassion can be experienced, the responses further highlight the conceptual and empirical usefulness of a motivational approach to compassion, and we eagerly await the next generation of studies on when, how, and why we choose compassion.
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8 From Mimicry to Morality: The Role of Prosociality

Korrina A. Duffy and Tanya L. Chartrand

Humans are a highly social species. Our sociality is no happy accident; it evolved because it benefits us to be social. We rely on others to help us meet our needs, psychologically, physically, and emotionally. Throughout our lives, we interact with others almost constantly, from our loved ones to complete strangers. Regardless of whether we are asking a stranger to watch our belongings in a coffee shop or trusting our significant other not to cheat on us, morality is essential to our social lives. If we could not trust other people to be moral—to act in a way that is right and good—then our connection with them would crumble. In short, morality is important because humans are social.

One component of morality is being prosocial (Eisenberg, 2000; Lapsley, 1996). Prosociality can take different forms and manifest in our affect, cognition, and/or behavior (Mikulincer and Shaver, 2010). Prosocial affect and prosocial cognition are psychological processes that connect us with other people. Prosocial affect includes rapport, liking, and trust. Experiencing the same emotion as others (called affective empathy) is also a prosocial affective state. Prosocial cognition includes feelings of similarity, defining one’s self in relation to others, and understanding others’ emotions. Prosocial affect and prosocial cognition increase the likelihood of prosocial behavior—a voluntary action intended to help others (Mikulincer and Shaver, 2010). Each of these forms of prosociality plays an important role in the development and maintenance of moral behavior (Eisenberg, 1992; Eisenberg, Carlo, Murphy, and van Court, 1995; Eisenberg, Zhou, and Koller, 2001; Eisenberg and Miller, 1987; Miller, Eisenberg, Fabes, and Shell, 1996). A better understanding of the factors determining or moderating prosocial responses between people is therefore critical in predicting moral behavior.

In this paper we discuss a behavioral phenomenon that has been found to be strongly tied to prosociality. Mounting research suggests that human dyadic mimicry—the mimicry of something perceived in one person by another—is strongly linked with the affective, cognitive, and behavioral forms of prosociality. In this paper, we will review how mimicry influences each of these forms of prosociality and the implications for our understanding of moral behavior.

This paper is structured into six sections. In the first section, we explain each of the different types of mimicry. In the second section, we review research showing that mimicry facilitates prosocial affect. In the third section, we discuss evidence demonstrating that mimicry reinforces prosocial cognition. In the fourth section, we summarize findings indicating that mimicry affects empathy-related processes. Because empathy has both an affective and a cognitive component, this section is divided into a subsection focusing on the link between mimicry and affective empathy and another focusing on the link between mimicry and cognitive empathy. In the fifth section, we review the literature demonstrating the effect of mimicry on prosocial behavior. In the sixth section, we draw conclusions from the research we have reviewed and speculate about how mimicry may reinforce people to behave virtuously, build good character, and live morally.


Types of Mimicry

First, we discuss the various ways that we can mimic others. Mimicry generally occurs automatically and nonconsciously (Chartrand and Bargh, 1999). We can theoretically mimic anything we observe in others, but the most commonly studied forms of mimicry are facial, emotional, verbal, and behavioral.

Facial mimicry occurs when someone mimics the facial expressions of another. These mimicked facial expressions can be either emotional or nonemotional. As an example of mimicry of nonemotional expressions, one-month-old babies stick out their tongues when watching others do the same (Meltzoff and Moore, 1977). Furthermore, when infants open their mouths to feed, mothers tend to do so as well (O’Toole and Dubin, 1968). People mimic others’ emotional facial expressions even when the mimicked stimulus is subliminally primed (Dimberg, Thunberg, and Elmehed, 2000). For example, Dimberg et al. (2000) found that even when participants are unaware of seeing happy or sad faces because they are presented too briefly for conscious processing to occur, participants have greater facial electromyographic activity in the corrugator supercilii muscle (a muscle active when frowning) when primed with sad faces and in the zygomaticus major muscle (a muscle active when smiling) when primed with happy faces. Thus, facial mimicry occurs automatically even in response to nonconsciously processed emotional expressions.

Emotional mimicry occurs when someone mimics or “catches” the emotions of another (Hatfield, Cacioppo, and Rapson, 1994). It is not surprising that facial mimicry and emotional mimicry are closely connected. Simulating the muscle movements involved in an observed emotional expression results in facial feedback that facilitates understanding and experience of the mimicked emotion. Thus, facial mimicry mediates the relationship between emotion observation and emotion experience, and it is through this process that facial mimicry can lead to emotional mimicry. Interestingly, although facial mimicry occurs for many different emotions, some research suggests that emotional contagion occurs for a more limited repertoire of emotions (Hess and Blairy, 2001). For example, although people catch emotions such as happiness and sadness when they mimic these emotional expressions, they may not catch more specific emotions such as anger and disgust (Hess and Blairy, 2001).

Verbal mimicry occurs when someone mimics the speech characteristics and patterns of another such as accent, rates of speech, utterance duration, and latency to speak (for a review, see Chartrand and van Baaren, 2009). Even infants verbally mimic. Two- to four-day-old infants cry in response to hearing the cries of another infant but do not mimic synthetic cries (Simner, 1971). Furthermore, verbal mimicry occurs even when people are under cognitive load, which suggests that verbal mimicry occurs automatically and nonconsciously (Levelt and Kelter, 1982).

Behavioral mimicry occurs when someone adopts the mannerisms, posture, gestures, and motor movements of another. The repertoire of mimickable behaviors documented so far includes yawning, face touching, foot shaking, food consumption, pen playing, coloring, handshake angle and speed, smoking, and eating (for a review, see Chartrand and Lakin, 2013).


Mimicry Facilitates Prosocial Emotions


Rapport

Early research on mimicry showed a correlational relationship between mimicry and rapport, or liking between people. These studies examined rapport and the extent to which people mimic those they already know (Bernieri, Steven, and Rosenthal, 1988; Charney, 1966; LaFrance and Broadbent, 1976; LaFrance, 1979; Maurer and Tindall, 1983; Scheflen, 1964). Overall, these studies suggest that people with good rapport tend to mirror each other more. For example, mothers are more in sync with their own children than unfamiliar children (Bernieri et al., 1988); in a classroom, the extent to which students mirror the teacher’s posture is correlated with rapport (LaFrance and Broadbent, 1976); and in a one-hour psychotherapy session, the postures of the client and the therapist tend to converge and the extent to which they converge predicts rapport (Charney, 1966; Scheflen, 1964).

Researchers later tested the relationship between mimicry and rapport in the lab. In one study, high school students were randomly assigned to the role of either the teacher or the student (Bernieri, 1988). The teacher was instructed to teach the student a list of imaginary words. Afterward, the students in the dyad were asked to report on their rapport during the interaction. Then, untrained judges viewed silent video clips of the dyad and rated the degree of movement coordination in the videos. Movement coordination was associated with rapport as reported by the dyad (Bernieri, 1988).

These studies suggest a correlational link between mimicry and rapport but cannot ascertain whether mimicry causes rapport or rapport causes mimicry. In order to test the effect of being behaviorally mimicked, Chartrand and Bargh (1999) developed a paradigm in which a confederate subtly mimics a participant while they engage in an unrelated task together. A photo description task has been frequently used as the “unrelated task” (Chartrand and Bargh, 1999). In this task, a participant and a confederate take turns describing what they see in various photographs. Meanwhile, the confederate subtly mimics the posture, gestures, mannerisms, and movements of the participant. In order to ensure the mimicry is not noticed by the participant, the confederate usually waits several seconds before mimicking any given action, and often modifies the action slightly as well. Thus, the mimicry is not happening immediately and is not an exact replica of the original action. Note that this distinguishes mimicry from other nonverbal coordination behaviors such as synchrony, where the timing and precision are critical. In the first test of mimicry using this paradigm, when participants were mimicked, they reported greater rapport (i.e., that the interaction was smoother) with their interaction partner (the confederate) compared to participants who were not mimicked (Chartrand and Bargh, 1999).


Liking

Mimicry also leads to greater liking of one’s interaction partner, regardless of whether an individual is mimicking or being mimicked by that interaction partner. For example, when people are instructed to mimic others, they report more liking of the mimicked target. One study explored this effect using verbal mimicry of a disliked accent (Adank, Stewart, Connell, and Wood, 2013). Participants listened to sentences spoken by two speakers with the same regional accent. For one speaker, participants were instructed to repeat the spoken sentence and were explicitly told not to imitate the accent of the speaker. For the other speaker, participants were instructed to repeat the spoken sentence while imitating the accent of the speaker. When people imitate the accent of a speaker, they later report liking that speaker more than the speaker whose accent they did not imitate. Specifically, they rated the imitated speaker as more socially attractive (i.e., they described the imitated speaker as more cheerful, friendly, warm, and humorous and the speaker’s voice as more attractive and pleasant). This finding is particularly interesting given that the accent selected for this study typically has been ranked low on social attractiveness (Coupland and Bishop, 2007).

These results suggest that we like people more if we mimic them. The reverse is also true: Being mimicked by others also increases our liking for them. When participants are mimicked by a confederate, they report liking that person more than those who are not mimicked by the confederate (Chartrand and Bargh, 1999). Collectively, research on this topic indicates that being mimicked facilitates liking, regardless of whether mimicry is behavioral (Chartrand and Bargh, 1999), facial (Kulesza et al., 2015), or verbal (Adank et al., 2013).

Interestingly, liking does not depend on the valence of the mimicked emotional expressions (Kulesza et al., 2015). In one study, participants were told that they were taking part in a study on whether basic emotions are universal. Participants sat in front of a computer and were led to believe that they were video chatting with another participant. The participant’s task was to facially express a basic emotion (i.e., anger, disgust, fear, happiness, sadness, and surprise) into a camera when instructed to do so by a prerecorded voice. The cover story behind the task was that the other “participant” (i.e., a confederate) would see the expressed emotion and write down which emotion she thought had been conveyed. The confederate had actually been prerecorded to either subtly mimic or not mimic the instructed emotion. In the mimicry condition, the confederate expressed the same emotion as the participant. After the confederate mimicked the instructed emotion, she wrote down her judgment of the emotion expressed by the participant. In the no-mimicry condition, the confederate did not express any emotion before writing down her judgment of the expressed emotion. The findings indicate that being facially mimicked leads to greater liking of the mimicker (Kulesza et al., 2015). Interestingly, when negative emotions are mimicked, this leads to just as much liking as when positive emotions are mimicked. This suggests that it is the mimicry itself rather than the sharing of positive emotions that leads to greater liking.


Trust

Being mimicked facilitates trust as well (Guéguen, Martin, Meineri, and Simon, 2012; Maddux, Mullen, and Galinsky, 2008; Over, Carpenter, Spears, and Gattis, 2013; Verberne, Ham, Ponnada, and Midden, 2013). When an interviewer verbally and nonverbally mimics an interviewee, the interviewee gives more responses to a survey on sexual behavior in which the questions become increasingly more intimate (Guéguen et al., 2012). Mimicry even facilitates trust in children (Over et al., 2013). In one study, children selected pictures that they preferred. One experimenter mimicked their choices while the other experimenter did not mimic their choices. Children were then shown two opaque boxes. They could not see inside the boxes, but they watched as the experimenters looked inside. The mimicking experimenter expressed a preference for the object inside one box while the nonmimicking experimenter expressed a preference for the object inside the other box. The experimenters had conflicting preferences for the objects inside the boxes, and children were asked to choose which one they wanted. Children were more likely to choose the box that the mimicking experimenter endorsed. In a second study, when the mimicking and nonmimicking experimenters gave conflicting claims about the object to which a novel word referred, children were more likely to trust the claim of the mimicking experimenter. Children trusted an adult more who had mimicked them.

Research also suggests that mimicry facilitates trust in a negotiation context and that this leads to positive outcomes when one negotiator mimics the other negotiator (Maddux et al., 2008; Swaab, Maddux, and Sinaceur, 2011). In two studies, Maddux et al. (2008) show that mimicry increases joint gains and the likelihood that opponents will come to an agreement. In Study 1, participants were put into dyads and then randomly assigned to the role of either “recruiter” or “candidate.” Then dyads were assigned to one of three conditions: (1) recruiter instructed to subtly mimic the candidate, (2) candidate instructed to subtly mimic the recruiter, or (3) control condition in which neither is instructed to mimic. In the negotiation task, negotiators were assigned their preferences on a set of issues and the importance of each issue to them. In order to successfully negotiate on the issues of high importance, the recruiter and candidate had to concede on issues of low importance, as this strategy would optimize individual and joint gains. Mimicking increased joint gains. In fact, the higher the amount of mimicry reported afterward by mimickers, the greater the joint gains (Maddux et al., 2008).

In a follow-up study, researchers explored whether trust was the underlying psychological mechanism driving these effects (Maddux et al., 2008). In this study, the negotiation involved the sale of a gas station. Participants were randomly assigned to the role of either the buyer or the seller. Participants who were assigned to be the buyer were randomly assigned to one of two conditions: They either were instructed to mimic the seller (mimicry condition) or were given no instructions to mimic (control condition). All of the participants assigned to be the seller were assigned to the control condition. In dyads in which the buyer mimicked, 67% reached a successful deal compared to only 12.5% when the buyer did not mimic. Furthermore, the more that the buyer reported mimicking the seller, the more likely they were to reach a deal. Most importantly, the extent to which the seller trusted the buyer mediated the relationship between mimicry and likelihood of reaching a deal.

Negotiations are also more successful when a third-party mediator mimics the negotiators (Fischer-Lokou, Guéguen, Lamy, Martin, and Bullock, 2014). Not only were negotiators more likely to come to an agreement when a mediator verbally mimicked, but they were also more likely to report that the mediator listened attentively relative to when the mediator did not verbally mimic. However, these effects were only present when the mediator mimicked the negotiators longer than five minutes. The authors speculate that mimicry by a third party encourages agreement in a negotiation because mimicry facilitates an environment of trust.

So far, we have discussed how mimicry affects prosocial emotions, namely, liking, rapport, and trust. In the next section, we will turn to how mimicry affects prosocial cognition.


Mimicry Facilitates Prosocial Cognition


Similarity

Being mimicked facilitates self–other merging, a psychological process that blurs the cognitive distinction between self and other (Cialdini, Brown, Lewis, Luce, and Neuberg, 1997). Self–other merging causes the mimicked person to actually misattribute the mimicker’s attributes as his or her own (Leander and Chartrand, 2014). Thus, when attributes (such as outspokenness, depressive affect, achievement behavior, and self-monitoring) are manipulated in the confederate, participants take on those attributes as their own, but only when mimicked by the confederate displaying the attribute. This occurs even for attributes that are asocial, unsociable, or socially irrelevant, suggesting this effect is not solely driven by participants’ being more prosocial upon being mimicked. Leander and Chartrand (2014) coined this effect “mirror inferences.”

This section demonstrates that mimicry increases feelings of similarity. In the next section, we discuss attitude convergence, which is another way that people can become more similar to each other.


Attitude Convergence

Mimicry facilitates attitude convergence, such that the mimicker and mimicked become more similar in their attitudes, preferences, and opinions. Individuals going through an experience together end up converging on their evaluations of that experience, but only if they are free to mimic each other. In a study, people watching a movie together end up with more similar opinions on the movie, but the effect is only present if they can see each other (and therefore mimic each other) during the movie viewing. Researchers speculate that emotional contagion is driving the effect (Ramanathan and McGill, 2008).

Similarly, mimicry can lead to more persuasion. For instance, participants are more persuaded by the arguments of a mimicking versus nonmimicking avatar (Bailenson and Yee, 2005). Even when mimicked participants do not actually change their opinions, they still perceive a mimicker to be more persuasive than a nonmimicker (Van Swol, 2003). Furthermore, being mimicked influences preference for products presented in dyadic interactions (Tanner, Ferraro, Chartrand, Bettman, and van Baaren, 2008). In one study, a “facilitator” provided participants with information about a “new” product on the market, cheese straws. In the invested condition, the facilitator stated that he would directly benefit from the success of the product and marketing messages. In the independent condition, the facilitator stated that he was not directly associated with the manufacturer of the product and was simply doing market research on it. Then in an informational session on the product, the facilitator either mimicked or did not mimic the participant. Mimicry led to more liking of the product, and this effect was strengthened when participants were mimicked by a facilitator who had a vested interest in the product being promoted (Tanner et al., 2008), suggesting that wanting to help or be prosocial drove the effect. Thus, research suggests that mimicry influenced attitudes through prosociality.


Interdependent Self-Construal

Self-construal refers to the extent to which an individual defines himself or herself in relation to other people. Those who construe themselves more in relation to others are said to have a more interdependent self-construal whereas those who construe themselves less in relation to others are said to have a more independent self-construal (Markus and Kitayama, 1991). Both mimicking and being mimicked shift self-construal to be more interdependent (Ashton-James, van Baaren, Chartrand, Decety, and Karremans, 2007). To measure this, researchers use the Twenty Statements Test, an open-ended questionnaire that asks participants to answer the question “Who am I?” In free response format, participants write down twenty answers to this question. Responses can range from personal attributes (i.e., I am funny) to social roles (i.e., I am a sister). To the extent that people generate responses relating to their relationships and social roles, their self-construals are considered interdependent. After participants mimic (Redeker, Stel, and Mastop, 2011) or are mimicked (Ashton-James et al., 2007), they describe themselves in more interdependent terms. Furthermore, when mimicked participants were led to a waiting area and given a choice of where to sit, they choose to sit closer to a chair with someone’s belongings on it. Taken together, these findings suggest that being mimicked decreases a person’s psychological and physical distance from others.

One way that mimicry facilitates prosociality is by shifting how one sees oneself in relation to others (Ashton-James et al., 2007). Research shows that an interdependent self-construal mediates the link between mimicry and prosociality (Ashton-James et al., 2007). After participants are mimicked by another person, participants reported a more interdependent self-construal (as measured by the Twenty Statements Test), and this mediated the relationship between being mimicked and their increased likelihood of volunteering their time to help a researcher (Ashton-James et al., 2007).


Mimicry Facilitates Affective and Cognitive Empathy

Empathy blurs the boundary between self and other. We are able to empathize when we simulate what others do, think, and feel (Baird, Scheffer, and Wilson, 2011). There are two different routes by which we simulate how others feel: a bottom-up approach through bodily representations and a top-down approach through mental representations (Hawk, Fischer, and Van Kleef, 2011; Lamm, Porges, Cacioppo, and Decety, 2008). Mimicry is part of the bottom-up route to empathy. Furthermore, there are two kinds of empathy: affective empathy and cognitive empathy. Affective empathy occurs when experiencing others’ emotions whereas cognitive empathy occurs when understanding others’ emotions.


Mimicry Facilitates Affective Empathy

Facial mimicry facilitates experience of others’ emotions. Emotional contagion is the automatic process whereby someone “catches” the emotions of another (Hatfield, Cacioppo, and Rapson, 1994). The mechanism for how facial mimicry affects emotional contagion has two steps (Adelmann and Zajonc, 1989; Hatfield et al., 1994; Laird et al., 1994). First, people nonconsciously and automatically mimic the emotional expressions they perceive. Second, the muscles activated while mimicking relay feedback to the brain, which evokes corresponding emotions in the mimicker (Cacioppo, Martzke, Petty, and Tassinary, 1988; Hatfield et al., 1994; Hess, Kappas, McHugo, Lanzetta, and Kleck, 1992; Strack, Martin, and Stepper, 1988). In this way, mimicking leads to contagion of emotions (Stel, van den Heuvel, and Smeets, 2008; Stel and Vonk, 2010). When participants interact with a person who watched either a happy or sad film prior to the interaction, those instructed to mimic (compared to those instructed not to mimic) are more likely to take on the emotion corresponding to the film watched by the person with whom they are interacting (Stel and Vonk, 2010).

When participants are read a neutral speech (in a happy tone vs. in a sad tone), they mimic the mood of the speaker when they repeat the speech (Neumann and Strack, 2000). Furthermore, when they are read the speech in a happy tone, they report being in a better mood. In other research, participants take on subliminally primed emotions, which then affects their perception of how funny a cartoon is (Foroni and Semin, 2011). When participants are exposed to smiling primes (vs. angry primes) and allowed to mimic (vs. not mimic), they rate a cartoon as funnier. The authors suggest that this effect is due to resonance between the observer’s muscle movements and the observed facial expression.


Mimicking Facilitates Cognitive Empathy

Mimicry also facilitates understanding of others’ emotions. As previously mentioned, people readily mimic the facial expressions of others (Dimberg, 1982; Vaughan and Lanzetta, 1980) and facial mimicry helps us understand observed emotional expressions (Atkinson and Adolphs, 2005; Neal and Chartrand, 2011; Niedenthal, Halberstadt, Margolin, and Innes-Ker, 2000; Wallbott, 1991). Researchers speculate that this is because simulating the muscle movements involved in an observed expression results in facial feedback that facilitates emotion recognition (Ponari, Conson, D’Amico, Grossi, and Trojano, 2012). When participants are instructed to avoid making facial movements while viewing photographs of emotional expressions, they are slower to identify observed emotions compared to those who are allowed to make facial movements (Stel and van Knippenberg, 2008). Interestingly, this effect occurs only in women, not men. The authors suggest that because women are more facially expressive, women rely more on facial feedback than men. Other research shows that when people are prevented from mimicking facial expressions (i.e., due to Botox injections’ paralyzing the facial muscles), they are less accurate at identifying emotions observed in photographs compared to a control group who had a different cosmetic procedure done (i.e., a dermal filler) (Neal and Chartrand, 2011). Moreover, other research demonstrates that blocking specific muscle movements impairs recognition of corresponding emotions (Ponari et al., 2012). Restricting muscle movements in the lower half of the face impairs recognition of happiness and disgust while restricting muscle movements in the upper half of the face impairs recognition of anger. Taken together, these studies show that when facial feedback signals are blocked, emotion perception worsens.

Given these findings, researchers speculated that when facial feedback signals are amplified, emotion perception should improve. Indeed, people become better judges of facial emotion when their own facial skin has been made resistant to underlying muscle contractions (i.e., through a restrictive gel mask) (Neal and Chartrand, 2011). This is thought to amplify facial feedback signals, leading to improved perceptions of others’ emotions. Although overall it seems that the ability to engage in mimicry facilitates recognition of emotional expressions, recent evidence suggests that mimicry must be nonconscious in order to be beneficial (Kulesza et al., 2015). When participants consciously mimicked the facial expressions of a confederate, they had poorer performance recognizing emotions than participants who were instructed to inhibit mimicry.

Facial mimicry may be particularly critical for subtle distinctions in emotions. Recently, facial mimicry has been shown to help people distinguish between true and false smiles (Krumhuber, Likowski, and Weyers, 2014; Rychlowska et al., 2014). When participants were unable to mimic observed smiles because they were wearing a mouth guard, they had difficulty determining the genuineness of the smile (Rychlowska et al., 2014). These recent findings suggest that people may use facial mimicry to understand the underlying emotions behind different types of smiles and show the role of facial mimicry in deciphering the meaning of facial expressions.

Taken together, these findings demonstrate that mimicry helps us understand others’ emotions. Research also shows that mimicry affects perceptions of others’ as well as one’s own empathy. When people are mimicked, they perceive the mimicker as more empathic. For example, adolescent clients who were mimicked by their counselors rated their counselors as more empathic than did clients who were not mimicked by their counselors (Maurer and Tindall, 1983). In another study, participants were instructed to mimic or not mimic the facial expressions of a target in a video (Stel and Vonk, 2009). Mimicking facial expressions led participants to report greater cognitive empathy (operationalized as perspective taking), but only if the emotions in the video were perceived as real. The effect of mimicry on empathy has downstream social consequences. Mimicry decreases prejudice, reduces victim blaming, and enhances physiological responding to pain. It is to this we turn next.


Mimicry Decreases Prejudice

Researchers speculated that mimicking out-group members might decrease out-group prejudice. In order to test this, participants watched a video in which an in-group or an out-group member repeatedly reaches for a glass of water, takes a sip, and then sets the glass back down (Inzlicht, Gutsell, and Legault, 2012). Participants were asked to either mimic or not and then completed measures of implicit and explicit prejudice. When participants mimicked an out-group member, implicit and explicit prejudice decreased (Inzlicht et al., 2012). Although people engage in less spontaneous mimicry of out-group members than in-group members (Yabar, Johnston, Miles, and Peace, 2006), these results suggest that consciously mimicking out-group members may reverse a culturally learned empathy gap.


Mimicry Reduces Victim Blaming

Previous research has shown that empathy for a victim reduces negative reactions toward the victim (Aderman, Brehm, and Katz, 1974). Given this, researchers speculated that mimicking others should decrease victim blaming through its effect on empathy. Indeed, the extent to which participants spontaneously mimic a person in a video (who is later revealed to be a victim of a crime) predicts the degree to which they blame the victim (Stel, van den Bos, and Bal, 2012). Those who mimic more, blame the victim less. The same pattern holds even when the person in the video is different from the victim of a crime. In a follow-up study, participants were randomly assigned to either mimic or not mimic the movements of a person in a video. In both conditions, participants were told to pay attention to the movements of the person in the video. Those in the mimic condition were told to imitate immediately the movement that they observed. Those in the no mimic condition were told not to perform the same movements that they observed. After watching the video, participants read about a person who had been a victim of a crime. This person was either the same person in the video or a different person. Participants then filled out a questionnaire measuring the extent to which they blamed the victim for the crime. Participants who had mimicked, blamed a victim less than those who had not mimicked, regardless of whether the person in the video was the victim or a different person. These results suggest that mimicry leads to a general empathic mind-set and that the effect of mimicry on victim blaming is a downstream consequence of increased empathy. Because mimicry did not reduce perpetrator blaming, the authors speculate that the effects of mimicry are specific to people with whom one can easily empathize, such as victims.


Mimicking Enhances Empathy for Pain

Being imitated leads to greater affective responding when seeing someone else in pain (De Coster, Verschuere, Goubert, Tsakiris, and Brass, 2013). In one study, participants were instructed to make a finger movement while they simultaneously watched a film of someone either performing the same finger movement (imitation condition) or a different finger movement (no imitation condition). Then, participants watched a video of pain being inflicted on someone while their eyeblink startle response was measured. The eyeblink startle response is a way of measuring distress when watching someone in pain. A larger startle response suggests greater distress to another’s pain, which is taken to mean greater empathy. Results indicated that when participants engaged in finger movements that were imitated (vs. not imitated), they had larger eyeblink startle responses when viewing pain inflicted on someone. Imitated participants also perceived the inflicted pain as more unpleasant and intense. Overall, the authors suggest that these findings demonstrate that being imitated increases empathy for pain.


Mimicry Facilitates Prosocial Behavior

Prosocial behavior is defined as a voluntary action that benefits others (Twenge, Baumeister, DeWall, Ciarocco, and Bartels, 2007). Extensive research shows that mimicry facilitates prosocial behavior. Being mimicked facilitates prosociality both within and beyond the dyad. Within the dyad, mimicked participants pick up more pens that the mimicker dropped (van Baaren, Holland, Kawakami, and van Knippenberg, 2004) and leave larger tips for a server who mimicked them (van Baaren, Holland, Steenaert, and van Knippenberg, 2003). Mimicked participants even behave more prosocially beyond the dyad toward those who have not mimicked them (van Baaren et al., 2004). As evidence of this, mimicked participants are more willing to donate money to charity (Stel, van Baaren, and Vonk, 2008; van Baaren et al., 2004), help a stranded person (Fischer-Lokou, Martin, Guéguen, and Lamy, 2011), and volunteer to fill out a tedious survey (Ashton-James et al., 2007). Being mimicked even causes people to assume a more liberal political ideology, an effect that is mediated by prosocial feelings toward others (Stel and Harinck, 2011). The fact that being mimicked leads people to act prosocially beyond the dyad signals that mimicry affects prosocial orientation generally.

It is not just the mimicked person who behaves more prosocially, but the mimicker as well. Although there is more evidence showing that mimicked people act more prosocially, two studies demonstrate that mimickers also behave more prosocially and even propose a mechanism for the effect. In a first study, participants were instructed either to mimic or not to mimic the facial expressions of a person in a video (Stel, van Baaren, and Vonk, 2008). Those who mimicked donated more money to charity than those who did not. In a second study, the authors demonstrate that mimicry affects prosocial behavior through affective empathy; mimicking another’s facial expressions leads to experiencing that person’s emotions, which then facilitates prosocial behavior (Stel, van Baaren, and Vonk, 2008).

The link between mimicry and prosociality has mostly been explored with behavioral mimicry, but recent research replicates this effect with verbal mimicry (Kulesza, Dolinski, Huisman, and Majewski, 2013). Research conducted in a currency exchange office suggests that in order for verbal mimicry to facilitate prosocial behavior, one must use the same words although not necessarily in the same order as the speaker. Mimicked customers donated more money to a local charity than nonmimicked customers. These findings suggest that—across modalities—mimicry increases prosociality.

Traditionally, the costs associated with prosocial behavior in these lab experiments have been relatively low. Would mimicry lead to prosocial behavior even if it required a high cost? To test this, confederates approached pedestrians to ask for directions to a train station (Müller, Maaskant, van Baaren, and Dijksterhuis, 2012). For approximately three minutes, the pedestrian gave the confederate directions while the confederate either mimicked or anti-mimicked the pedestrian. The confederate clarified the directions twice, pretended to still not understand, and then asked whether the pedestrian would accompany her to the train station. Mimicked pedestrians were twice as likely as nonmimicked pedestrians to agree to accompany the confederate on a fifteen-minute walk to the train station. Even with high costs, mimicry increases prosocial behavior (Müller et al., 2012). These findings indicate that mimicry might be more powerful in eliciting prosocial behavior than previously recognized.

Some recent research suggests that the link between mimicry and prosociality is innate (Carpenter, Uebel, and Tomasello, 2013). Even 18-month-old children help pick up more dropped sticks after they have been mimicked (Carpenter et al., 2013). Mimicry may affect prosociality because they share the same neural hardware. Neuroscience studies have shown that both mimicry and prosociality rely on two brain regions implicated in self–other processes—the right temporoparietal junction (Morishima, Schunk, Bruhin, Ruff, and Fehr, 2012; Santiesteban, Banissy, Catmur, and Bird, 2012; Sowden and Catmur, 2015; Zanon, Novembre, Zangrando, Chittaro, and Silani, 2014) and the medial prefrontal cortex (Masten, Morelli, and Eisenberger, 2011; Rameson, Morelli, and Lieberman, 2011; Zanon et al., 2014). Although no studies have shown that mimicry and prosociality are actually linked neurologically, there is theoretical reason to think that they might be.


Conclusion

Mimicry influences moral behavior because of its effect on prosociality. In this chapter, we have reviewed research demonstrating that mimicry affects each component of prosociality—affective, cognitive, and behavioral. Of the components of prosociality, prosocial behavior is most closely tied to moral behavior because prosocial behavior is embedded in the definition of moral behavior. The links between prosocial affect and moral behavior and between prosocial cognition and moral behavior are more indirect. The affective and cognitive components of prosociality tend to affect moral behavior through their influence on prosocial behavior. In the next paragraphs, we will review how these different forms of prosociality are linked to moral behavior.

Affectively, mimicry facilitates prosocial emotions such as liking, rapport, and trust (as discussed previously), which reinforce cooperative behavior (Drolet and Morris, 2000; Uslaner, 2002). Furthermore, liking and rapport facilitate trust (Morris, Nadler, Kurtzberg, and Thompson, 2002; Nicholson, Compeau, and Sethi, 2001), which is more directly linked to prosocial behavior than liking and rapport. This is because trust is considered a moral value (Baier, 1995; Uslaner, 2002). People act more prosocially toward those whom they trust (Uslaner, 2002). Trusting others makes someone more likely to volunteer (Bekkers, 2012; Jennings and Stoker, 2004; Kwak, Shah, and Holbert, 2004; Taniguchi, 2013; Uslaner and Brown, 2005; Wang and Graddy, 2008), give blood (Andaleeb and Basu, 1995), and donate to charity (Wang and Graddy, 2008). Thus, mimicry encourages our trust of others, and trust is essential to prosocial behavior.

Cognitively, mimicry facilitates processes that in turn encourage prosocial behavior. For example, mimicry increases self–other merging. Research indicates that self–other merging may mediate the link between empathy and altruism (Cialdini et al., 1997). Altruism is considered the most selfless form of prosociality because, by definition, it is not motivated by selfish desires that sometimes motivate prosocial behavior, like the desire to feel better about oneself (Cialdini, Kenrick, and Baumann, 1982) or the desire to help in order to simply get rid of one’s own discomfort created by the situation (Piliavin, Dovidio, Gaertner, and Clark, 1981). Given that altruism’s motivation is selfless, it is intuitive that altruistically motivated prosocial behavior is also the most directly linked to morality (Tiberius, 2015). Mimicry also increases feelings of similarity, perhaps through self–other merging. This is important because if two people are more similar, they act more empathically and prosocially toward each other than if they are less similar (Batson, 2010). For example, being the same race as the target leads to more empathy than being a different race (Xu, Zuo, Wang, and Han, 2009). Functional magnetic resonance imaging even reveals a greater empathic neural response when viewing faces experiencing pain that are the same race than a different race (Xu et al., 2009). This suggests that it is easier to empathize with more similar others. Furthermore, empirical evidence shows that people behave more altruistically toward relatives over friends, friends over acquaintances, and acquaintances over strangers (Batson and Shaw, 1991; Batson, Turk, Shaw, and Klein, 1995; Cialdini et al., 1997), toward similar-looking over dissimilar-looking others (Burch and Gallup, 2000; Platek et al., 2003; Platek, Burch, Panyavin, Wasserman, and Gallup, 2002), toward those with similar attitudes over those with dissimilar attitudes (Park and Schaller, 2005), and even toward those who are similar only incidentally, such as sharing the same name or having similar fingerprints (Burger, Messian, Patel, del Prado, and Anderson, 2004; Oates and Wilson, 2002). Fathers favor children who resemble themselves more (Apicella and Marlowe, 2004; Burch and Gallup, 2000), and, even in a hypothetical scenario, men express more interest in adopting infants who look more similar to themselves (Volk and Quinsey, 2002, 2007). Thus, people are hardwired to act altruistically toward those who signal similarity. Mimicry affects prosocial behavior by cognitively blurring the boundary between self and other, making others seem more similar to us.

Mimicry also facilitates affective and cognitive empathy, and both forms of empathy affect prosociality. Affective empathy is a mediator of the relationship between mimicry and prosociality. When people mimic others, they tend to take on the emotions of others, which, in turn, leads to prosocial behavior. The relationship between both affective and cognitive empathy and prosocial behavior is well established in the literature (Batson, 2011; Eisenberg and Fabes, 1990; Eisenberg and Miller, 1987; Roberts and Strayer, 1996). Therefore, mimicry could affect prosocial behavior through its effect on empathy.

Prosocial behavior is related to moral behavior because moral actions are generally prosocial, such as making sacrifices to help others (Staub, 1979). We have reviewed research showing that after people mimic or are mimicked, they tend to behave more prosocially both within and beyond the dyad. Researchers speculate that this is because mimicry encourages a more prosocial orientation. Indeed, a cognitive mediator for the relationship between mimicry and prosociality is the extent to which one’s self-construal is interdependent. How this works is that mimicry shifts self-construals to be more interdependent; after mimicking or being mimicked, people feel more generally connected to others, and so they behave more prosocially. Thus, after being mimicked, people are more likely to help a stranded person, donate money to charity, and volunteer to fill out a tedious survey. Mimicking even increases prosocial behavior when the costs are high; being mimicked increases the likelihood that pedestrians agree to spend fifteen minutes walking someone to the train station. To behave prosocially is to behave morally, so when researchers find that mimicry affects prosocial behavior, this could be extrapolated to suggest that mimicry affects moral behavior as well.

We have summarized an extensive amount of existing research demonstrating the ways in which mimicry reinforces prosocial behavior. Because of the link between prosociality and morality, mimicry tends to have implications for moral behaviors. The link between mimicry and morality is mediated by increased connectedness with others. When we trust others, when we feel similar to others, when we take on the emotions of others, and when we take the perspective of others, we are blurring the boundary between self and other. When the distinction between self and other blurs, we are more likely to behave in line with the moral maxim “do unto others as you would have them do to you.”


Acknowledgments

We would like to thank Christian Miller and Walter Sinnott-Armstrong for their helpful suggestions and comments on an earlier version of this chapter.


References

	Adank, P., Stewart, A. J., Connell, L., & Wood, J. (2013). Accent imitation positively affects language attitudes. Frontiers in Psychology, 4(280). doi:10.3389/fpsyg.2013.00280

	Adelmann, P. K., & Zajonc, R. B. (1989). Facial efference and the experience of emotion. Annual Review of Psychology, 40, 249–280.

	Aderman, D., Brehm, S. S., & Katz, L. B. (1974). Empathic observation of an innocent victim: The just world revisited. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 29(3), 342–347.

	Andaleeb, S. S., & Basu, A. K. (1995). Explaining blood donation: The trust factor. Journal of Health Care Marketing, 15(1), 42–48.

	Apicella, C. L., & Marlowe, F. W. (2004). Perceived mate fidelity and paternal resemblance predict men’s investment in children. Evolution and Human Behavior, 25, 371–378. doi:10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2004.06.003

	Ashton-James, C., van Baaren, R. B., Chartrand, T. L., Decety, J., & Karremans, J. (2007). Mimicry and me: The impact of mimicry on self-construal. Social Cognition, 25(4), 518–535. doi:10.1521/soco.2007.25.4.518

	Atkinson, A. P., & Adolphs, R. (2005). Visual emotion perception: Mechanisms and processes. In L. Feldman-Barrett, P. M. Niedenthal, & P. Winkielman (Eds.), Emotion and consciousness (pp. 1–43). New York: Guilford Press.

	Baier, A. C. (1995). Moral prejudices. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

	Bailenson, J. N., & Yee, N. (2005). Digital chameleons: Automatic assimilation of nonverbal gestures in immersive virtual environments. Psychological Science, 16(10), 814–819.

	Baird, A. D., Scheffer, I. E., & Wilson, S. J. (2011). Mirror neuron system involvement in empathy: A critical look at the evidence. Social Neuroscience, 6(4), 327–335. doi:10.1080/17470919.2010.547085

	Batson, C. D. (2010). Empathy-induced altruistic motivation. In M. Mikulincer & P. R. Shaver (Eds.), Prosocial motives, emotions, and behaviors: The better angels of our nature (1st ed., pp. 15–34). Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.

	Batson, C. D. (2011). Altruism in humans. New York: Oxford University Press.

	Batson, C. D., & Shaw, L. L. (1991). Evidence for altruism: Toward a pluralism of prosocial motives. Psychological Inquiry, 2(2), 107–122.

	Batson, C. D., Turk, C. L., Shaw, L. L., & Klein, T. R. (1995). Information function of empathic emotion: Learning that we value the other’s welfare. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 68(2), 300–313.

	Bekkers, R. (2012). Trust and volunteering: Selection or causation? Evidence from a 4 year panel study. Political Behavior, 34, 225–247. doi:10.1007/s11109-011-9165-x

	Bernieri, F. J. (1988). Coordinated movement and rapport in teacher-student interactions. Journal of Nonverbal Behavior, 12(2), 120–138.

	Bernieri, F. J., Steven, R. J., & Rosenthal, R. (1988). Synchrony, pseudosynchrony, and dissynchrony: Measuring the entrainment process in mother-infant interactions. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 54, 243–253.

	Burch, R. L., & Gallup, G. G. (2000). Perceptions of paternal resemblance predict family violence. Evolution and Human Behavior, 21, 429–435.

	Burger, J. M., Messian, N., Patel, S., del Prado, A., & Anderson, C. (2004). What a coincidence! The effects of incidental similarity on compliance. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 30(1), 35–43. doi:10.1177/0146167203258838

	Cacioppo, J. T., Martzke, J. S., Petty, R. E., & Tassinary, L. G. (1988). Specific forms of facial EMG response index emotions during an interview: From Darwin to the continuous flow hypothesis of affect-laden information processing. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 54(4), 592–604.

	Carpenter, M., Uebel, J., & Tomasello, M. (2013). Being mimicked increases prosocial behavior in 18-month-old infants. Child Development, 84(5), 1511–1518. doi:10.1111/cdev.12083

	Charney, E. J. (1966). Postural configurations in psychotherapy. Psychosomatic Medicine, 28, 305–315.

	Chartrand, T. L., & Bargh, J. A. (1999). The chameleon effect: The perception-behavior link and social interaction. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 76(6), 893–910.

	Chartrand, T. L., & Lakin, J. L. (2013). The antecedents and consequences of human behavioral mimicry. Annual Review of Psychology, 64, 285–308. doi:10.1146/annurev-psych-113011-143754

	Chartrand, T. L., & van Baaren, R. (2009). Human mimicry. In P. Brinol & M. P. Zanna (Eds.), Advances in experimental social psychology (Vol. 41, pp. 219–274). Amsterdam, Holland: Elsevier. doi:10.1016/S0065-2601(08)00405-X

	Cialdini, R. B., Brown, S. L., Lewis, B. P., Luce, C., & Neuberg, S. L. (1997). Reinterpreting the empathy-altruism relationship: When one into one equals oneness. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 73(3), 481–494.

	Cialdini, R. B., Kenrick, D. T., & Baumann, D. J. (1982). Effects of mood on prosocial behavior in children and adults. In N. Eisenberg (Ed.), The development of prosocial behavior (pp. 339–359). New York: Academic Press.

	Coupland, N., & Bishop, H. (2007). Ideologised values for British accents. Journal of Sociolinguistics, 11(1), 74–93.

	De Coster, L., Verschuere, B., Goubert, L., Tsakiris, M., & Brass, M. (2013). I suffer more from your pain when you act like me: Being imitated enhances affective responses to seeing someone else in pain. Cognitive, Affective & Behavioral Neuroscience, 13, 519–532. doi:10.3758/s13415-013-0168-4

	Dimberg, U. (1982). Facial reactions to facial expressions. Psychophysiology, 19(6), 643–647.

	Dimberg, U., Thunberg, M., & Elmehed, K. (2000). Unconscious facial reactions to emotional facial expressions. Psychological Science, 11(1), 86–89.

	Drolet, A. L., & Morris, M. W. (2000). Rapport in conflict resolution: Accounting for how face-to-face contact fosters mutual cooperation in mixed-motive conflicts. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 36, 26–50. doi:10.1006/jesp.1999.1395

	Eisenberg, N. (1992). The caring child. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

	Eisenberg, N. (2000). Emotion, regulation, and moral development. Annual Review of Psychology, 51, 665–697.

	Eisenberg, N., Carlo, G., Murphy, B., & van Court, P. (1995). Prosocial development in late adolescence: A longitudinal study. Child Development, 66, 1179–1197.

	Eisenberg, N., & Fabes, R. A. (1990). Empathy: Conceptualization, measurement, and relation to prosocial behavior. Motivation and Emotion, 14(2), 131–149.

	Eisenberg, N., & Miller, P. A. (1987). The relation of empathy to prosocial and related behaviors. Psychological Bulletin, 101(1), 91–119.

	Eisenberg, N., Zhou, Q., & Koller, S. (2001). Brazilian adolescents’ prosocial moral judgment and behavior: Relations to sympathy, perspective taking, gender-role orientation, and demographic characteristics. Child Development, 72, 518–534.

	Fischer-Lokou, J., Guéguen, N., Lamy, L., Martin, A., & Bullock, A. (2014). Imitation in mediation: Effects of the duration of mimicry on reaching agreement. Social Behavior and Personality, 42(2), 189–196.

	Fischer-Lokou, J., Martin, A., Guéguen, N., & Lamy, L. (2011). Mimicry and propagation of prosocial behavior in a natural setting. Psychological Reports, 108, 599–605.

	Foroni, F., & Semin, G. R. (2011). When does mimicry affect evaluative judgment? Emotion (Washington, D.C.), 11(3), 687–690. doi:10.1037/a0023163

	Guéguen, N., Martin, A., Meineri, S., & Simon, J. (2012). Using mimicry to elicit answers to intimate questions in survey research. Field Methods, 25(1), 47–57. doi:10.1177/1525822X12449710

	Hatfield, E., Cacioppo, J. T., & Rapson, R. L. (1994). Emotional contagion (pp. 1–240). Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press.

	Hawk, S. T., Fischer, A. H., & Van Kleef, G. A. (2011). Taking your place or matching your face: Two paths to empathic embarrassment. Emotion (Washington, D.C.), 11(3), 502–513. doi:10.1037/a0022762

	Hess, U., & Blairy, S. (2001). Facial mimicry and emotional contagion to dynamic emotional facial expressions and their influence on decoding accuracy. International Journal of Psychophysiology, 40, 129–141.

	Hess, U., Kappas, A., McHugo, G. J., Lanzetta, J. T., & Kleck, R. E. (1992). The facilitative effect of facial expression on the self-generation of emotion. International Journal of Psychophysiology, 12, 251–265.

	Inzlicht, M., Gutsell, J. N., & Legault, L. (2012). Mimicry reduces racial prejudice. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 48(1), 361–365. doi:10.1016/j.jesp.2011.06.007

	Jennings, M. K., & Stoker, L. (2004). Social trust and civic engagement across time and generations. Acta Politica, 39, 342–379. doi:10.1057/palgrave.ap.5500077

	Krumhuber, E. G., Likowski, K. U., & Weyers, P. (2014). Facial mimicry of spontaneous and deliberate Duchenne and non-Duchenne smiles. Journal of Nonverbal Behavior, 38, 1–11. doi:10.1007/s10919-013-0167-8

	Kulesza, W., Dolinski, D., Huisman, A., & Majewski, R. (2013). The echo effect: The power of verbal mimicry to influence prosocial behavior. Journal of Language and Social Psychology, 33(2), 183–201. doi:10.1177/0261927X13506906

	Kulesza, W. M., Cislak, A., Vallacher, R. R., Nowak, A., Czekiel, M., & Bedynska, S. (2015). The face of the chameleon: The experience of facial mimicry for the mimicker and the mimickee. Journal of Social Psychology, 155, 590–604. doi:10.1080/00224545.2015.1032195

	Kwak, N., Shah, D. V., & Holbert, R. L. (2004). Connecting, trusting, and participating: The direct and interactive effects of social associations. Political Research Quarterly, 57(4), 643–652. doi:10.1177/106591290405700412

	LaFrance, M. (1979). Nonverbal synchrony and rapport: Analysis by the cross-lag panel technique. Social Psychology Quarterly, 42(1), 66–70.

	LaFrance, M., & Broadbent, M. (1976). Group rapport: Posture sharing as a nonverbal indicator. Group & Organization Studies, 1(3), 328–333.

	Laird, J. D., Alibozak, T., Davainis, D., Deignan, K., Fontanella, K., Hong, J., et al. (1994). Individual differences in the effects of spontaneous mimicry on emotional contagion. Motivation and Emotion, 18(3), 231–247.

	Lamm, C., Porges, E. C., Cacioppo, J. T., & Decety, J. (2008). Perspective taking is associated with specific facial responses during empathy for pain. Brain Research, 1227, 153–161. doi:10.1016/j.brainres.2008.06.066

	Lapsley, D. K. (1996). Moral psychology. Boulder, CO: Westview Press.

	Leander, N. P., & Chartrand, T. L. (2014). Mirror inferences: Mimicry and the misattribution of others’ attributes as self-attributes. Unpublished manuscript.

	Levelt, W. J. M., & Kelter, S. (1982). Surface form and memory in question answering. Cognitive Psychology, 14, 78–106.

	Maddux, W. W., Mullen, E., & Galinsky, A. D. (2008). Chameleons bake bigger pies and take bigger pieces: Strategic behavioral mimicry facilitates negotiation outcomes. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 44(2), 461–468. doi:10.1016/j.jesp.2007.02.003

	Markus, H. R., & Kitayama, S. (1991). Cultural variation in the self-concept. In J. Strauss & G. R. Goethals (Eds.), The self: Interdisciplinary approaches (pp. 18–48). New York: Springer.

	Masten, C. L., Morelli, S. A., & Eisenberger, N. I. (2011). An fMRI investigation of empathy for “social pain” and subsequent prosocial behavior. NeuroImage, 55(1), 381–388. doi:10.1016/j.neuroimage.2010.11.060

	Maurer, R. E., & Tindall, J. H. (1983). Effect of postural congruence on client’s perception of counselor empathy. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 30(2), 158–163.

	Meltzoff, A. N., & Moore, M. K. (1977). Imitation of facial and manual gestures by human neonates. Science, 198(4312), 75–78.

	 Mikulincer, M., & Shaver, P. R. (Eds.). (2010). Prosocial motives, emotions, and behavior. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.

	Miller, P. A., Eisenberg, N., Fabes, R. A., & Shell, R. (1996). Relations of moral reasoning and vicarious emotion to young children’s prosocial behavior toward peers and adults. Developmental Psychology, 32(2), 210–219.

	Morishima, Y., Schunk, D., Bruhin, A., Ruff, C. C., & Fehr, E. (2012). Linking brain structure and activation in temporoparietal junction to explain the neurobiology of human altruism. Neuron, 75, 73–79. doi:10.1016/j.neuron.2012.05.021

	Morris, M., Nadler, J., Kurtzberg, T., & Thompson, L. (2002). Schmooze or lose: Social friction and lubrication in e-mail negotiations. Group Dynamics, 6(1), 89–100. doi:10.1037/1089-2699.6.1.89

	Müller, B. C. N., Maaskant, A. J., van Baaren, R. B., & Dijksterhuis, A. (2012). Prosocial consequences of imitation. Psychological Reports, 110(3), 891–898. doi:10.2466/07.09.21.PR0.110.3.891-898

	Neal, D. T., & Chartrand, T. L. (2011). Embodied emotion perception: Amplifying and dampening facial feedback modulates emotion perception accuracy. Social Psychological & Personality Science, 2(6), 673–678. doi:10.1177/1948550611406138

	Neumann, R., & Strack, F. (2000). “Mood contagion”: The automatic transfer of mood between persons. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 79(2), 211–223. doi:10.1037//0022-3514.79.2.211

	Nicholson, C. Y., Compeau, L. D., & Sethi, R. (2001). The role of interpersonal liking in building trust in long-term channel relationships. Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science, 29(1), 3–15. doi:10.1177/0092070301291001

	Niedenthal, P. M., Halberstadt, J. B., Margolin, J., & Innes-Ker, Å. H. (2000). Emotional state and the detection of change in facial expression of emotion. European Journal of Social Psychology, 30, 211–222.

	Oates, K., & Wilson, M. (2002). Nominal kinship cues facilitate altruism. Proceedings. Biological Sciences, 269(1487), 105–109. doi:10.1098/rspb.2001.1875

	O’Toole, R., & Dubin, R. (1968). Baby feeding and body sway: An experiment in George Herbert Mead’s “taking the role of the other.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 10(1), 59–65.

	Over, H., Carpenter, M., Spears, R., & Gattis, M. (2013). Children selectively trust individuals who have imitated them. Social Development, 22(2), 215–224. doi:10.1111/sode.12020

	Park, J. H., & Schaller, M. (2005). Does attitude similarity serve as a heuristic cue for kinship? Evidence of an implicit cognitive association. Evolution and Human Behavior, 26(2), 158–170. doi:10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2004.08.013

	Piliavin, J. A., Dovidio, J. F., Gaertner, S., & Clark, R. D. (1981). Emergency intervention. New York: Academic Press.

	Platek, S. M., Burch, R. L., Panyavin, I. S., Wasserman, B. H., & Gallup, G. G. (2002). Reactions to children’s faces: Resemblance affects males more than females. Evolution and Human Behavior, 23, 159–166.

	Platek, S. M., Critton, S. R., Burch, R. L., Frederick, D. A., Myers, T. E., & Gallup, G. G. (2003). How much paternal resemblance is enough? Sex differences in hypothetical investment decisions but not in the detection of resemblance. Evolution and Human Behavior, 24, 81–87.

	Ponari, M., Conson, M., D’Amico, N. P., Grossi, D., & Trojano, L. (2012). Mapping correspondence between facial mimicry and emotion recognition in healthy subjects. Emotion (Washington, D.C.), 12(6), 1398–1403. doi:10.1037/a0028588

	Ramanathan, S., & McGill, A. L. (2008). Social influences on moment-to-moment and retrospective evaluations of experiences. Minnesota Journal of Law, Science & Technology, 9(2), 827–836.

	Rameson, L. T., Morelli, S. A., & Lieberman, M. D. (2011). The neural correlates of empathy: Experience, automaticity, and prosocial behavior. Journal of Cognitive Neuroscience, 24(1), 235–245. doi:10.1162/jocn_a_00130

	Redeker, M., Stel, M., & Mastop, J. (2011). Does mimicking others change your self-view? Journal of Social Psychology, 151(4), 387–390. doi:10.1080/00224545.2010.481691

	Roberts, W., & Strayer, J. (1996). Empathy, emotional expressiveness, and prosocial behavior. Child Development, 67(2), 449–470.

	Rychlowska, M., Cañadas, E., Wood, A., Krumhuber, E. G., Fischer, A., & Niedenthal, P. M. (2014). Blocking mimicry makes true and false smiles look the same. PLoS One, 9(3), e90876. doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0090876

	Santiesteban, I., Banissy, M. J., Catmur, C., & Bird, G. (2012). Enhancing social ability by stimulating right temporoparietal junction. Current Biology, 22, 2274–2277. doi:10.1016/j.cub.2012.10.018

	Scheflen, A. E. (1964). The significance of posture in communication systems. Psychiatry, 27(4), 316–331.

	Simner, M. L. (1971). Newborn’s response to the cry of another infant. Developmental Psychology, 5(1), 136–150. doi:10.1037/h0031066

	Sowden, S., & Catmur, C. (2015). The role of the right temporoparietal junction in the control of imitation. Cerebral Cortex, 25(4), 1107–1113. doi:10.1093/cercor/bht306

	Staub, E. (1979). Positive social behavior and morality (Vol. 2, pp. 1–317). New York: Academic Press.

	Stel, M., & Harinck, F. (2011). Being mimicked makes you a prosocial voter. Experimental Psychology, 58(1), 79–84. doi:10.1027/1618-3169/a000070

	Stel, M., van Baaren, R. B., & Vonk, R. (2008). Effects of mimicking: Acting prosocially by being emotionally moved. European Journal of Social Psychology, 38, 965–976. doi:10.1002/ejsp

	Stel, M., van den Bos, K., & Bal, M. (2012). On mimicry and the psychology of the belief in a just world: Imitating the behaviors of others reduces the blaming of innocent victims. Social Justice Research, 25(1), 14–24. doi:10.1007/s11211-012-0150-2

	Stel, M., van den Heuvel, C., & Smeets, R. C. (2008). Facial feedback mechanisms in autistic spectrum disorders. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 38(7), 1250–1258. doi:10.1007/s10803-007-0505-y

	Stel, M., & van Knippenberg, A. (2008). The role of facial mimicry in the recognition of affect. Psychological Science, 19(10), 984–985.

	Stel, M., & Vonk, R. (2009). Empathizing via mimicry depends on whether emotional expressions are seen as real. European Psychologist, 14(4), 342–350. doi:10.1027/1016-9040.14.4.342

	Stel, M., & Vonk, R. (2010). Mimicry in social interaction: Benefits for mimickers, mimickees, and their interaction. British Journal of Psychology, 101, 311–323. doi:10.1348/000712609X465424

	Strack, F., Martin, L. L., & Stepper, S. (1988). Inhibiting and facilitating conditions of the human smile: A nonobtrusive test of the facial feedback hypothesis. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 54(5), 768–777.

	Swaab, R. I., Maddux, W. W., & Sinaceur, M. (2011). Early words that work: When and how virtual linguistic mimicry facilitates negotiation outcomes. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 47, 616–621. doi:10.1016/j.jesp.2011.01.005

	Taniguchi, H. (2013). The influence of generalized trust on volunteering in Japan. Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, 42, 127–147. doi:10.1177/0899764011434554

	Tanner, R. J., Ferraro, R., Chartrand, T. L., Bettman, J. R., & van Baaren, R. (2008). Of chameleons and consumption: The impact of mimicry on choice and preferences. Journal of Consumer Research, 34, 754–767.

	Tiberius, V. (2015). Moral psychology: A contemporary introduction. New York: Routledge.

	Twenge, J. M., Baumeister, R. F., DeWall, C. N., Ciarocco, N. J., & Bartels, J. M. (2007). Social exclusion decreases prosocial behavior. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 92(1), 56–66. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.92.1.56

	Uslaner, E. M. (2002). The moral foundations of trust. Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press.

	Uslaner, E. M., & Brown, M. (2005). Inequality, trust, and civic engagement. American Politics Research, 33(6), 868–894. doi:10.1177/1532673X04271903

	van Baaren, R. B., Holland, R. W., Kawakami, K., & van Knippenberg, A. (2004). Mimicry and prosocial behavior. Psychological Science, 15(1), 71–74. Retrieved from http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/14717835

	van Baaren, R. B., Holland, R. W., Steenaert, B., & van Knippenberg, A. (2003). Mimicry for money: Behavioral consequences of imitation. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 39(4), 393–398. doi:10.1016/S0022-1031(03)00014-3

	Van Swol, L. M. (2003). The effects of nonverbal mirroring on perceived persuasiveness, agreement with an imitator, and reciprocity in a group discussion. Communication Research, 30(4), 461–480. doi:10.1177/0093650203253318

	Vaughan, K. B., & Lanzetta, J. T. (1980). Vicarious instigation and conditioning of facial expressive and autonomic responses to a model’s expressive display of pain. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 38(6), 909–923.

	Verberne, F.M.F., Ham, J., Ponnada, A., & Midden, C.J.H. (2013). Trusting digital chameleons: The effect of mimicry by a virtual social agent on user trust. Persuasive Technology, 7822, 234–245.

	Volk, A., & Quinsey, V. L. (2002). The influence of infant facial cues on adoption preferences. Human Nature, 13(4), 437–455.

	Volk, A., & Quinsey, V. L. (2007). Parental investment and resemblance: Replications, refinements, and revisions. Evolutionary Psychology, 5(1), 1–14.

	Wallbott, H. G. (1991). Recognition of emotion from facial expression via imitation? Some indirect evidence for an old theory. British Journal of Social Psychology, 30, 207–219. doi:10.1111/j.2044-8309.1991.tb00939.x

	Wang, L., & Graddy, E. (2008). Social capital, volunteering, and charitable giving. Voluntas, 19, 23–42. doi:10.1007/s11266-008-9055-y

	Xu, X., Zuo, X., Wang, X., & Han, S. (2009). Do you feel my pain? Racial group membership modulates empathic neural responses. Journal of Neuroscience, 29(26), 8525–8529. doi:10.1523/JNEUROSCI.2418-09.2009

	Yabar, Y., Johnston, L., Miles, L., & Peace, V. (2006). Implicit behavioral mimicry: Investigating the impact of group membership. Journal of Nonverbal Behavior, 30(3), 97–113. doi:10.1007/s10919-006-0010-6

	Zanon, M., Novembre, G., Zangrando, N., Chittaro, L., & Silani, G. (2014). Brain activity and prosocial behavior in a simulated life-threatening situation. NeuroImage, 98, 134–146. doi:10.1016/j.neuroimage.2014.04.053


8.1 Prosociality Is Not Morality

Geoffrey P. Goodwin

In their stimulating contribution to this volume, Duffy and Chartrand argue that mimicry is a key driver of human morality. There are two steps in their argument. First, they argue that mimicry is an unconscious (and possibly innate) behavior that encourages prosociality at several levels, cognitive, affective, and behavioral. Second, they posit that prosociality is intimately linked to morality. Thus, mimicry is an important driver of morality.

Duffy and Chartrand focus primarily on the link between mimicry and prosociality by reviewing a wealth of interesting and at times surprising research on the effects of mimicry. This research shows that mimicry brings about (1) prosocial emotions, such as rapport, liking and trust (both for producers and receivers of mimicry); (2) empathy, both cognitive and affective; (3) prosocial cognitions, such as feelings of similarity, attitude convergence, and interdependent self-construal; and (4) prosocial behavior, such as helping, volunteering, tipping, and donating money. I do not intend to challenge this link between mimicry and prosociality. Rather, I will question the link Duffy and Chartrand posit between prosociality and morality.

Prosocial behavior is “behavior that is positive, helpful, and intended to promote social acceptance and friendship” (Oxford Dictionaries, n.d.). Prosociality therefore serves affiliative motives—prosocial behaviors, feelings, and cognitions help to connect people and to strengthen the relational ties between them. Duffy and Chartrand’s position appears to be that prosociality is at the heart of morality, such that prosocial behaviors almost invariably tend to be moral, and conversely, moral behaviors almost invariably tend to be prosocial. This position mirrors a long-standing assimilation of these concepts within the social cognition literature, which has treated prosociality (or “warmth”) as essentially synonymous with morality (Cuddy, Fiske, and Glick, 2008; Fiske, Cuddy, and Glick, 2007; Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, and Xu, 2002). However, while influential, this theoretical framework has recently been challenged, as it overlooks an important distinction between prosociality and morality that has assumed increasing relevance to both personality and social cognition researchers.  

In a nutshell, prosociality is neither necessary nor sufficient for morality, which casts doubt on Duffy and Chartrand’s argument in two ways. Prosociality is not sufficient for morality because many prosocial behaviors are morally neutral, and some may actually be immoral if they bring about bad ends, as when a charming con artist scams an innocent victim out of his life savings. Bernie Madoff was routinely described as “warm and charming” (James, 2009) and as having the ability to make others feel as though they were “the smartest and most charming person in the room” (Henriques, 2011), yet he used these prosocial traits to bring about devastating ends. Consequently, prosociality is not inherently good or moral. Rather, its value is contingent upon morality. Prosociality is also not necessary for morality because many moral behaviors conflict with, or are orthogonal to, prosociality. For instance, Hugh Thompson Jr.’s intervention to stop the My Lai Massacre in Vietnam was highly moral, yet it caused immense social friction and led to criticism from congressmen, attempts to have him court-martialed, and eventually, hate mail, mutilated animal corpses being sent to his house, and death threats – outcomes that did not strengthen Thompson’s friendships, social connections, or affiliative ties (see Wikipedia entry on Hugh Thompson, Jr.: “Hugh Thompson, Jr.,” n.d.). Similar hostile reactions have been directed toward other “moral rebels” who have stood up against injustice (see, e.g., Monin, Sawyer, and Marquez, 2008). Thus, far from being synonymous with one another, prosociality and morality are instead, “doubly dissociated.” As a consequence, even if mimicry can produce prosociality, there is little assurance that it has a close relation to morality or that an increase in mimicry would increase the sum total of human moral behavior in the world.

Historically, the moral features of personality were neglected in both personality and social cognition research, but this picture has changed substantially in recent years. The recently developed HEXACO model of personality (Ashton and Lee, 2007) expands upon previous Big Five measures by incorporating a moral component (Honesty–Humility) that is separate from factors that index prosociality and sociability (Extraversion), or some blend of morality and prosociality (Agreeableness). Similarly, whereas two-dimensional “warmth–competence” models have historically dominated person perception research, recent findings have indicated significant divergences between morality and “sociability” (which is closely linked with prosociality) in terms of their effects on global impressions and other social evaluations (e.g., Brambilla, Rusconi, Sacchi, and Cherubini, 2011; Brambilla, Sacchi, Rusconi, Cherubini, and Yzerbyt, 2012; Goodwin, Piazza, and Rozin, 2014; Leach, Ellemers, and Barreto, 2007; for a review, see Goodwin, 2015). Whereas prior models treated morality and sociability as part of a single “warmth” dimension, recent research suggests that these two dimensions of personality are no more closely related in perceivers’ minds than either one of them is to competence (Landy, Piazza, and Goodwin, 2016b).

This divergence between prosociality and morality challenges the implications Duffy and Chartrand draw from the research they cite. Consider the finding that mimicry increases liking and trust. Does this imply that mimicry brings about moral behavior, or morally valuable outcomes? It does not. While liking and trust are surely prosocial, there is nothing inherently moral, or even valuable, about one person’s liking and trusting another. Instead, the value of this behavior depends on the individuals in question. It especially depends on their morality. If the person doing the mimicry is a con artist, sociopath, or terrorist, or even just a garden-variety liar, then the resulting liking and trust of this person by the recipient of their mimicry is regrettable and clearly not morally valuable. If the person doing the mimicry is a politician or salesperson, the resulting liking and trust seem morally neutral at best. Only if the person doing the mimicry is a moral actor, such that their mimicry of the other serves to enhance moral goals could one say that its consequences are morally valuable. Conversely, these same caveats apply when considering the enhanced liking and trust that a producer of mimicry might feel toward the recipient of mimicry. Whether this consequence is morally valuable depends on who is being mimicked, and in particular, their moral status. In sum, because trust and liking are morally neutral, the fact that mimicry brings them about does not point to its moral value. Liking and trusting of an immoral target is prosocial, but not necessarily morally valuable.

Critically, what research on mimicry does not show, and is perhaps unable to show, is that mimicry increases the actual trustworthiness of either party. A finding of this sort would demonstrate the moral value of mimicry, but evidence for it seems unlikely to be forthcoming. Instead, because the benefits of mimicry are partly self-serving (by increasing others’ liking and trust of oneself), it seems more likely that the systematic and strategic use of mimicry in daily life would strengthen manipulative rather than genuinely moral tendencies.

Consider next the finding that mimicry enhances empathy. On its face, empathy seems a more obviously moral response than either trust or liking. But, even here, there are reasons for skepticism. As Paul Bloom (2013) has argued, the moral value of empathy may have been overestimated, particularly when one considers how it can distort responses to tragic events. People typically experience more empathy in response to a single victim of a tragic event than in response to multiple victims, which can lead them to direct more resources to single victims (Kogut and Ritov, 2005). Similarly, as indicated by some of the research Duffy and Chartrand review, empathy is most strongly triggered by others who are similar to us (e.g., empathy is enhanced for same-race targets as opposed to different-race targets; Xu, Zuo, Wang, and Han, 2009). In other words, empathy is parochial. Thus, rather than contributing to the sort of impartial, decentered moral deliberation that fosters ideal moral decisions, empathy may amplify people’s existing ingroup biases. As such, the moral value of empathy can also be seen as contingent upon how it is directed.

Finally, consider the fact that mimicry can increase the likelihood of prosocial behaviors, such as helping others, donating money, and so on. Duffy and Chartrand place particular weight on these examples because they most directly illustrate the link between mimicry and morality. This emphasis is understandable, and I agree that many of the described behaviors seem likely to be moral in many cases. Nevertheless, here too, questions linger about how often prosocial behaviors of this sort are moral and about how reliably mimicry produces moral behavior. There are cases where helping or donating is not morally desirable—because the person being helped does not deserve it (think again of immoral actors), because the particular mode of helping is inefficient (e.g., when the same monetary resources could be allocated more wisely to produce greater benefit, see, e.g., the “effective altruism” movement; MacAskill, 2015), or because the long-term consequences of helping are undesirable (e.g., if helping fosters a lack of self-reliance; see also MacAskill, 2015). Relatedly, because helping driven by prosociality is likely to be partial and parochial, it may often be directed toward projects within a person’s own community, rather than toward more moral ends. For instance, people who are most able to help may allocate resources to inessential projects that enhance their own community’s flourishing (e.g., by funding artistic projects, universities, etc.) rather than providing help to people within more deprived communities, who need it the most.1 Critically, if mimicry is what fundamentally elicits such helping behaviors, rather than good moral reasons, then there is little assurance that such behaviors will be genuinely moral under most circumstances.

In essence, the link from prosociality to morality breaks down owing to the fact that the value of prosociality is contingent upon morality. This can be seen at the level of discrete behaviors, as in the examples above, but it can also be seen at the level of whole persons as well. Individuals who are highly prosocial but not moral include manipulative salespeople or politicians, con artists, charismatic zealots, charming seducers, and so on. And indeed, in our research, we have found that ordinary individuals rate such targets as highly sociable, yet much less moral, thereby empirically corroborating the divergence between morality and sociability (Landy, Piazza, and Goodwin, 2016a). More pertinently, we have also found direct support for the idea that the value of sociability is seen as contingent upon morality (Landy et al., 2016b). While people prefer moral or neutral targets to be sociable, they do not prefer immoral targets to be sociable. This is because sociability represents a kind of social competence—it enhances a person’s likelihood of having social influence, recruiting allies, and successfully achieving their goals, whether these goals are moral or immoral (Landy et al., 2016b). Thus, sociable but immoral agents are more likely to accomplish their immoral agenda than are less sociable immoral agents, and so it is better that they not be sociable. While there are some prosocial traits that are also moral (e.g., kindness, gratitude, compassion), other prototypically prosocial traits—those that directly enhance relational connections (e.g., extraversion, friendliness, sociability, charisma, etc.)—are morally neutral, and therefore only contingently desirable. Sociability can “go bad” when possessed by an immoral agent, which is readily appreciated by ordinary individuals.

The relation between prosociality and morality can also be approached from the other direction: Even if prosocial behaviors are not necessarily (or even typically) moral, are moral behaviors typically prosocial? In this way as well, the link between prosociality and morality does not seem especially tight. While many moral behaviors do involve prosociality, including several that Duffy and Chartrand highlight (such as donating money to charity, helping others in need, expressing compassion, etc.), there seem to be equally many moral behaviors that either conflict with prosociality or are orthogonal to it.

Consider, first, examples where morality conflicts directly with prosociality. Instances in which people protest injustice are particularly compelling because such protests often carry the risk of undermining one’s social ties. For instance, a person’s whistle-blowing on institutional misdeeds is unlikely to enhance their relational connections with others in their immediate social environment. Rather, it requires pushing against a strong likelihood of disapproval by one’s closest colleagues and peers, and it often engenders serious social sanctions from those whose behavior is criticized, sometimes rising to the level of death threats or worse (as in the case of Hugh Thompson, Jr., described earlier). Similarly, when people stand up to powerful vested interests in the service of what they consider morally right or just, they may be doing little to strengthen social ties within their proximate social environment; they are instead likely to be undermining such ties. Indeed, research shows that “moral rebels” who speak out against things they consider wrong are disliked and criticized by those whose behavior is impugned by this rebellion (Monin et al., 2008). Similarly, morally motivated individuals who violate status quo social norms, such as moral vegetarians, are often derogated precisely because their behavior signals potential moral reproach of meat eaters (Minson and Monin, 2012). In general, any act of moral criticism shares this profile—it is not likely to increase one’s relational connectedness within one’s immediate social environment, despite its potential moral value.

Consider also how the dictates of honesty might clash with prosocial motivations. When a close friend asks for performance feedback after a terrible performance, the prosocial thing to do would be to offer reassuring praise. However, providing an honest assessment may often be the more moral thing to do. Providing honest feedback of this sort is usually far more difficult, and it risks weakening the relational connection with the recipient, notwithstanding its potential long-term benefits. Yet, research suggests that individuals often regard “prosocial liars” as nicer and kinder than individuals who tell the truth (Levine and Schweitzer, 2015), thereby highlighting the clash between morality and prosociality.

In each of these cases the truly moral thing to do conflicts with prosocial motivations. And, while it might be argued that what I have described as the moral responses in these situations are actually prosocial in a more “enlightened” sense, that is, in a less locally bound or more long-term sense, this seems to stretch the notion of prosociality beyond its usual scope. At the very least, these examples force one to concede that proximate prosociality must be sacrificed in favor of more distal prosociality, in which case it becomes difficult to argue for any general connection between prosociality and morality.

In other cases, prosociality seems simply irrelevant to moral behavior. For instance, moral vegetarianism, while potentially motivated by compassion, has little to do with strengthening relational connections in one’s immediate social environment. Courage in battle (or in other circumstances) often has little direct connection with prosociality. Piously observing a religiously mandated dietary restriction, not littering in a pristine wilderness area, or not privately desecrating a sacred object would each likely be described as “moral,” yet these behaviors also have little direct connection with prosociality. Morality often involves behaviors that are irrelevant to forming close connections with others, and only a tortured extension of the concept of prosociality is likely to bring these cases back under its banner. Duffy and Chartrand do not directly claim that all moral behaviors are prosocial. Nonetheless, these examples provide further reason for thinking that the overall relation between morality and prosociality is weak.

At this point, it is worth summarizing the argument thus far. Duffy and Chartrand argue provocatively that mimicry is a natural human response that establishes a pathway to genuinely moral behavior. Mimicry evolved to facilitate prosocial behaviors, which, in turn, are argued to be the bedrock of morality. I do not question the link between mimicry and prosociality. Duffy and Chartrand provide an admirably clear and comprehensive account of this relation, summarizing how mimicry brings about liking, rapport, trust, empathy, and helping. However, I have serious doubts about the link between prosociality and morality. There are cases of prosocial behavior that are not moral, and some cases of prosocial behavior that are outright immoral. Conversely, there are cases of moral behavior that are not prosocial, and some cases of moral behavior that are antisocial. At its core, human prosociality is morally neutral. This is just as one might expect if its evolutionary origin was to maintain and strengthen in-group ties and to bolster solidarity in the face of marauding out-groups or predators. Given this purported psychological function of prosociality, it is little surprise that it is not well suited to producing the impartial and unbiased moral outlook that is required for a fully-fledged human morality.

How seriously do these criticisms impact Duffy and Chartrand’s argument? One avenue of response would be to suggest that while prosociality and morality diverge in the cases I have mentioned, these are exceptions that prove the rule, and that there is still a strong (though not perfect) relationship between prosociality and human morality, and between mimicry and morality. How might the veracity of this response be determined? Are prosociality and morality generally intertwined despite their occasional divergence? Or is this divergence stark and comprehensive? It is worth considering what new or existing empirical evidence might shed light on this issue.

At the level of behavior, one piece of relevant data comes from a pioneering recent study that used ecological momentary assessments to track episodes of moral behavior in the course of daily life (Hofmann, Wisneski, Brandt, and Skitka, 2014). Consistent with Duffy and Chartrand’s overall argument, prosocial behaviors involving caring for the welfare of another individual comprised by far the most frequent category of moral behavior in daily life (50.5%). Behaviors that are less obviously prosocial, involving fairness or honesty, were much less frequent (13.9% and 12.8%, respectively). One might therefore infer that the majority of morally good behaviors in daily life are indeed prosocial. Of course, frequency is not a perfectly reliable guide to importance, because it may be that the most important or defining moral behaviors in the participants’ lives were not typically prosocial. Yet, these data are suggestive, and support Duffy and Chartrand’s overall argument.

At the level of personality, existing data allow us to ask how tightly connected morality and sociability traits are within people. What is the relation between the moral and sociability components of the HEXACO model of personality? The Honesty–Humility dimension in the HEXACO model captures four moral facets of personality—sincerity, fairness, greed avoidance, and modesty. In contrast, the Agreeableness and Extraversion dimensions primarily capture prosociality. Agreeableness relates strongly to both empathy and forgiveness (Ashton and Lee, 2001) and is therefore important for sustaining social relationships. Similarly, the central feature of Extraversion is a tendency to engage and enjoy social attention (Ashton and Lee, 2001), which serves the affiliative goal at the heart of prosociality. However, the Honesty–Humility factor correlates only weakly (albeit significantly) with the Agreeableness factor (e.g., r = 0.21 in Lee and Ashton, 2004), and it correlates significantly negatively with the Extraversion factor (e.g., r = –0.11 in Lee and Ashton, 2004). Accordingly, these data indicate a considerable divergence between morality and prosociality, and are much less congenial to Duffy and Chartrand’s theorizing. The most prosocial individuals may not be the most moral, and vice versa.

New research may shed further light on the relation between mimicry, prosociality, and morality by examining the nature and overall prevalence of mimicry in the context of people’s lives. Doing so may help address the following questions. Do people who have a high natural propensity toward mimicry tend to be more or less moral, in general? Conversely, do people who are more moral tend to engage in more or less mimicry? Does mimicry in daily life typically produce moral outcomes, morally neutral outcomes, or immoral outcomes? And is it typically motivated by moral, neutral, or immoral goals? Research addressing these questions may benefit especially from distinguishing conscious or deliberate uses of mimicry from unconscious or automatic uses. Are the motivations underlying everyday uses of mimicry conscious or unconscious? Is more deliberate mimicry correlated with greater manipulativeness or other antisocial traits? And, how readily does mimicry transition from being a conscious strategy to being an automated, unconscious behavior, thereby potentially becoming more powerful (but perhaps also more pernicious) with practice? Duffy and Chartrand’s argument is highly valuable by suggesting interesting questions of this sort and by opening up new lines of inquiry concerning the relation between mimicry, prosociality, and morality. However, at present, because there is little research on the nature and prevalence of mimicry in the circumstances of daily life, there is relatively little basis on which to ground a firm conclusion about its general contribution to furthering human morality.

To conclude, I suggest that the jury is still out on the overall argument put forward by Duffy and Chartrand. Undoubtedly, there is not a perfect relation between prosociality and morality. Yet, as Duffy and Chartrand suggest, it may be that this link is strong, and that mimicry provides one pathway to enhanced human morality. I am more skeptical, and suggest that this relation is quite tenuous. But the ultimate arbiter will be richer data that shed further light on the nature and causes of moral behavior in daily life.
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8.2 The Dark Side of Mimicry: Comments on Duffy and Chartrand

Eddy Nahmias

I begin by mimicking the main conclusions of Korrina Duffy and Tanya Chartrand’s lucid and comprehensive target article: Mimicry includes a set of psychological processes that lead one person to imitate the facial expressions, emotions, and verbal or bodily behaviors of another person, and a wide-ranging set of studies shows that mimicking others or being mimicked by them increases how much people like each other, trust each other, feel similar emotions, share beliefs and other attitudes, empathize with each other, and help each other. If we define these cognitive, affective, and behavioral outcomes as “prosocial,” then we can conclude that mimicry increases prosociality.

I have no significant comments or concerns about the empirical studies or results presented by Duffy and Chartrand (D&C) or about these links between mimicry and prosociality. I find D&C’s work impressive and interesting. Instead, I will focus here on how this work on mimicry bears on morality. While D&C do not focus on these questions, they suggest in various ways that mimicry supports moral behavior. They write that mimicry is “linked with the affective, cognitive, and behavioral forms of prosociality,” and they define prosocial behavior as “voluntary action[s] intended to help others.” They then suggest that prosociality is linked with morality such that “mimicry may reinforce people to behave virtuously, build good character, and live morally.” They claim that “to behave prosocially is to behave morally,” and they point out that mimicry increases trust and “trust is considered a moral value.” Indeed, most of the studies D&C describe show that mimicry enhances behaviors typically deemed to be morally good, from donating to charity to giving directions to expressing less prejudice to leaving larger tips. They also emphasize the link between mimicry and empathy and describe studies showing that feeling empathy for another person leads people to blame the person less, feel the person’s pain more and hence try to relieve it, and help the person for altruistic, not self-directed, motives. Hence, implicitly and sometimes explicitly, D&C argue that mimicry is a psychological process that leads to morally good behavior.

However, mimicry is itself morally neutral, a psychological process that can support moral behavior but also support immoral behavior, as well as behavior that has no moral implications at all (putting aside any consequentialist views entailing that all behavior has moral implications). Just as my physical strength can be used to lift a heavy log off an injured person or to use a log to hit him, my prosocial capacities and behaviors, including mimicry, can be used to encourage others to join me in helping an injured person or to join with me in injuring other people, especially people in out-groups. Getting others to like me, trust me, and help me, and vice versa, is morally valuable only insofar as we are jointly doing good deeds rather than, for instance, cheating or harming others. Furthermore, if people like me, trust me, and help me because of causal influences they do not know about, such as mimicry, then they may do so despite having better reasons not to like me, trust me, or help me.

D&C obviously focus on existing studies, and those studies involve mostly positive and moral (or neutral) behaviors. However, practical and ethical concerns constrain what sorts of studies can be done on various negative and immoral behaviors, including those that might be facilitated by mimicry. D&C mention some studies showing that even when participants mimic another person’s negative emotions (such as sadness or anger) they are more likely to experience those emotions and feel affiliation toward that person and that participants can take on negative attitudes and attributes from those they mimic. D&C also remind us that empathy increases the in-group favoritism we show toward those who are similar to us, but they pass over the converse implication that we are biased against those perceived as dissimilar. But studies presumably remain to be done—in some cases because they cannot be done ethically—on the ways mimicry might promote immoral behavior, for instance, by leading us to trust or empathize with untrustworthy or immoral people and to help them carry out their tasks, by leading us to take on the racist, sexist, or otherwise immoral attitudes of those who mimic us or whom we mimic, or by leading us to unfairly favor some people over others on the basis of mimicry that influences us without our knowing how.

Below, I will discuss “the dark side of mimicry,” focusing on the potential of mimicry (and other processes supporting prosociality) to enhance the ability of incompetent and immoral people to succeed in their goals, including goals that harm others or lead others to do wrong, even supporting large-scale human suffering. I will then consider problems raised by the difficulty of counteracting the psychological effects of mimicry because they typically influence us without our knowledge. I will conclude with some thoughts on the general problems of linking descriptive claims with normative claims. Along the way, I will suggest some ways to empirically test the links between mimicry and (im)moral behaviors.1


How to Win Friends and Influence People

My wife and I are puzzled by the fact that incompetent and unintelligent people, some of whom are also unethical, so often rise in the ranks in careers that seemingly require, and should reward, competence, intelligence, and integrity. These people—call them the unmeritorious—often attain their positions while more meritorious people are passed over. I say we are puzzled, but to be honest, we are mostly just indignant and frustrated, since we think we understand the basic explanation for the rise of the unmeritorious. It’s just human nature. Specifically, it’s a by-product of humans’ having evolved to be highly social creatures. We favor people we like, and apparently, we like people more when they mimic us and we mimic them.

Social competence, which I’ll define as a person’s capacities to influence others to like, trust, and cooperate with him or her, is presumably facilitated by effective use of mimicry, since D&C show that mimicry increases liking, trust, and cooperation. But the link seems much more tenuous between social competence and many other types of competence, including moral competence, not to mention intelligence, creativity, diligence, and other abilities crucial for many tasks and jobs. As D&C emphasize, most people likely mimic without knowing they are doing so and without intending to gain advantage by doing so. However, they may nonetheless gain advantages by mimicking, and this may have deleterious effects. Students mimic their teachers, employees their bosses, and job seekers their interviewers. Doing so may cause them to be favored over others who are equally or more meritorious. If being prone to and adept in mimicking others (and being mimicked by them) does not reliably correlate with many factors we deem relevant to our judgments about whom to hire, promote, or admit to our programs, yet does influence those judgments, then mimicry will contribute to unfair outcomes. Along with other irrelevant and unfair factors that influence such judgments more significantly, from race to gender to attractiveness, mimicry likely contributes to the rise of the unmeritorious (and to my wife’s and my frustration about their unjustified success).

Mimicry, like other prosocial capacities, likely contributes to the rise of immoral people as well. Humans evolved to detect deception and cheating in others, given the significant costs of failing to do so in cooperative interactions. Accordingly, we also evolved to avoid detection when we subtly cheat in such interactions, and one way to do so is to increase partners’ trust, empathy, and affiliation. This evolutionary arms race suggests that some people will succeed at immoral behavior precisely because they are socially competent, perhaps including their ability to mimic, and to be mimicked by, those they are cheating or partnering with to cheat others. Some individuals high on scales measuring psychopathic or narcissistic traits seem to exemplify this sort of social competence.

I have not read Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence People, but some of its suggestions, such as “smile,” “be a good listener,” and “be sympathetic with the other person’s ideas and desires,” likely encourage and are supported by mimicking behaviors. These techniques are morally neutral tools. They can be used by the social reformer or moral hero—perhaps Ghandi or Martin Luther King (unintentionally?) used some of them—but also by the corrupt politician or scheming salesperson—perhaps Bernie Madoff (intentionally?) developed such techniques in order to gain people’s trust. At least one well-known psychopath apparently learned and practiced Carnegie’s techniques: “[Charles] Manson became especially obsessed with Chapter Seven, on how to get cooperation, and often practiced key lines in his cell, a former prison mate [said]. Carnegie’s advice—‘Let the other fellow feel that the idea is his’—became vital in helping him recruit and control a band composed mostly of young women.”2

Whether Madoff and Manson used mimicry to advance their nefarious schemes, even worse uses seem plausible. While social cooperation and the prosocial capacities that facilitate it can support moral behavior (indeed, much of morality depends on our being highly social creatures), they also facilitate some of humans’ most immoral atrocities, from slavery to genocide to wars of aggression. Such events require out-group derogation, along with in-group bonding and obedience to authority, both of which presumably cause mimicry and are reinforced by mimicry among members of the in-group. Consider the Heil Hitler salute, ISIS’s single finger raised to the sky, and even North Koreans’ haircuts in the style Kim Jong-il’s. The leaders of these regimes (or their propagandists) understand the power of unifying symbols, from uniforms to gestures, and they have used them effectively to advance their causes. Furthermore, it is unclear where to draw the boundaries between mimicry and other processes that involve unified bodily movements among people, such as the synchronous behavior of armies (including their public performances), gang signs, and some religious rituals. These unifying behaviors have likely played a role in supporting malicious behavior toward people in out-groups.3

Despite these anecdotes and intuitions that suggest some unmeritorious or immoral people are successful in part because of social competence that may include skilled mimicry, empirical tests of such claims are required to substantiate them. Ideally D&C and other psychologists could study whether mimicry increases cooperation with, or liking and trust of, people even when they are incompetent in a relevant area or demonstrate moral flaws. First, it would be useful to test whether mimicry can induce participants to engage in immoral behavior. For instance, will participants who are mimicked by confederates be more likely to join them in immoral behaviors than those who are not mimicked—will the participants cheat or steal in experimental tasks or join in ostracizing or harming others? If mimicry is effective in promoting these bad behaviors, it would support my claim that it is a psychological tool that can facilitate immoral, as well as moral, behavior.

Second, it would be useful to examine whether the prosocial outcomes of mimicry decrease when the mimicker demonstrates incompetence or immoral traits and to examine whether such people are mimicked less. Designing relevant studies will be difficult, given the number of interacting factors and ethical constraints on what participants can be asked or induced to do. To begin, however, studies could test whether a confederate who demonstrates incompetence or dishonesty in some task (e.g., a cooperative game) is liked, trusted, cooperated with, or mimicked more by participants when the confederate mimics them than when he or she does not, and also by comparing these effects to cases where the same confederate demonstrates competence or honesty in the task, with and without mimicry of participants.

One difficulty with these designs, of course, is that socially competent people are presumably less likely to be perceived as (otherwise) incompetent or as immoral. So, to test for the effects of mimicry in cases that highlight these flaws would require independent measures of participants’ perceptions of competence or morality. In the real world, however, the unmeritorious and immoral succeed by hiding their flaws from others and perhaps from themselves. Many of them presumably deploy their social competence without knowing how they do so. And their successes presumably result in part from our being unaware of the influence of many of the techniques they use. If we were able to reliably detect the influence of unmeritorious people’s use of techniques manifesting social competence—including mimicry, to the extent that they use it—then we might be in a better position to counteract their influence on us when we deem it unfair, problematic, or immoral. However, as D&C highlight, we are typically unaware of the influence of mimicry, and compared to some other nonconscious biases, the influence of mimicry may be even harder to counteract.


Shadowy Influences

At a recent conference, while discussing philosophy with an important person in my field, I found myself sitting with my legs crossed and my arms crossed … just like him. Having read D&C’s chapter, this mimicry made me uncomfortable, and I shifted my position. I don’t know who started it, but I wanted it to end. Was I being antisocial? Why did I want to end the mimicry? Based on the worries described above, I did not want either of us to be unknowingly influenced to like or help the other more than is merited. I certainly did not want him to think I was mimicking him to subtly win his favor. Yet, given the many other factors that likely have larger influences on human affiliations and judgments, such as race, gender, attractiveness, dress, and so on, perhaps I am being overly apprehensive. Nonetheless, two features of mimicry worry me here.

First, D&C discuss findings that mimicry can decrease prejudice toward out-group members. But they do not discuss how race, gender, attractiveness, and other such factors interact with mimicry, influencing the degree to which people mimic each other or the degree to which such mimicry leads to the prosocial outcomes (e.g., increasing trust, liking, and helping). These interactions should be tested.4 Given the scope of various “halo effects” and given that race influences empathy, I would be surprised if factors such as race had no effects on mimicry. As D&C point out, “people are hardwired to act altruistically toward those who signal similarity.” If so, then mimicry’s link to prosocial outcomes may exacerbate the unfair effects of various influences on our judgments and behavior, such as race and gender. It would be useful to test the effects of participants’ judgments of and behaviors toward confederates of different races and genders—for instance, in a mock interview situation or a cooperative game—when those confederates mimic versus when they do not. It would also be useful to test whether participants of different races, genders, and so forth are more or less likely to mimic each other in various interactions. I would predict—though with little confidence about the size of the effects—that people are less likely to mimic each other when they are less similar in various socially salient factors, such as race and gender, and perhaps also dress, religion, age, and so forth, and that the prosocial effects of mimicry will diminish when people are less similar. Support for these predictions would suggest that mimicry may intensify some of the problematic biases to which humans are prone and might exacerbate some of the ways that the less meritorious succeed.

In some cases knowledge of such biases may provide us with strategies for overcoming them. Some of these strategies, such as grading or assessing curricula vitae without information about the candidate’s gender or race, would also eliminate any influence of mimicry.5 However, when interpersonal interactions are involved, it is more difficult to imagine ways to avoid nonconscious influences of mimicry. Making efforts to avoid mimicking others, or even anti-mimicking them, seems impractical and likely to have problematic—and awkward—side effects. (I tried to stop attending to whether the important philosopher and I were mimicking each other shortly after I started anti-mimicking him.) To the extent that we do not know about the effects of mimicry on our judgments and behavior and cannot counteract those effects even when we know about them, mimicry may undermine the degree to which we can consciously or rationally control our behavior.

In Nahmias (2007) I argue that we are autonomous agents to the extent that our actions are caused either by motivations that we have considered and accepted or by motivations whose influence we would accept were we to know about it. On this view, we are less autonomous roughly to the degree that we are motivated by situational factors and nonconscious psychological processes whose influence on our actions we are both unaware of and would reject were we aware of this influence.6 For instance, to the extent that we are influenced not to help someone in need by the number of inactive bystanders around us (e.g., Darley and Latané, 1968), and we neither know about that influence nor would accept it as a legitimate influence on us, our unhelpfulness is less in our control than it otherwise would be and less expressive of our agency. With knowledge of this bystander effect, we may be able to counteract its influence on us to some degree, though the few studies on such attempts to counteract such situational effects suggest limited effectiveness. Similarly, in the Milgram (1974) experiments, participants are less autonomous when they continue to harm the learner to the extent that they are unknowingly influenced by the pressure to obey authority (or by the subtle increases in shock levels), assuming they would find these effects inappropriately strong, as suggested by their reactions in debriefing and by people’s reactions to the experiments’ results. (I suspect that these effects, and some others from the social psychology literature, would increase if the relevant confederates also subtly mimicked the participants.)

Given that mimicry typically influences us without our awareness of its influence, on this view we lose some degree of autonomy when our actions (or our judgments) are affected by others’ mimicking us or our mimicking them, at least in cases where it influences us in ways or to a degree that we find problematic. When would we find these nonconscious influences of mimicry problematic? Presumably, in the sorts of cases I’ve discussed above. We would—or at least should—want to be able to counteract the influence of mimicry on our judgments about, and behaviors toward, other people when we would otherwise recognize that they are not deserving of our trust or cooperation. It may often be good to reach a negotiated settlement with a partner, in which case the dramatic increases produced by mimicry (as presented by D&C) would be beneficial. However, it would be detrimental to be affected by mimicry to make a bad deal or to make a deal with a bad partner.


Non-normative “Morality”?

Duffy and Chartrand conclude, “When the distinction between self and other blurs, we are more likely to behave in line with the moral maxim do unto others as you would have them do to you.” However, this fact also suggests that when the distinction between self and other blurs, we may be more likely to help others who do not deserve to be helped, and we may be less likely to help others who deserve to be helped. We aim to cooperate with and trust people who are trustworthy, to help others in tasks that are worthy of success. The descriptive facts about the influence of mimicry and other prosocial psychological processes on our behavior have not yet been shown to track the normative facts about how we should behave.

One response to my discussion is to suggest that D&C are not making any normative claims in their chapter on mimicry. They are defining morality in purely descriptive or psychological terms, such as “making sacrifices to help others” and “increasing our connectedness with others” by taking on their emotions or perspective. If so, linking mimicry with morality, so defined, is more plausible, though we still need to test whether some of the sacrifices and connections with others that are facilitated by mimicry can simultaneously cause harm to and dissociations from (different) others.

However, D&C do not appear to be avoiding the normative aspects of the moral language they use, and even where they aim to, one problem with social and moral psychology is that many of the terms meant to be used in a purely descriptive sense have a normative edge to them. “Prosociality,” “trust,” “cooperation,” “helping,” “empathy”—these words connote moral goodness, because ordinarily they are used to denote morally good actions. However, when psychologists use these terms, they typically operationalize them in terms of observed behaviors, including first-person reports, or behavioral dispositions. “Helping” is defined in terms of behaviors that benefit others, but such behavior can be carried out by someone who knows that the person they are benefitting is bad or is using the help to harm others. Hence, “prosocial” or “altruistic” behavior, defined as voluntary behavior intended to help others, can be behavior that is also intended to harm (different) others. Depending on how “intended to” is understood, such helping might also be motivated by a desire to obtain greater benefits for oneself.

The lesson of these complexities is not that we should avoid using terms like “empathy,” “trust,” and “cooperation” in psychological research, and of course we cannot and should not avoid using them in ordinary discourse.7 Rather, it is simply that, on the one hand, we cannot assume that the positive valence of these terms entails that they have no potential dark side, and on the other hand, if we explicitly define or operationalize them to have purely non-normative descriptive meanings, then we need to use them without suggesting normative (e.g., moral) connotations. As it stands, “mimicry” is a word, it seems, that has no normative connotations. I think we should leave it that way.


Notes

1 Two caveats. First, I have not delved deeply into the empirical literature on mimicry, so I may make some claims from the armchair that conflict with what is already known from that literature. Second, much of what I say here is equally applicable to many other prosocial psychological processes, which have a “dark side” to the extent that they can be deployed for immoral purposes or influence us in ways we cannot easily counteract. Indeed, I had not realized when I came up with my title that it mimics Paul Bloom’s “The Dark Side of Empathy” in The Atlantic (September 25, 2015).
2 Quoted from http://www.bloomberg.com/bw/articles/2013-07-22/charles-mansons-turning-point-dale-carnegie-classes/.
3 Again, the tools of unification here are morally neutral. Unless it leads to riots, the gestures and songs of European football fans are relatively benign. And the “good guys” use mimicry and synchronization too (for a fictionalized example, consider the three-finger salute of the Mockingjay in The Hunger Games).
4 A cursory search of the literature did not turn up any relevant studies, though.
5 It would be interesting to test the relative effects of vocal versus behavioral mimicry to learn, for instance, whether phone interviews would diminish these effects substantially relative to in-person interviews.
6 However, our acceptance of influences we are unaware of cannot itself be a product of those influences. For instance, to the extent that A likes B because B mimics A, it will be unhelpful to test whether A accepts the influence of this mimicry simply by asking if A still likes B after learning about this effect, since A’s already liking B will likely influence A’s post hoc judgment about the legitimacy of the influence of mimicry. In general, one indication that people reject nonconscious influences (such as the bystander effects described below) is that they are initially incredulous, often disappointed, when they learn about the studies showing that seemingly irrelevant or inappropriate factors could have such significant influences. I suspect many people would be incredulous about (the size of) many of the influences of mimicry described by D&C. My account of autonomy here shares features with a variety of theories of free will, autonomy, and moral responsibility. The challenge to such views by situationist social psychology has also been considered by, among others, Doris (2002), Vargas (2013), Nelkin (2005), and Miller (2013).
7 Terms like these, and others used by moral psychologists, are typically “thick ethical concepts” in Williams’s (1985) sense: They have both descriptive and normative features; “they express a union of fact and value” (p. 129), such that they both describe facts about the way the world is (e.g., the way a person behaves) and prescribe responses we should have to those facts (e.g., actions or emotions in response to a person’s behavior).
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8.3 Reply to Goodwin and Nahmias

Korrina A. Duffy and Tanya L. Chartrand

In our chapter entitled “From Mimicry to Morality: The Role of Prosociality” (Duffy and Chartrand, this volume), we reviewed the considerable evidence that mimicry leads to prosociality as manifested in people’s affect, cognition, and behavior. We then speculated that mimicry might support morality via its effect on prosociality. In their thoughtful commentaries on our chapter, Goodwin (this volume) and Nahmias (this volume) have raised some important issues to consider when thinking about the possible link between mimicry and morality. Both commentators take the position that mimicry is morally neutral. Although Goodwin agrees with the empirical evidence demonstrating that mimicry facilitates prosociality, he argues that prosociality is morally neutral, suggesting that the link between prosociality and morality is not straightforward. Nahmias contends that whether mimicry is a means to either moral or immoral ends depends on the context in which mimicry occurs. For the most part, we agree with the commentators; mimicry can have a less positive, even “dark” side. However, in this response, we argue that there is reason to be hopeful about mimicry. In the following sections, we clarify how we use the term “prosociality,” review research demonstrating the negative consequences of mimicry, note some boundary conditions on the relationship between mimicry and prosociality, and finally argue that in spite of this, mimicry is more likely to promote morality than hinder it.


Prosociality Is Not Sociability

Goodwin writes, “Prosociality is not morality.” We appreciate Goodwin’s argument that prosociality and morality are two separate constructs that should not be conflated or even assumed to be closely correlated. However, we think a big reason for the discrepancy between our perspectives is that his definition of prosociality is considerably broader than ours. We consider prosociality to have three components—affect, cognition, and behavior. We define prosocial affects as transient feelings of liking, trust, and rapport that connect people. We define prosocial cognitions as transient other-regarding states such as perceiving greater similarity to others, defining one’s self in relation to others, and understanding others’ emotions. Prosocial affect and prosocial cognition increase the likelihood of prosocial behavior, a voluntary action intended to help others. Goodwin considers sociability, extraversion, charm, warmth, and agreeableness to also be within the scope of prosociality. From our perspective, these traits represent chronic ways of behaving but do not capture the momentary, genuine human connection that is implied by the term “prosocial.” For example, Goodwin considers “manipulative salespeople or politicians, con artists, charismatic zealots, charming seducers, and so on” to be highly prosocial, but not moral. We would argue that these people are not prosocial because they are not connecting with others with the intent to help. They could be called sociable, charming, and extraverted, but not prosocial.

Goodwin’s definition of prosociality becomes problematic because he uses this definition of prosociality to decouple it from morality. In order to demonstrate his point that prosocial behaviors can be immoral, he gives an example of a charming con artist scamming an innocent victim out of his life savings. Based on our definition, being charming does not make someone prosocial. If the con artist engendered genuine feelings of liking and trust from his victim, then the only thing prosocial about this scenario would the victim’s prosocial feelings toward the con artist. However, the con artist’s charm and, obviously, intention to scam are not prosocial. Furthermore, Goodwin considers intervening to prevent a massacre to be moral, but not prosocial because it generates social friction. According to our definition of prosocial behavior, this behavior involves taking on immense social consequences in order to save lives and therefore is undeniably prosocial. Thus, Goodwin’s argument that prosociality is not morality is correct if one defines prosociality broadly to include traits like sociability, extraversion, charm, warmth, and agreeableness. However, we would argue that our definition of prosociality, which excludes these traits, is more directly linked to morality.


Mimicry Can Facilitate Antisocial Motives

Goodwin and Nahmias both point out that the motive underlying mimicry could be antisocial. Indeed, this is true. Although the motives that facilitate mimicry are most commonly prosocial, recent research reveals that antisocial goals can also facilitate mimicry (Ashton-James and Levordashka, 2013). Narcissists possess an antisocial personality. They charm others in order to gain strategic social alliances with superior others. Those high in narcissism are characterized by a self-centered desire to be liked by others, particularly by high-status others. In one study, those low in narcissism and high in narcissism talked with both a low-status and a high-status other. Those low in narcissism mimicked both people equally, regardless of status. However, those high in narcissism mimicked a high-status person significantly more than a low-status person (Ashton-James and Levordashka, 2013). Furthermore, there was no correlation between liking and mimicry, suggesting that mimicry can be driven by a desire to be liked rather than by genuine liking of the other. Thus, prosocial as well as antisocial motives can drive mimicry.

Although not necessarily antisocial, mimicry can also facilitate personal gains for the mimicker. Waitresses who verbally mimic their customers receive larger tips than when not mimicking (van Baaren, Holland, Steenaert, and van Knippenberg, 2003), and negotiators who mimic the mannerisms of their opponents secure better outcomes for themselves (although not at the expense of their opponents; Maddux, Mullen, and Galinsky, 2008). Thus, the liking, trust, and rapport established by the mimicker can translate into personal gains.

Furthermore, an immoral person trying to deceive a victim may be more likely to get away with it if the victim mimics him or her. This is because mimicry actually impairs the ability to detect lies (Stel, van Dijk, and Olivier, 2009). In one study, participants were brought to the lab in dyads. One participant was assigned to the role of the target while the other participant was assigned to the role of the observer. Targets were asked whether they wanted to donate money to Amnesty International, and then their donation behavior was recorded. Then, targets were instructed to either lie or tell the truth to the other participant (observer) about whether or not they had donated money. Observers were put into one of three conditions. They either were instructed to mimic their partner’s face and body movements, were instructed not to mimic their partner’s movements, or received no mimicry instructions (control condition). Then observers watched targets who either lied or told the truth about having donated money to charity. Afterward, observers reported whether the target was telling the truth and which emotions the target was feeling. Mimicking led to less accurate assessments of whether the target was telling the truth and in deciphering the experienced emotions of the target. This effect was present regardless of whether the mimicry was automatic (control condition) or instructed. Therefore, the manipulation of victims by immoral people may be even harder to detect if the victim mimics the immoral person.


Mimicry May Exacerbate Underlying Biases

Nahmias voices his concern that mimicry may only serve to reinforce our preexisting biases. It is true that mimicry facilitates conformity. Being mimicked leads people to perform on a math test in line with stereotypes based on their race and gender (Leander, Chartrand, and Wood, 2011). In particular, mimicry exacerbates gender differences in math performance to the extent that participants hold strong gender role beliefs. Interestingly, these effects are only present when the mimicker’s interaction style is affiliation oriented (rather than task oriented). The authors speculate that mimicry motivates the pursuit of affiliation, which in turn encourages conformity to broadly shared expectancies for behavior. Moreover, Castelli, Pavan, Ferrari, and Kashima (2009) found that when someone expresses stereotyped beliefs, he or she is likely to be mimicked more than someone expressing nonstereotyped beliefs. Thus, mimickers nonconsciously reinforce the behavior of those who stereotype. These results demonstrate that mimicry can have negative consequences.

People also engage in less spontaneous mimicry of out-group members than in-group members (Yabar, Johnston, Miles, and Peace, 2006). Along these lines, people mimic those with higher social value more, such as those who are more attractive (Farley, 2014; Karremans and Verwijmeren, 2008). Attractiveness also moderates the link between mimicry and liking (Kulesza, Szypowska, Jarman, and Dolinski, 2014). In one study, customer service ratings were highest when a salesperson both mimicked and was attractive. The customer service ratings were the lowest—and even corresponded with a desire to not return to the store—when the salesperson did not mimic and was less attractive (Kulesza et al., 2014). However, the story of mimicry and attractiveness leaves room for hope. Even though research shows that people mimic attractive opposite-sex others more, other research demonstrates that this effect is actually moderated by relationship status (Farley, 2014; Karremans and Verwijmeren, 2008). Those involved in romantic relationships mimic an attractive other less than those who are not involved, and this is moderated by their reported closeness to (Karremans and Verwijmeren, 2008) and love for (Farley, 2014) their romantic partner. It is thought that those in close, committed romantic relationships shield their relationship from threat posed by attractive alternatives by engaging in less mimicry of attractive others.


Mimicry of Immoral Others Does Not Increase Liking

Luckily, mimicking does not indiscriminately lead to liking of others. In fact, when people mimic immoral others, it does not lead to increased liking (Stel, Blascovich, McCall, van Baaren, and Vonk, 2010). In a study, participants were given background information about a man whom they would be watching on a video. Half of participants were told that the man in the video would behave immorally (by being dishonest) while the other half of participants were told that the man would behave morally (by being honest). Then participants watched a silent video of the man. Participants were either instructed to mimic, instructed not to mimic, or given no mimicry instructions. Those who mimicked the behavioral movements of the man liked him more than those who did not mimic, but only if he was perceived as moral. Mimicry did not increase liking if he was perceived as immoral (Stel et al., 2010). Therefore, if the mimicker is perceived to be immoral, mimicking does not lead to liking.


Prosocial Orientation Facilitates Mimicry

Nahmias argues that mimicry is morally neutral because it acts as a social tool that can facilitate moral as well as immoral ends. We appreciate his argument and agree that mimicry can in some circumstances encourage immorality. The previous review of research supporting a “darker side” of mimicry suggests that there is some empirical support for this notion. However, we would still argue that the majority of mimicry is in service of morality rather than immorality. We take this stance because of the strong empirical evidence that mimicry and prosociality are interwoven.

In fact, the relationship between mimicry and prosociality is bidirectional: That is, not only does mimicry lead to prosociality, but a prosocial orientation leads to a greater tendency to automatically and nonconsciously mimic. One study tested this using a paradigm derived from the mirror neuron literature (Leighton, Bird, Orsini, and Heyes, 2010). The mirror neuron system appears to underlie our mimicry of others (Iacoboni and Mazziotta, 2007). For instance, mirror neurons are activated both when a woman opens her own hand and when she watches a man open his hand (Gallese, Fadiga, Fogassi, and Rizzolatti, 1996; Rizzolatti, Fogassi, and Gallese, 2001). Because mirror neurons are activated for both performance and observation of an action, a person instructed to perform an action does so faster when observing someone performing the same action than when observing someone performing a different action. This is referred to as the “automatic imitation” effect. Using this same paradigm, researchers tested the effect of prosocial and antisocial primes on automatic imitation. Prosocial primes led to a greater automatic imitation effect than antisocial primes, such that when prosociality is primed, automatic, nonconscious mimicry is enhanced relative to when antisociality is primed (Leighton et al., 2010). Although both commentators correctly note that mimicry can happen in an antisocial as well as prosocial context, the Leighton et al. (2010) findings suggests that mimicry is more likely to occur in prosocial contexts. Given that prosociality enhances mimicry, mimicry facilitates prosociality, and prosociality and morality are closely related (according to our definitions; see above), there is reason to believe that mimicry is more likely to promote moral rather than immoral ends.


Future Directions

Although there is substantial evidence demonstrating a relationship between mimicry and prosociality, currently there is no research testing whether mimicry directly influences morality. Thus, there remain many open questions. Future research should explore (1) whether people who are more prosocial and/or moral mimic more, (2) whether mimicry is more likely to be motivated by moral goals than amoral or immoral goals, (3) whether mimicry is more likely to lead to moral outcomes than amoral or immoral outcomes, and (4) whether it matters if mimicry is deliberate (conscious) instead of automatic (nonconscious). The consequences of mimicry are certainly more nuanced than a direct link from mimicry to prosociality and then to morality. Goodwin and Nahmias insightfully provide many counterexamples in which this is not the case, highlighting the potential negative effect of mimicry on morality. However, although the link between mimicry and morality is a little messy, we think that mimicry is a social tool that evolved to facilitate social connection. Any tool can be used for good and bad, but we think that this tool evolved for good and underlies our human capacity to be moral.
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9 Personality Disorders and Character

Andrea L. Glenn

A growing body of research suggests that most individuals demonstrate a mixture of character traits (Miller, 2013). Individuals may be honest in some situations and dishonest in others. After sampling an individual’s behavior for a period of time, we can gain an average estimate of that individual’s personality (Fleeson and Jayawickreme, 2015). Clearly, there are individual differences in the levels of positive and negative traits demonstrated by each individual. At the extreme end of this spectrum, in which individuals tend to lack positive character traits, are individuals with specific personality disorders.

Personality disorder is an interesting construct in clinical psychology. In previous versions of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM; American Psychiatric Association, 1994) used for diagnosing disorders, disorders were separated into Axis I and Axis II disorders. Broadly speaking, Axis I disorders can be thought of as disorders that an individual becomes afflicted with. Disorders such as depression or schizophrenia are disorders that interfere with individuals’ ability to live as their “normal” self. Individuals who suffer from this type of disorder do not feel like the symptoms of the disorder are a part of who they are and are usually motivated to seek help in finding relief from the symptoms. In contrast, personality disorders, which fall on Axis 2, represent an enduring pattern of maladaptive traits and are more closely tied to who the person is. This distinction oversimplifies the relationship between Axis I and Axis II disorders (Roysamb et al., 2011), and the multiaxial system has been removed from the latest version of the DSM (DSM-5), but the category of personality disorders remains. Personality disorders, which cannot be diagnosed until the individual is 18 years old, are defined as follows:

	Significant impairments in self (identity or self-direction) and interpersonal (empathy or intimacy) functioning.

	One or more pathological personality trait domains or trait facets.

	The impairments in personality functioning and the individual’s personality trait expressions are relatively stable across time and consistent across situations.

	The impairments in personality functioning and the individual’s personality trait expressions are not better understood as normative for individual’s developmental stage or sociocultural environment, or due to direct physiological effects of a substance or general medical condition.


The DSM-V identifies ten personality disorders and separates these into three groups or “clusters”: Cluster A (Paranoid, Schizoid, Schizotypal), characterized by odd and eccentric behaviors; Cluster B (Antisocial, Borderline, Histrionic, Narcissistic), characterized by dramatic, emotional, or erratic behaviors; and Cluster C (Avoidant, Dependent, Obsessive-Compulsive). Here I suggest that Cluster B personality disorders are those that are primarily associated with character deficits. In this chapter I will focus on Antisocial Personality Disorder and the related construct of psychopathy.

Antisocial Personality Disorder describes individuals with a pervasive disregard for others who often violate the rights of others. It includes repeated unlawful behavior, repeated deceitfulness, impulsivity, irritability, aggressiveness, a reckless disregard for the safety of others, consistent irresponsibility, and a lack of remorse. Psychopathy is a similar, but more precisely defined construct that includes interpersonal features such as being manipulative, being superficially charming, having shallow emotions, and being fearless and callous. In institutionalized settings, the Psychopathy Checklist–Revised (PCL-R; Hare, 2003) is most commonly used to assess psychopathy. This is an interview-based inventory that trained clinicians complete based on an extensive interview with a criminal offender and a review of institutional records. The twenty items that comprise the PCL-R can be found in table 9.1. In the last twenty years, several additional measures have been developed to assess psychopathy in nonincarcerated samples. Several of these measures are based on self-reports, making the measures easier to administer to large samples of individuals than the PCL-R, which involves extensive interviews. Some self-report measures are derived from the PCL-R, such as the Self-Report Psychopathy Scale and its revisions (Hare, 1985; Paulhus, Neumann, and Hare, 2016; Williams and Paulhus, 2004) and the Levenson Self-Report Psychopathy Scale (Levenson, Kiehl, and Fitzpatrick, 1995). Other measures have constructed items to assess the core features of psychopathy, but in different formats from the PCL-R, and may include fewer assessments of criminal behavior than measures designed for use in incarcerated populations. These include the Psychopathic Personality Inventory and its revision (Lilienfeld and Andrews, 1996; Lilienfeld and Widows, 2005) and the Elemental Psychopathy Assessment (Lynam et al., 2011). Although psychopathy is not listed in the DSM, it is considered a personality disorder by most researchers in the field. The construct has been found to exist on a continuum, meaning that these traits vary in the population and there is no distinct point at which a person is designated a “psychopath” (Guay et al., 2007). For research purposes, cutoff scores are sometimes arbitrarily designated to group together individuals with high levels of psychopathic traits, as it is really the individuals in which many of these traits co-occur that we are most interested in studying. However, these distinctions do not mean that the individuals immediately above and below the cutoff point are qualitatively different. The cutoff score of 30 on the PCL-R is typically considered the threshold for designating individuals as highly psychopathic.


Table 9.1 Items on the Psychopathy Checklist–Revised (Hare, 2003)



	1. Glibness/superficial charm


	2. Grandiose sense of self-worth


	3. Pathological lying


	4. Cunning/manipulative


	5. Lack of remorse or guilt


	6. Emotionally shallow


	7. Callous/lack of empathy


	8. Failure to accept responsibility for own actions


	9. Need for stimulation/proneness to boredom


	10. Parasitic lifestyle


	11. Lack of realistic, long-term goals


	12. Impulsivity


	13. Irresponsibility


	14. Poor behavioral controls


	15. Early behavioral problems


	16. Juvenile delinquency


	17. Revocation of conditional release


	18. Criminal versatility


	19. Many short-term marital relationships


	20. Promiscuous sexual behavior


In essence, the construct of psychopathy reflects the opposite of what we would consider to be moral character traits—honesty, compassion, humility, respecting others, cooperation, and not harming others. Individuals with psychopathic traits could be considered the opposite of moral exemplars, who fall at the opposite end of the spectrum on these traits. Individuals with psychopathic traits, by definition, demonstrate consistent patterns of immoral behavior. Researchers have begun to examine the processes of moral judgment and decision-making in individuals with varying levels of psychopathic traits in order to better understand the values and motivations that may influence the behavior of these individuals. In addition, the biological and environmental factors that influence the behavior of individuals with psychopathic traits have become a focus of much research.


Psychopathy and Morality

One of the primary questions that arises when attempting to understand the immoral behavior of psychopaths is whether these individuals are capable of making moral judgments, yet choose not to act on them, or whether they have deficits in the initial process of moral judgment. In instances in which the difference between right and wrong is clear (e.g., is it wrong to rob a bank?), most experts agree that psychopaths have no difficulty distinguishing between right and wrong when asked explicitly. In fact, they may even be overzealous to present themselves as highly moral. For example, in his description of psychopathy, Cleckley (1941) made the following observation:

…the typical psychopath characteristically gives normal evaluations, defines excellent moral standards, enthusiastically claims the accepted goals and aims of civilized man as his own. He is often an articulate spokesman for the good life. If the sort of patient described here should have sufficient talent and industry to produce works accepted as valuable literature or art, I do not think it likely he would in them try to express nihilistic or perverse attitudes. Whatever he might express would probably be as spurious, as little representative of authentic human experience, as his convincing but empty promises, his eloquent protestations of a love he does not feel. His production, however brilliant technically, would be a valid rendering of neither health nor disease but a counterfeit. (p. 305)


Thus, although psychopaths may be able to make moral statements or answer moral questions correctly, they may not fully understand and appreciate these moral judgments or beliefs. In situations that may be more ambiguous, or in which competing interests are present, this lack of true understanding may become more evident. In two different studies, this has been tested using a set of hypothetical moral dilemmas, including the “trolley problem,” which involve committing personal harm to an individual in order to maximize aggregate welfare (Greene et al., 2001). Judgments on these scenarios are thought to be influenced by aversive emotional reactions to the thought of causing harm to another individual. In a small sample of incarcerated inmates, Koenigs et al. (2012) found that individuals scoring high in psychopathy and low in anxiety were more likely to endorse causing personal harm to another individual. Similarly, in a large online sample, Glenn, Koleva, Iyer, Graham, and Ditto (2010) found that individuals scoring higher in psychopathy were more likely to endorse personal harms. However, the effects in both studies were small, suggesting that although psychopathic traits may result in somewhat altered judgments in highly emotional scenarios in which there is little consensus in the population, it is likely that the overarching process of moral judgment is intact. Other studies have found similar subtle differences in the moral judgment of psychopathic individuals. For example, Young et al. (2012) found that when judging accidents in which one person harmed another unintentionally, psychopaths judged these actions to be more morally permissible. In sum, it is unlikely that there are large differences in moral judgment ability, particularly in straightforward determinations of right and wrong. However, the psychopaths’ lack of understanding of the emotional experience of others may lead to small differences in how acceptable they deem specific harmful actions.

Importantly, most of the hypothetical scenarios that have been presented in studies of psychopathy and morality involve causing harm to other individuals. One question is whether psychopathic individuals make different judgments about morality in other domains. Haidt and Graham (2007) posit that people have intuitions about morality that span five different domains. Across cultures, people show concerns about whether or not someone was harmed, the concept of fairness, maintaining loyalty to a group, respecting authority, and whether someone violated norms of purity or sanctity (Graham et al., 2011). Two independent studies have now examined whether individuals with psychopathic traits show reduced concern about each of these domains. In a large online sample (n = 2,172), Glenn, Iyer, et al. (2009) found that individuals scoring higher on a self-report psychopathy scale demonstrated less concern about causing harm and about fairness than individuals scoring low in psychopathy. They also showed a small but significant increase in concerns about in-group, and a slight reduction in concerns about purity. No associations were observed for respect for authority. Similar results were observed in a sample of incarcerated male offenders—psychopathy was primarily associated with reduced concerns about harm and fairness (Aharoni, Antonenko, and Kiehl, 2011). Together, these studies suggest that the immoral behavior observed in psychopathy likely results from reduced concern about others rather than widespread deficits in moral judgment or the ability to understand moral principles of any type.

Another possibility is that psychopathic individuals may value other things more. In the study by Glenn, Iyer, et al. (2009), participants were also asked how much money it would take to violate moral principles in each of the domains (e.g., how much money would it take to get a blood transfusion of disease-free compatible blood from a convicted child molester). In all domains, individuals scoring higher in psychopathy indicated that they were willing to accept a lesser amount of money to violate moral principles. Thus, in the presence of a reward, even though it is hypothetical, psychopathic individuals appear to be more willing to abandon moral principles.

Does this finding reflect a weakness of will? People’s perception of weakness of will has been found to be influenced by violations of judgment (i.e., acting contrary to one’s best judgment) and violations of resolution (i.e., overreadily revising a resolution to act in a specific way) (May and Holton, 2012). The psychopaths’ behavior that violates principles of harm and fairness would likely not be a reflection of weakness of will because they express reduced concern about these moral principles in the first place. Thus, their actions would not violate their judgment about whether to act in ways that do not cause harm to others, and they would not form resolutions to avoid these actions.1 In contrast, in the study by Glenn, Iyer, et al. (2009), individuals scoring higher in psychopathy did express somewhat higher concerns about maintaining loyalty to a group yet still indicated that they would accept a lesser amount of money to violate those principles. Thus, in some cases, perhaps especially those that could bring them personal benefit, psychopaths may demonstrate weakness of will. It also may be possible that in some cases, such as when the threat of incarceration looms large (e.g., three-strikes law), psychopathic individuals may decide and resolve not to perform actions that cause harm to others and in those cases demonstrate weakness of will when performing actions that violate their judgment and resolution.

What else may account for the disconnect between the relatively intact moral judgment of psychopaths and their repeated immoral behavior? Some have suggested that the act of choice elicits a greater degree of self-referent processing than the act of judgment, and that individuals are motivated to make choices that are consistent with their sense of self (Sood and Forehand, 2005). With respect to moral behavior, the degree to which an individual bases his or her self-concept on moral traits (e.g., being generous, honest, and compassionate) has been found to be associated with moral behavior (Colby and Damon, 1995). Thus, a reduced sense of moral identity may contribute to the immoral behavior observed in psychopaths despite their lack of significant impairments in moral judgment. In another online sample, Glenn, Koleva, Iyer, Graham, and Ditto (2010) found that psychopathy was highly associated with a reduced sense of moral identity, measured both by the Self-Importance of Moral Identity Scale (Aquino and Reed, 2002) and the Adapted Good Self Assessment (Barriga et al., 2001). The Good Self Assessment includes ratings of moral traits (e.g., being considerate, honest, helpful, generous, sincere, fair) and pragmatic traits (e.g., being outgoing, funny, athletic, logical, independent). Individuals scoring higher on psychopathic traits indicated that moral traits were much less central to their sense of self, but no associations were observed between psychopathy and self-ratings of pragmatic traits. Thus, a reduced sense of moral identity might contribute to their immoral behavior. In this study, moral judgment and moral identity were found to be independently related to psychopathy, suggesting that reductions in moral identity are not attributable to differences in moral judgment.

What may cause psychopathic individuals to have reduced concern about harming others and a reduced sense of moral identity? There is growing evidence that the way the brain functions affects moral decision-making (Koenigs et al., 2007; Moll, de Oliveira-Souza, and Eslinger, 2003; Moll and Oliveira-Souza, 2007). For example, in a recent study, Crockett et al. (2015) manipulated levels of the neurotransmitters serotonin and dopamine in healthy individuals to examine the effects on decisions about harming oneself or another person for financial gain. They found that enhancing serotonin functioning increased harm aversion for self and others, and enhancing dopamine functioning reduced a hyperaltruistic preference to harm oneself over others. This suggests that altered levels of these neurotransmitters affect moral behavior.

Studies of patients with damage to specific brain regions have also demonstrated alterations in moral judgment. On the hypothetical moral dilemmas describe above, patients with damage to the ventromedial region of the prefrontal cortex are more likely to endorse personal harms to other individuals (Ciaramelli et al., 2007; Koenigs et al., 2007). The ventromedial prefrontal cortex may be particularly important in the processing of emotion-related information, including the ability to evaluate options and weigh information about the positive and negative outcomes associated with these judgments. Deficits in this brain region may therefore impair these processes.

Psychopathy has indeed been associated with deficits in the ventromedial prefrontal cortex. Structural magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) studies have found gray matter reductions in this region (de Oliveira-Souza et al., 2008; Tiihonen et al., 2008; Yang et al., 2009). Reduced functioning has also been observed in functional imaging studies during both cognitive and emotional tasks (Birbaumer et al., 2005; Kiehl et al., 2004; Rilling et al., 2007). By using affective pictures as stimuli, a growing number of functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) studies have reported reduced emotion-related activation in the ventromedial prefrontal cortex of psychopaths (Gordon, Baird, and End, 2004; Kiehl et al., 2001; Müller et al., 2003; Schneider et al., 2000; Viet et al., 2002). Reduced activity has also been observed in criminal psychopaths when evaluating pictures of moral violations (Harenski et al., 2010). Overall, a meta-analysis of forty-three structural and functional imaging studies of antisocial, violent, and psychopathic individuals revealed a significant association with structural and functional reductions in the right ventromedial prefrontal cortex (Yang and Raine, 2009).

Psychopathy has also been associated with reduced structure and functioning in the amygdala (Glenn and Raine, 2014b). Evidence from individuals with damage to the amygdala demonstrate the importance of this region in processes that may be essential to behaving morally. Individuals with damage to the amygdala demonstrate reduced fearfulness and a reduced sense of danger (Tranel et al., 2006), poor fear conditioning (Bechara et al., 1995), deficits in recognizing fearful facial expressions (Adolphs et al., 1999), and a reduced aversion to losing money (De Martino, Camerer, and Adolphs, 2010). In individuals scoring higher in psychopathic traits, reduced amygdala activity has been observed when processing emotional stimuli (Kiehl et al., 2001), during the process of fear conditioning (Birbaumer et al., 2005), during social interactions (Rilling et al., 2007), and during the process of moral judgment regarding the trolley problem set of moral dilemmas (Glenn, Raine, and Schug, 2009). A review of brain regions involved in moral judgment, compared to regions implicated in antisocial behavior and psychopathy, suggests that individuals with antisocial behavior demonstrate deficits in many of the brain regions that have been found to be important in moral judgment (Raine and Yang, 2006).

Deficits in these brain regions may disrupt moral judgment and decision-making in several ways. One is by causing deficits in emotion. Psychopaths appear to lack the experience of emotions necessary to understand the emotional perspective of others. Psychopaths are described as being less fearful and unable to experience the depth of emotions that most individuals experience. Without experiencing these emotions themselves, it may be difficult to fully appreciate the effects of their harmful actions on others. Youth and adults with psychopathic traits have been found to have difficulty recognizing facial (Blair et al., 2001; Blair et al., 2004) and vocal expressions of fear (Blair et al., 2005). Youth with psychopathic traits are also less likely to expect that aggression will result in victim suffering and report lower levels of sadness in response to others’ distress (Pardini and Byrd, 2012). Deficits in the amygdala and prefrontal cortex may contribute to these symptoms.

In addition to reduced functioning in brain regions important in moral judgment, some evidence suggests that individuals with psychopathic traits may have hyperreactivity in the reward system of the brain. Using positron emission tomography and fMRI, Buckholtz et al. (2010) found that the impulsive-antisocial traits of psychopathy were associated with dopamine release in the striatum and increased activity in the striatum in anticipation of reward. One study also found a 9.6% increase in the volume of the striatum of psychopathic individuals (Glenn, Raine, et al., 2010). These findings suggest that hyperactivity of the striatum may contribute to the reward-seeking behaviors observed in psychopathy. In the context of moral decision-making, it may contribute to decisions to cause harm to others for the prospect of personal gain.

Longitudinal studies suggest that differences in individuals who develop psychopathic traits in adulthood may be present very early in life. In a twenty-five-year longitudinal study, Glenn et al. (2007) found that individuals with higher levels of psychopathic traits at age 28 were less fearful at age 3. In the same sample, criminal offending at age 23 was associated with poor fear conditioning at age 3 (Gao et al., 2010). It is important to note that the differences in brain functioning, even if present at an early age, likely reflect a combination of genetic and environmental factors. In a forty-year prospective longitudinal study of 411 boys from the ages of 8 to 48, Farrington (2006) found that a number of environmental factors were predictive of higher levels of psychopathic traits at age 48, including physical neglect, having an uninvolved father, low family income, and having parents with convictions or a delinquent sibling. Although this study did not distinguish genetic from environmental effects (e.g., having an antisocial parent is likely both a genetic and an environmental factor), behavioral genetics studies using twin designs suggest that approximately 40–60% of the variance in antisocial behavior is a result of genetic factors (Glenn and Raine, 2014b), demonstrating the importance of both genes and the environment.

In sum, it seems that psychopathy is a personality disorder defined by negative character traits in the moral domain, including dishonesty, a lack of empathy, tendencies to take advantage of others, and egocentricity. A combination of genetic and environmental factors beyond the individual’s control leads to altered brain structure and functioning. These differences in the brain may affect the psychopaths’ ability to experience emotions, and thus to understand the emotions of others, which in turn results in reduced concern for the distress of others and reduced motivation to behave morally. Furthermore, these deficits may lead the individual to be less sensitive to the threat of punishment. Finally, hyperactivity in the reward system of the brain may motivate some individuals to seek personal gains at the expense of others.


Psychopathy and Responsibility

Because of the biological deficits discussed above, many have argued that psychopaths cannot be blamed for their condition (Glenn and Raine, 2014a; Levy, 2007; Morse, 2008). Levy (2007) likens blaming the psychopath for their bad behavior to blaming someone for being a bad artist. He says there are two ways one could be a lousy artist—because he lacks talent or because he fails to apply himself. If the art is bad because the artist failed to apply himself, then he is to blame for his bad art. However, the artist who lacks talent can do nothing to make himself a good artist, and it would be unfair to blame him for his bad art. Levy compares the psychopath to the artist who lacks talent, stating that if biological deficits contribute to the immoral behavior of the psychopath, then he should not be held blameworthy. Morse (2008) argues that “severe” psychopaths are neither morally responsible nor deserving of blame and punishment because they do not understand the point of morality; they lack a conscience and the capacity for moral understanding and rationality. In the absence of appropriate emotional responding, they lack the primary reason that people have for not violating the rights of others—having the ability to empathize with the potential pain of the victim and to use that as a reason for refraining. Morse states that without this, only fear of punishment will give the person good reason not to violate the rights of others. He states that they have no access to the most rational reasons to behave well (Morse, 2008).

The argument that psychopathic individuals should not be held responsible because of deficits in how their brains function could be countered with the argument that all behavior is caused by our brains, which reflect a combination of genetic and environmental influences, many of which are beyond our control. Thus, if we declare that psychopaths are not responsible because of how their brains function, then no one can be held responsible. However, just as low IQ or a diagnosis of schizophrenia is used to absolve an individual of responsibility, we could establish a threshold for levels of psychopathy or brain functioning that could be deemed “abnormal,” beyond which moral decision-making capacities are considered significantly impaired.

One problem with creating an arbitrary cutoff based on an index of brain functioning is that there is not going to be a one-to-one relationship between brain functioning in a particular brain region and behavior. First, there may be different pathways to the development of psychopathy in different individuals. Whereas the primary deficit for some individuals may be reduced amygdala functioning, it may be different for other individuals. Studies showing differences in the brains of psychopathic individuals represent average differences or correlations—they do not indicate that all individuals with psychopathic traits have the same deficits. Furthermore, in most antisocial individuals, we do not observe obvious, widespread impairments. Instead, across groups of individuals, we find relatively modest associations between the size or functioning of brain regions and the presence of antisocial tendencies. Thus, there will be some individuals with psychopathic traits with normally functioning amygdalas, and individuals with significantly impaired amygdalas who do not demonstrate psychopathic traits. Further research examining the complex interactions between brain regions may help us to develop indices of brain functioning that are more precise and are more predictive of behavior.

Another issue with claiming that the psychopath is not responsible is that unlike individuals with low IQ or schizophrenia, psychopathic individuals are aware of the differences between right and wrong in a factual sense. They know that there are rules and consequences for violating them. However, as much as we may think that our moral judgments are the product of careful deliberation and reasoning, as discussed above, research in psychology and neuroscience provides increasing evidence that our moral judgments are highly influenced by our emotions. Studies of individuals with brain damage find that when brain areas involved in emotional processing are compromised, moral judgment is altered (Ciaramelli et al., 2007; Koenigs et al., 2007). Emotions may have a much greater impact on our moral judgments than we realize, despite the fact that we perceive our judgments to be a result of deliberate, rational processes. In addition to determining whether an individual has the cognitive capacity for distinguishing between right and wrong, we also need to consider whether people have the emotional ability to make appropriate decisions.

In addition to deficits in emotional experience, many other factors influence our judgments, such as how much control we have over our impulses. Poor impulse control is a common feature of psychopathy (Hare, 2003; Lilienfeld and Widows, 2005). Not all individuals have the same capacity for making good decisions. These individual differences are the result of differences in our genes, our environments, and the interactions between the two, which in turn affect biological systems and then behavior. Thus, although individuals are subjected to the same standards for appropriate moral behavior according to the law, they have differing capabilities for behaving accordingly.

However, the idea that psychopaths might not be responsible in a philosophical or legal context may not be practical in the context of rehabilitation. Pickard (2011, 2014) has argued that within treatment settings for individuals with personality disorders, holding individuals responsible may be essential to the success of therapy as it provides a sense of agency. Individuals with personality disorders may not be able to learn to do things differently if they and those who work with them do not believe it is in their power to do so. She distinguishes between the concepts of responsibility and blame, suggesting that responsibility is about the perpetrator and whether he or she is accountable, whereas blame is about our emotions, judgments, and actions toward perpetrators (e.g., condemning them as bad, worthless people). In a treatment setting, the most effective stance may be to hold psychopaths responsible for their actions, but not to blame them (Pickard, 2011). Thus, even if we determine that psychopaths are not responsible in a legal context, it may be beneficial to treat them as such in a rehabilitation setting.

In the end, attempting to draw a firm line between responsibility and nonresponsibility may prove to be very difficult. Eagleman (2011) has suggested that rather than focusing on this nearly impossible challenge, it is more important to use information gained from neuroscience to try to offer better solutions to the problem of criminal behavior. In light of the fact that our behavior is influenced by so many factors beyond our control, a focus on accountability is less important than a more forward-thinking system that focuses on three main issues. First and foremost, society must be protected from individuals who are at increased risk for causing harm. Although we may not think that punishment is justified, for severe offenders, incapacitation via institutionalization (e.g., in a mental health facility) may be the only viable option for minimizing the risk of re-offending. However, the greatest benefit to society and to the offender is if the offender can be effectively treated and released. In less severe cases, other forms of social control may be equally or more effective at reducing recidivism as incarceration, and these options could be explored, provided that the protection of society remains a primary consideration.

Second, the feelings and the rights of victims must be considered. One promising way of addressing the needs and worries of the victims of crime is through restorative justice programs. These programs provide the opportunity for victims to interact with the offender, in order to express the impact of the crime upon their lives, and to ask questions about the incident. Offenders can also provide their side of the story, and are given an opportunity to offer compensation to the victim. In these settings, information presented about the background of the offender, such as early life adversity, may help the victims to achieve a better understanding of the factors that contributed to the offender’s behavior. Although this may be more challenging with psychopathic offenders, educating victims about the construct of psychopathy may also help. Beyond the needs of individuals who were directly affected by a crime, we also should consider the need for justice by society as a whole. Some have suggested that our operational legal principles exist because they more or less adequately capture an intuitive sense of justice (Greene and Cohen, 2010).

Even if one accepts the empirical evidence that some individuals may have deficits that impair their ability to make appropriate decisions, the idea that these individuals should not be considered responsible for their behavior can still be difficult to accept. Crime elicits very strong feelings of anger and a desire for retribution. People feel strongly that crime must be punished and have understandable difficulty feeling sympathy for the perpetrators of these offenses. The idea that some individuals, who may commit the most serious crimes, are not entirely responsible for their behavior, no matter how severe, is hard to accept.

Finally, we must also consider what is fair to the offenders, who may have biological deficits that impair their ability to behave appropriately. Currently, institutions that house offenders focus on severe restrictions of liberty with the goal of punishing the offender. Serving time has additional negative effects, both professionally (lack of access to training, loss of skills, limited future employment opportunities) and personally (stigmatization, reduced social and emotional support, housing opportunities). Offenders with mental health and substance abuse issues often fail to receive adequate treatment. In addition, overcrowding, boredom, and inadequate care in prisons often exacerbate mental health problems. Thus, there are a number of ways in which offenders are “punished” aside from their loss of freedom, and many of these effects have significant long-term negative consequences. Given the growing evidence that psychopathy and persistent antisocial behavior are associated with biological deficits (which result from either genetic or environmental factors), this type of treatment may be highly inappropriate. As a society, we should ensure the personal, physical, and mental well-being of individuals who are incarcerated, and focus on developing effective programs for rehabilitation.


Treatment of Psychopathy

Overall, well-designed treatment studies of psychopathy are limited, but there are indications that some types of treatment may work. Salekin (2002) reviewed forty-two treatment studies of adult psychopathy. In these studies, psychopathy was defined in various ways, and the types of therapy included psychoanalytic, cognitive behavioral therapy, and eclectic. He found that 62% of patients benefited from psychotherapy, and that more effective treatments involved intensive, individual sessions for an extended period of time that incorporated family members. However, randomized controlled trials and studies utilizing modern assessments of psychopathy are limited. A subsequent review, limited to studies utilizing more rigorous measures of psychopathy, found that treatment results for adult psychopaths range from low-moderate to poor, with three of eight studies demonstrating that psychopathic individuals benefited from treatment (Salekin, Worley, and Grimes, 2010). More controlled studies will be needed to gain a better understanding of what works and what does not.

It is important to keep in mind that studies examining differences in biological or environmental factors of individuals with psychopathic traits are limited to a statistical analysis of correlations. We cannot conclude that reduced amygdala activity, for example, causes the patterns of immoral behavior observed in the psychopath. Tremblay (2008) has suggested that to test causal mechanisms, we need the type of true experiments that are being regularly done with rats and monkeys. In humans we are restricted by ethical concerns and could never experimentally subject individuals to negative environments or manipulate genes. However, we can experimentally manipulate the environment in positive ways through treatment and intervention studies. Thus, in addition to testing the effectiveness of treatments or interventions, randomized controlled trials can also help us to identify basic mechanisms underlying the disorder. By learning more about which forms of treatment or intervention work, we may be able to learn more about the disorder itself (Graham, personal communication). For example, in the study by Crockett et al. (2015), discussed above, enhancing serotonin levels in the brain through the medication citalopram was found to enhance harm aversion. If citalopram were tested as a potential treatment for psychopathy, and enhancing serotonin levels was found to increase harm aversion and reduce immoral behavior, this might suggest that disrupted serotonin levels contribute to the immoral behavior observed in psychopathy. However, it is also possible that the drug causes both of these effects (altered serotonin levels and reduced immoral behavior) separately.

Psychosocial and behavioral interventions can also produce changes in the brain that could help to treat psychopathy. Studies have found that different forms of therapy are capable of altering brain functioning (Felmingham et al., 2007; Paquette et al., 2003) and hormone levels (Brotman et al., 2007). Different forms of brain training, such as mindfulness training or attention training, also have the potential to alter the functioning of brain regions. Desbordes et al. (2012) found that eight weeks of a Cognitively-Based Compassion Training, a program based on Tibetan Buddhist compassion meditation practices, resulted in a trend increase in amygdala responses to negative images. If such a program was found to increase amygdala activity in psychopathic individuals, and immoral behavior was reduced, then this would provide stronger evidence for the causal role of the amygdala in the immoral behavior of psychopaths.

As noted above, these relationships may not always be one-to-one. In some cases, a particular treatment or intervention may work even though it does not target the core underlying deficit. Thus, we should be cautious about making causal inferences. However, the idea that behavior could be improved without targeting the underlying deficits also has the potential to be highly useful. For example, it may prove to be very difficult to increase the emotional responsiveness of psychopathic individuals, particularly in adulthood. Yet we may be able to develop other methods for altering their behavior. Given what we know about the reward system of psychopathic individuals, one way may be to disincentivize immoral behavior and provide incentives for moral behavior. This could be thought of as a form of cognitive prosthesis, or a tool that persons may use to compensate for their deficits.

One program has demonstrated success in improving the behavior of incarcerated delinquent youth with psychopathic traits by using rewards to increase motivation to behave well. In a specialized corrective treatment program designed to rehabilitate highly aggressive and disruptive delinquent males, Caldwell et al. (2007) implemented a behavioral point program, the Today-Tomorrow Program, which carefully monitors the youth’s behavior and is highly responsive to changes in it. Youth earn privileges following relatively short periods of positive behavior. The youth’s behavior for a given day determines his level of privileges the following day, and youths can obtain additional privileges by combining several consecutive days of positive ratings. Thus, the program provides readily available, rapidly increasing incentives for compliance and positive participation in treatment. The program also offers a variety of additional services (e.g., group and individual therapy). Caldwell et al. (2012) found significant reductions in psychopathy scores in youth who participated in the program. Although it is not clear the extent to which the point system versus other components of treatment contributes to the program’s overall success, it is likely that the point program creates an environment that increases general compliance, thus making the other aspects of the program more effective.

Although it may be easier to implement this type of system for institutionalized individuals, such programs could also be translated to the real world. Particularly with the increase in personal technology, it may be possible to implement frequent reward systems for individuals at risk for antisocial behavior. For example, Pijnenborg et al. (2010) found that patients with schizophrenia were able to achieve a greater percentage of daily goals (e.g., keeping appointments with mental health workers) with daily text message prompting. This prompting helped to compensate for the effects of cognitive impairments. A similar system could be implemented to redirect attention and provide rewards for avoiding bad behavior, thus altering the environment so that individuals with psychopathic traits can function in society despite their deficits.


Conclusions

The focus of this chapter has been primarily on psychopathy, which likely represents the most extreme form of character deficits. Just as studying the underlying motivations and factors that influence the behavior of moral exemplars is important, understanding the construct of psychopathy may teach us something about the factors that influence character in individuals within the normal range of personality. Although we perceive ourselves to be making free choices about our own behavior, research from individuals with damage to specific regions of the brain suggests that this may be an illusion. Damage to brain regions involved in emotion, inhibition, and decision-making can alter our judgment without our awareness. Growing research suggests that psychopathic individuals have deficits in some of these brain regions that are important for appropriate moral behavior, suggesting that not everyone has equal capability for making appropriate choices.

Advances in biological research on criminal behavior and psychopathy are likely to continue to stimulate debate over the use of biological evidence in the determination of criminal responsibility and punishment. Ultimately, a high level of communication between scientists and legal scholars will be critical for determining how new and potentially important findings from brain imaging and other biological research should and should not influence how we deal with criminal behavior. We can do our best to make informed decisions—that are informed by both psychology and neuroscience—to decide what we think is fair. Future studies implementing the rigorous methodology of the randomized controlled trial will undoubtedly be beneficial in furthering our understanding of psychopathy and in making progress in the development of effective interventions and treatments for the disorder.


Note

1 The judgment and behavior of the psychopath would be similar to the scenario in May and Holton’s (2012) “Kima’s Affair” in which the individual decides to have an affair and proceeds with it, representing an action that is neither a violation of judgment or resolution.
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9.1 Sympathy, Identity, and the Psychology of Psychopathy and Moral Atrocities

Hanna Pickard

Portrayals of people with psychopathic traits in philosophy, psychology, and popular culture tend to be painted in black and white and with a broad brush. “The Psychopath” as so called is pictured as a person displaying a superficial veneer of intelligent charm, despite an inner capacity to perpetrate acts of horrifying violence and cruelty. These acts are so immoral and may seem so inhumane as to be almost unimaginable, prompting us to ask what kind of person could ever do such a thing, and to answer that it could only be a moral monster, a person of essentially evil and depraved character. We draw a clear line between us and them. The Psychopath is set apart from the rest of us by their immorality and inhumanity.

Against this background picture, Andrea Glenn notes at the outset of her refreshingly nuanced paper that most individuals display a mixture of character traits. What does this mean? We attribute character traits based on beliefs, desires, emotions, and actions. Consider, for instance, sympathy—we typically attribute sympathy when a person expresses concern or acts to alleviate another’s suffering because they believe the other to be harmed in some way and are moved by feelings of care and compassion.1 This kind of response to another’s suffering must be relatively reliable to warrant the attribution of a character trait: a single occasion in which it is manifest is not enough. But, at the same time, it need not be wholly reliable. Even sympathetic people sometimes fail to display sympathy when it would be fitting, for all variety of reasons. For example, perhaps they are angry with the person suffering, whether justifiably or not; or perhaps a less positive character trait they also possess, like arrogance or some form of rigidity, gets in the way; or perhaps they are just having a bad day. People have different characters, with different mixtures of positive and negative traits; but, additionally, these traits, whether positive or negative, are never perfectly reliable. No matter how much our character is weighted toward the positive, there will yet be negative traits within us and occasions when our positive traits fail to manifest themselves.

People with psychopathic traits have characters that lie at the extreme end of the spectrum, strongly weighted away from the positive and toward the negative. However, as with any mental disorder that is diagnosed by a collection of polythetic criteria, there is great diversity among people who receive the diagnosis (McMurran and Howard, 2009). Different people have different negative traits, and people can have greater or fewer positive traits alongside the negative ones. I have not worked clinically with anyone who has received a diagnosis of psychopathy, but I have worked with people with personality disorder who appeared to lack sympathy, but who with time came to manifest it, exhibiting genuine care and compassion toward others. Of course, this observation does not determine whether the capacity for sympathy was present all along, but, for whatever reason, was not exercised; or whether it was learned and developed through therapy; or whether, perhaps, the truth contains a bit of both.2 What it does however suggest is that at least some people who appear to reliably lack sympathy can come to reliably manifest it, whatever the means by which this change occurs. Part of what is obscured by the black-and-white caricature of The Psychopath, and made visible by the cautiousness inherent in Glenn’s discussion, is the complexity of human character and how it can wax and wane—for bad and for good.

In what follows, I aim to take some tentative steps toward understanding this complexity, by bringing out a striking similarity between Glenn’s analysis of the capacity for violence and cruelty in those with psychopathic traits, and Jonathan Glover’s (2012) analysis of the capacity to perpetrate large-scale moral atrocities in the form of war, massacre, and genocide in his book Humanity: A Moral History of the 20th Century. I will conclude by suggesting we should indeed follow Glenn’s lead and reject this black-and-white caricature of The Psychopath.


Immoral Actions in Individuals with Psychopathic Traits

What explains the perpetration of acts of violence and cruelty by those with psychopathic traits? One common answer is that they don’t understand that such acts are wrong. In effect, immorality is explained away through ignorance. However, Glenn is appropriately skeptical that people with psychopathic traits have a significant and generalized impairment in the capacity to grasp moral principles or to make moral judgments: She argues that the empirical evidence suggests these traits are intact and that they know right from wrong.3 Of course, that does not mean that their moral thinking is in no way compromised. Given their evident capacity for immorality, clearly it is: We should expect there to be not only some differences, but indeed some impoverishment, in moral thought. Glenn’s point is rather that there is limited evidence of a general impairment in moral cognition. In her view, the explanation of the perpetration of acts of violence and cruelty is more likely to depend on a different pair of psychological features.

On the one hand, people with psychopathic traits show a reduced concern for others—in other words, they appear to lack sympathy, broadly conceived.4 Glenn cites evidence for reduced emotion-related activation in the ventromedial prefrontal cortex and the amygdala. She suggests this may underlie a shallowness of affective experience which has an impact both on self-directed and other-directed emotions: Because people with psychopathic traits are less fearful of harm to themselves, they may not fully appreciate the effects of their harmful actions on others or feel distress at others’ distress. They just don’t feel much, for themselves or for others.

On the other hand, Glenn cites evidence that people with psychopathic traits show a reduced sense of moral identity, which has been found to be associated with moral behavior. Self-identity is, of course, a complicated construct, typically reflecting evidence stemming from a person’s past behavior and the messages they have received from significant others as well as society at large, but in addition involving conscious acts of self-identification, alongside aspirations, ideals, and a person’s hopes for themselves. Self-identity can therefore be both responsive to facts about who one is and how one has been perceived, while also shaping those very facts. A sense of moral identity may therefore motivate moral behavior both out of a conviction that one is a moral person and out of a conviction that one cares about being a moral person—that is the kind of person one wants to be. Given that people with psychopathic traits do not report that moral traits are central to their conception of themselves, Glenn suggests that they may therefore lack this kind of motivation to be moral.

Glenn’s emphasis on reduced sympathy and moral identity as central to explaining how people with psychopathic traits are able to perpetrate acts of violence and cruelty is not only empirically founded but also genuinely intuitive. But strikingly, these are also the fundamental psychological features identified by Jonathan Glover as constituting the moral resources which serve to restrain violence and cruelty in us all, and which are eroded in war, massacre, and genocide.


Large-Scale Moral Atrocities

Glover’s book Humanity: A Moral History of the 20th Century documents in painstaking detail some of the large-scale horrors that humans have perpetrated over the course the twentieth century, including what happened during the First World War, in Stalin’s Russia, in Nazi Germany, when the atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, during Mao’s Cultural Revolution, when the village of My Lai was massacred by U.S. troops during the Vietnam War, in Phnom Penh under the Khmer Rouge, and, more recently, in Rwanda, Bosnia, and Kosovo. Glover cites evidence that, between 1900 and 1989, war killed 86 million people.5

Suppose we ask, of the human species, the same kind of question we are prone to ask of people with psychopathic traits: What kind of species could do these things to each other? Glover’s answer is that the capacity for violence and the love of cruelty are a basic part of our nature, which must be restrained—if we are not to commit horrific acts—by a rival but equally basic part of us compromising in large part the capacity for sympathy and moral identity. These are our moral resources, which protect us from the monsters we harbor within (Glover, 2012, p. 7). But violence and cruelty can be fed, and sympathy and moral identity eroded, by a range of factors. These include, but are not restricted to: personal and group experiences of humiliation, powerlessness, degradation, and disrespect; social and political structures which use nationalism and propaganda to foster division between groups and portray other groups as lesser in human and moral status; our propensity to get trapped in cycles of anger and fear which escalate aggression and threaten pride; contexts and cultures which normalize violence and cruelty, sometimes simply through routine familiarity, and which may in addition punish expressions of sympathy or moral identity while striving to cultivate “hardness”; and illusions of collective responsibility for wrongs perpetrated against us by the enemy side alongside failures to take responsibility for wrongs perpetrated by our side, especially when our own individual part in these wrongs may be small or at a distance.

What is suggested by the fact that both Glenn and Glover appeal to failures of sympathy and moral identity to explain our capacity for violence and cruelty? A large number of people are fairly directly implicated in the twentieth-century atrocities described by Glover, which provide staggering examples of the worst of things that humans do to each other, including the brutal torture, rape, and mass murder of men, women, and children. It is extremely unlikely that all of those implicated are people who should be diagnosed with psychopathy. Indeed, part of the power of Glover’s book is that it makes clear and compelling the idea that many of those implicated would not have perpetrated these or any similar acts if they had not found themselves in contexts where they were affected by the kinds of factors identified above that eroded their moral restraints.

This may give momentary pause, causing us to wonder whether, in truth, any one of us could perpetrate these acts if we found ourselves in such contexts. Alexander Solzhenitsyn (1988) eloquently expresses this thought in The Gulag Archipelago: “If only it were all so simple! If only there were evil people somewhere insidiously committing evil deeds, and it were necessary only to separate them from the rest of us and destroy them. But the line dividing good and evil cuts through the heart of every human being.… it is after all only because of the way things worked out that they were the executioners and we weren’t” (p. 168). However, although there may be value in asking ourselves how certain we can be that, in similar circumstances, we would not perpetrate these acts, it does not follow from the point that those who did would not have if they had not found themselves in these contexts, that any one of us would if we found ourselves in the same or similar contexts. Consider that, even in these contexts, some people retained sympathy and a sense of moral identity and chose to help victims, often at great personal cost.

However, even if many people are not capable of perpetrating such atrocities, Glover’s general point does raise some important and related questions about people with psychopathic traits who are. One question is whether the kinds of past and present circumstances in which such people have lived are, like the twentieth-century historical contexts Glover explores, likely to contain the kinds of factors he identifies as eroding sympathy and a sense of moral identity. Another is how essential or rigid these traits are—to use Solzhenitsyn’s metaphor, could the line dividing good from evil cut through their hearts differently?


Psycho-socio-economic Adversity

Although there is a genetic component to all personality disorder (Jang and Vernon, 2001), it is also associated with extreme childhood mistreatment, including physical and sexual abuse and emotional cruelty and neglect, alongside a range of other factors such as parental psychopathology and substance misuse, bullying at school, institutional care, poverty, migration, and indeed war itself (Paris, 2001). In addition, as Glenn notes, high levels of psychopathic traits in particular are associated with childhood physical neglect, having an uninvolved father, low family income, and criminal offending in the family. Qualitative research based on interviews with men with a history of severe criminal offending and who were detained in the high-security hospital Broadmoor—all of whom had antisocial personality disorder, and some of whom were above the threshold for diagnosis with psychopathy—suggests in addition that they were often victims of violence as well as terrible emotional abuse as children, including extreme forms of degradation and humiliation. Put bluntly, they did not experience care or love when young, but rather the opposite (Glover, 2014). My own, limited, clinical experience confirms this narrative. It is also the case that collective clinical wisdom suggests that offenders with antisocial personality disorder have often been raised in families where the parenting style is strict, rigid, and authoritarian, and where punishments are liberally and inconsistently used—precisely the opposite to the kinds of parenting styles identified by Glover (2012) as predisposing people to retain sympathy and a sense of moral identity (p. 382).

Extreme childhood mistreatment alongside the other factors identified surely represent an obstacle—if not always an insurmountable one—to developing many positive traits, including sympathy for others and a sense of one’s own goodness and moral identity. It is worth asking whether, if people with psychopathic traits had grown up in different contexts, they might have fewer such traits and more moral resources to draw on.


Anti-Essentialism about Negative Character Traits

The majority of persistent criminal offenders not only desist from crime over time but also employ what Shadd Maruna (2001) calls a “redemption script” in his book Making Good: How Ex-Convicts Reform and Rebuild Their Lives. Redemption scripts are personal narratives that help ex-offenders to make sense of their experience as a person who was once a criminal, but who has now left that behind. They tend to posit a core self who was led astray by various forces and influences outside of the person’s control: The offender eventually returns to their rightful path, partially because they had a “good self” within them all along, partially through their own hard work, and partially through changed life circumstances and the help of others who believe in them. Redemption scripts contrast with the “condemnation scripts” more typical of those who do not desist, which tend to portray a self who is bad in its core, thereby precluding the possibility of the offender believing that they are the kind of person who not only is but could be morally good.

How essential or rigid is a lack of sympathy or sense of moral identity within those with psychopathic traits? The honest answer to this question is that we do not at present know, even putting aside the fact noted above that there is likely to be great diversity within this group of people. Glenn discusses various promising treatment possibilities, noting in particular the success of a treatment program for incarcerated delinquent youth with psychopathic traits that uses relatively immediate, highly responsive positive reinforcement for good behavior, as opposed to negative reinforcement for bad behavior (Caldwell, 2013). Although it is important to be clear that the mechanisms for change are not known and so the following is purely speculative, perhaps part of the success of this program rests not only in incentivizing good behavior, but also in thereby enabling the youth to see themselves as people capable of being good. The program may offer a supportive environment for the development of a sense of moral identity, distinctly unlike the typical childhood environment of men with antisocial personality disorder described above.

As noted above, I have witnessed the emergence of sympathy in therapeutic contexts when it had not been evident before. Sympathy tends to be naturally positively reinforced through the response it engenders toward the sympathizer in others. This may be particularly true in therapy groups, which deliberately aim to promote prosocial behavior. But more broadly, when even a single instance of moral behavior, whatever its cause or motivation, is recognized and reinforced, it offers a chink of light for the development of a sense of moral identity. For it shows that the person is capable of moral action, at least in certain contexts, and so can develop and grow this capacity, securing and extending its scope—especially if they are adequately supported to do so.


The Caricature of The Psychopath

Whatever we ultimately discover about the neurobiological underpinnings of psychopathy, the caricature of The Psychopath typically serves a rhetorical and emotional function. It serves to draw a line between people with psychopathic traits and the rest of us, ostracizing and dehumanizing them, while failing to acknowledge the capacity for violence and cruelty that can become unleashed in many people, given the presence of certain triggering factors. It is also a condemnation script if ever there was one. In so far as it paints a picture of a person whose character is fixed as essentially evil and deviant, it precludes anyone who holds this view of a person—including the person themselves—from believing in and working toward the possibility of character change, shifting the balance of positive and negative traits. Of course, we may not ultimately succeed in developing interventions that reduce levels of psychopathic traits in many of those who display them. However, we do not at present have empirical evidence or a priori reason to believe that in general this is never possible; and so we cannot know, of any particular individual, that their character is immutably immoral. There is therefore reason to reject the caricature of The Psychopath and the attitudes it typically engenders in us, and to distinguish between immoral actions and immoral characters. Condemnation of actions that cause terrible harm and the demand for responsibility and accountability of perpetrators may often be appropriate. But these can proceed apart from an additional condemnation of character as essentially evil and irredeemable, alongside associated practices of ostracization, stigmatization, and affective blame (Pickard, 2011, 2014; Lacey and Pickard, 2013, 2015).

Glenn’s article models this aspiration by painting our current empirical understanding of psychopathy—and what it suggests with respect to responsibility and treatment—with a resolutely gray palette. Rather than ask how anyone can do such terrible, unimaginable, inhuman things, perhaps we should pause, take a long hard look at human nature, and ask instead how it is possible to restrain the capacity for violence and cruelty that pervades our species. Glenn’s pairing of sympathy and a sense of moral identity may well be key, both within clinical populations and in the population at large. If that is right, then rather than caricature and condemn people with psychopathic traits, we should aim to develop clinical as well as social and political interventions and structures that promote and protect these invaluable resources in us all.
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Notes

1 Thus understood, sympathy is closely aligned with empathy. The distinction between them is not sharp, but sympathy typically involves feeling for another, while empathy involves feeling with another. With empathy, the care and compassion felt toward another are usually taken to stem from a grasp of their experience as if from the first-person perspective, allowing the empathizer to identify with the other person, taking up their point of view. With sympathy, the care and compassion are often taken to result less from identification, and more from a third-person perspective on the other. However, the two attitudes are not easy to distinguish, in part because the line between grasping another’s experience from the first-person as opposed to the third-person perspective is not sharp, and in part because both in any case involve an affective response that embodies concern for the other, as a result of this grasp. In what follows, I speak of sympathy, as it is the broader attitude of the two.
2 A recent study suggests it may well be a bit of both: People with a diagnosis of psychopathy show reduced activation in brain regions plausibly associated with feeling for or with another person, except when they are explicitly instructed to do so, which results in more typical patterns of activation. This suggests the capacity for sympathy is present but less spontaneously exercised in people with the diagnosis compared to people who do not have the diagnosis (Meffert et al., 2013).
3 Glenn’s skepticism is based on her interpretation of experimental studies; for a review, see Schaich Borg and Sinnott-Armstrong (2013); for a complementary finding based on a set of qualitative interviews with offenders held in Broadmoor, a high security psychiatric hospital in the United Kingdom, see part I of Jonathan Glover’s (2014) Alien Landscapes?.
4 Many studies speak of empathy rather than sympathy, but the intended difference between them is often not made clear, and the evidence often points to impairments in both as typically understood. For this reason, I continue to speak of sympathy, broadly conceived, for the purposes of this commentary. See note 1.
5 According to Stephen Pinker in The better angels of our nature: A history of violence and humanity (2012), these numbers may in fact represent progress if indeed killing and other forms of violence have declined since the Enlightenment.
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9.2 Psychopathy, Explanatory Pluralism, and Moral Responsibility

George Graham

What is most welcome about Professor Andrea Glenn’s paper is that she appreciates the complexity of psychopathy and the moral issues that it raises. In this commentary I discuss two of the main topics of Glenn’s paper. These are the questions of how best to explain the presence of psychopathy in an individual’s personality or character traits and how best to determine whether a psychopath is morally responsible for at least some of his or her psychopathic behavior.

As Glenn notes, these two topics are intimately connected. First, if psychopaths are not morally responsible for their psychopathic behavior, the main reason for this, specific to the condition, would be if the explanation of the condition and its attendant behavior undermines attributing responsibility to a psychopath. Second, the answer to the question of how best to account for a psychopath’s behavior is unlikely to consist merely in reference to a psychopath’s brain activity, no matter how multidimensionally understood. It is likely to require reference to all sorts of factors, both proximate and distal, both mechanical and nonmechanical, both reason responsive and not connected with reason responsiveness. Whether the relevant set of factors (brain-wise and otherwise) is compatible with a psychopath’s moral responsibility remains to be determined.


Explanatory Pluralism

Suppose we assume that human beings come into the world with a storehouse of actual and potential intuitive expectations or spontaneous, unreflective beliefs about not just mental function and human social behavior, but morally normative behavior (Boyer, 2010). We persons expect, for example, people not to talk out loud in public spaces (when other persons are not socially engaged with them), to recognize familiar faces, to have sounds coming out of their mouths that make sense, and so on and so forth. The full catalog of our intuitive expectations is multitudinous and various. It typically varies from one context of social activity and interpersonal cognition to another. Some intuitive expectations, namely, the potentials, require a person’s psychobiological maturation and conceptual development before they can be elicited or expressed. Others can be evoked virtually right out of the neonatal starting gate, even some moral expectations, as recent experimental work on the “sense of justice” in young children has helped to reveal (Bloom, 2013).

We persons have spontaneous beliefs and make intuitive moral judgments about such things as when physically scarce resources are unfairly distributed, objects are someone else’s property, promises are broken, cruelty toward another individual is unprovoked, and so on and so forth. True, what counts as an instance of unprovoked cruelty to one observer may seem justified punishment to another. Interpersonal (and intrapersonal) moral intuitions and spontaneous beliefs may conflict and suffer from ambiguity, vagueness, and normative imprecision. One goal of moral reasoning is to resolve or try to resolve moral disputes or conflicts by appeal to principles of moral reasoning and rules of moral assessment (Dworkin, 1998). How conflicts and disagreements among intuitive judgments are managed and resolved, when they can be managed and resolved, depends also upon the conceptual resources and social support offered by the cultural circumstances of the individuals or parties involved.

What about psychopathy? It is a characterological disorder, to be sure, in that it consists of a cross-situational set of personal behavior patterns, which reflect some of a psychopath’s deepest and most enduring dispositions, namely, dispositions that count as determinative of the psychopath as a person and moral (or amoral) agent. Psychopathic behavior patterns stem from chronic impairments or disabilities in navigating the social world of moral expectation.

Psychopaths are prototypically impulsive, not empathetic, fail to feel appropriate forms of remorse and guilt, and so on. If we ask “why?” they are navigationally dangerous and moral failures, the best explanation seems to be in terms of impaired or disabled dispositions that are specific to different types of moral behavior as well as to moral and prudential motivation and reasoning. These are deficits or disabilities with respect to such things as engaging in moral self-assessment or self-appraisal, recognizing good moral reasons for behavior and acting in terms of them, embracing moral duties, seizing chances for personal moral character repair or reconstruction, and respecting the rights of other people.

What is the source or cause of these troubles?

For Glenn that is the wrong question to ask. And with her reaction I wholeheartedly agree. Arguably, there is no “the” source. No one causal trigger. Several causes or sources or defects seem to operate within and upon the condition and feed into different aspects of psychopathic behavior.

Contrast: The causal texture or contour of psychopathy is not like, say, that of a condition like phenylketonuria. Phenylketonuria is a measureable deficiency of severe mental retardation in which there is a direct correspondence between an abnormal molecule, namely, an inherited defect of protein metabolism that damages the nervous system, and the specific pathogenesis of the disease (Heninger, 1999). If psychopathy, contrary to fact, was explanatorily analogous to phenylketonuria, that is to say, if its source resided in an abnormal or aberrant molecule, then the role of that (let’s call it) psychopathy molecule would ramify across genetic, biochemical, neurological, behavioral, and sociological levels. It would trigger the condition, and there would be a one-to-one correspondence between the aberrant lever at a molecular level that accounts for the condition and its symptomatic behavioral expression.

Nothing like that is true of psychopathy. Our best understanding of psychopathy, by current empirical lights, spans and requires reference to multiple analytical levels in multiple sciences, from cognitive neuroscience and comparative and evolutionary psychology at the biological level, to cognitive and cultural anthropology at the sociocultural level. After years of research, quite a bit has been learned about the condition concerning such matters as a psychopath’s lack of empathy, egocentricity, acute difficulty in assessing a person’s own best long-range interest, impulsivity, social deprivation, social-environmental risk factors, underlying brain mechanisms, and variations in individual expressions of the disorder. Nothing we have learned about psychopathy encourages assuming that there is a one-to-one correspondence between activities at any single level of general description (molecular or otherwise) and symptoms of the condition.

Mental disorders or illnesses (and I assume that psychopathy is a mental disorder or illness) occur in the Land of Explanatory Pluralism.1 Not in the Land of Explanatory Monism alongside a condition like phenylketonuria.

Two distinct rationales for embracing explanatory pluralism in a domain like that of a mental illness or disorder must be distinguished. The first is the simple and essentially epistemic economics point that in a world of limited scientific resources, we must make investigatory choices about foci of research energy and the expectation of likely success. We cannot spend all of our research time and dime looking for abnormal molecules for each and every mental illness or disorder, especially when a disorder is not of a well-defined single or homogenous sort and may have different controlling variables in different individuals. We increase the operating scope and utility of a theory of a complex mental illness (like psychopathy) by being explanatory pluralists and avoiding a consumptive explanatory monism.

The second rationale for pluralism in a case of mental illness or disorder, which is more metaphysical, is that the realities of a mental illness are such that its best explanation is inherently constrained by the interactive and multilevel/multicategorical nature of mind-in-world. Nature imposes limits on how the causes or sources of a psychiatric condition are best understood. The idealized neuroscience aspiration, harbored by some theorists, of ruling over any and all disciplines currently studying mental illness with a regnant multidimensional brain science is a misbegotten desideratum, except in cases in which the brain is diseased, damaged, or injured and the relevant condition is best and most fully understood as a neurological disorder.2

Nature’s imposed limits mean “we have no neat set of frames of reference, no ready rules for transforming physics, biology, and psychology into one another” (Goodman, 1978, p. 3; see also Cartwright, 1999). Unity of theory in pluralistic explanatory space for a mental illness is sought not by reference to causal explanatory levers at molecular levels, but in the overall coherence and utility of the employed sciences and the coordinated methods of study that contribute to a condition’s systematic understanding.


Moral Responsibility

It is not easy to decide whether psychopaths can control their psychopathic behavior in a manner or degree that is consistent with being morally responsible for at least some of it. The conceptual predicament is this: Psychopathy is an illness or disorder. We can adopt the assumption that an illness like psychopathy exempts a person from illness-related moral responsibilities, or we can reject and relax the exemption assumption so as to let the empirical facts and circumstances of each case decide whether this or that psychopath is or is not a responsible agent.

The predicament does not stem from whether any person, ill or otherwise, can control his or her own behavior period. Clearly, in commonsense terms, human beings exercise control over their own behavior some of the time. I have both the physical and psychological ability to stop writing this commentary right now. In the following sense: If I believed I had reason to stop, I could. Or described with more detail: If I believed that I had a good reason to stop, and also believed that this reason was better than any reason that I had to continue writing, I could stop. I would therein exercise so-called self-reflective reason responsive self-control over my writing behavior (see Fischer and Ravizza, 1998; see also Kane, 2005, pp. 115–119).

Reference to the notion of reason responsive self-control can be used to distinguish between those things that a person does (or does voluntarily, deliberately) and those things that happen to a person. I happen to hiccup, salivate, fall asleep, and cough. These events happen to me. I don’t intend to hiccup. Hiccupping is not voluntary. I don’t decide to hiccup in order to achieve certain other goals or ends. But suppose I desire or prefer to play the piano here and now. A set of finger exercises by Béla Bartók. I have a commentary to write as well, though. So, perhaps I should not play the Bartók until the commentary is finished. My self-reflective reason responsiveness consists in my ability to examine my desires or preferences, to evaluate them, and to form intentions to act based on them. I therein make them my reasons to act. I am reason responsive and not just preference reactive.

Reason responsive (self-evaluated, self-endorsed) behavior with respect to an action is sufficient for being morally responsible for it—or, more precisely, it is sufficient if it is above a certain threshold or degree (see remarks below) of reason responsiveness. Total lack of reason responsive self-control sabotages moral responsibility.

To be morally responsible means that given a person’s reason responsiveness, or sufficient degree of it, he or she is a fit or suitable subject of praise or blame and/or of various other and often related morally evaluative attitudes. These include such attitudes (among others) as resentment, gratitude, indignation, guilt (in one’s own case), approbation, and forgiveness (Strawson, 1962). When we are grateful toward a person who has done us a good deed, this is partly because we believe that the person did it of his or her own accord or for his or her own reasons. The individual decided to do it, given the reasons he or she had. When we are indignant toward a person who has done us a bad deed, again, this is partly because we assume that the person did it of his or her own accord. The individual acted on no mere preference but on a preference that, for that person, constituted the (unfortunate for us) reason upon which he or she decided to act.

So, what of psychopaths?

If psychopathic behavior is controlled by causal levers or factors that undermine or are incompatible with a psychopath’s reason responsiveness, deliberation, or choice, then these levers or factors need to be held in check if exogenous clinical intervention is to be effective. But psychopathy, I would claim, is not (or certainly appears not to be) a condition whose causal underpinnings necessarily destroy a person’s reason responsiveness. A more promising conception of psychopathy and its relation to moral responsibility is that granted that a psychopath’s behavior is inimical morally, empirical elbow room may be discovered or recognized for thinking of this or that individual psychopath as a morally responsible agent in at least some of his or her symptomatic behavior. Room, that is, as long as or when the individual’s psychopathic behavior is sufficiently reason responsive. Moreover, given that psychopathy has numerous and different behavioral symptoms, this may enable a psychopath to be morally responsible for some behaviors rather than others. A particular psychopathic individual may be able to regulate expressions of impulsivity, for instance, without being able to reason responsively control whether he or she is devoid of empathy for the suffering of persons whom he or she harms or hurts.

Moral responsibility is not an absolute matter or all-or-nothing affair. No, it is a threshold phenomenon (to co-opt a term of Catherine Elgin out of context; see Elgin, 2015; see also Graham, 2013a, pp. 139–144). By which I mean the following: Moral responsibility depends on whether a person is reason responsive enough—that is, whether a person is reason responsive up to the threshold or degree required to warrant taking morally evaluative attitudes toward the person’s behavior. A person who is reason responsive enough is morally responsible enough—enough, that is, to be thought of in morally evaluative terms.

Though there is much talk of degrees of moral responsibility in the literature in ethics, on mental illness, and on related topics, detailed analyses of the concept are not abundant. Among other things, it is necessary to rethink the association between being morally responsible and being a fit focus or subject of morally evaluative attitudes. This focus would think of blame, indignation, guilt, and so on not as single homogenous kinds of attitudes, but as complex kinds that represent qualitatively distinct moral appraisals of an agent, corresponding to different degrees of moral responsibility and reason responsiveness. We need a new “morally evaluative attitude” theory when it comes to psychopathy. One that rejects the assumption that morally responsible behavior on the part of a psychopath is an all-or-nothing affair (see Pickard, 2013).

We also need to address a pressing question about degrees of moral responsibility. We need to decide when a psychopath is reason responsive enough to qualify as morally responsible enough. The different preferences or desires of a psychopath are bound to have varying degrees of strength and resiliency and to be of different types, which types help to form different sorts of reasons upon which the psychopath may act.

A theorist interested in the threshold of reason responsiveness required for the moral responsibility of a psychopath may distinguish between two distinct senses or ways of being reason responsive enough. One way requires of reason responsiveness that agents not just consciously recognize the candidate reasons that they possess, but decide which reasons are the best grounds upon which to act (or to refrain from acting). Whether or how certain reasons are picked out as the best is a contextual or circumstantial matter. And, of course, too, a variety of condition-related impairments constitute inherent limits on a psychopath’s powers of deliberation. Some reasons are much more readily appealing to a psychopath than others, due to condition-related variables.

A second sense of being reason responsive enough concerns the types of reasons that a psychopath may endorse. A psychopath may have an irresistible tendency to respond positively to egocentric reasons without concern for morally relevant reasons, which raises questions about whether impairments in a psychopath’s moral character negatively affect his or her reason responsiveness in a manner that eliminates moral responsibility. Entertaining reasons to act or not to act may heighten a psychopath’s reason responsiveness, but perhaps without affecting his or her moral responsibility, unless (it may be argued) deliberative attention is given to moral considerations.

Suppose a psychopath stabs a woman in a wheelchair who looks at him from across the aisle in a subway car. Suppose the psychopath’s impaired capacity for moral judgment fails to warn him that doing so is morally impermissible. Suppose, too, that the psychopath experiences no empathy whatsoever for the person, although she is in a wheelchair.

Suppose the psychopath has an egocentric and morally irrelevant reason for stabbing the woman. “I found her looking at me to be annoying,” he exclaims. May this mean that he is insufficiently reason responsive to be morally responsible for stabbing her?

In any case, if we admit that both moral responsibility and reason responsiveness are threshold phenomena, we need a theory of the relevant thresholds and of the connections between them. Of course, it also is disturbing that certain key symptoms of psychopathy, such as a narrow attention span, blame shifting to other people, and the absence of feelings of empathy and of guilt for wrongdoing, are impediments to the acceptance or recognition of personal moral responsibility on the part of a psychopath.3 We may think that the individual is responsible. The individual himself or herself may not. Indeed, the symptoms of psychopathy are not just a therapeutic challenge but a social one. Some psychopaths require incarceration because of the social dangers that they pose, hopefully provided this does not irretrievably aggravate their mental health problems, as Glenn compassionately cautions.


Conclusion

The intention of Glenn’s paper is not to leave us with a solution to what best explains psychopathy or answer whether psychopaths are morally responsible. The intention is to explore the different dimensions of each of these tough issues. Against this background I have urged adopting the twin notions of explanatory pluralism and moral responsibility enough. No; not because I disagree with Glenn. Quite the contrary, I find myself agreeing with her at nearly every turn. In complement I offer the commentary as a compliment. Hopefully, it is a few more steps forward in the insightful directions toward which she herself seems headed.
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Notes

1 Explanatory pluralists in the literature on mental illness include (among others) Kenneth Kendler (2012), Richard Bentall (2003), and the present author (Graham, 2013a, 2013b, 2014, and 2015).
2 The criteria or norms for being a mental disorder or illness are not one and the same as those for being neurological disorder (Graham, 2013a, 2013b, 2014, 2015; Stephens and Graham, 2009, pp. 394–396). See Cratsley and Samuels (2013) for discussion of ways in which a mental disorder may count as a hybrid of deficits both in neuromechanical and nonmechanical components or systems.
3 If I had to vote, I would say that the most serious impediment to a psychopath’s personal acceptance of moral responsibility is when he or she is devoid of empathy for the suffering of others (see Garrett and Graham, 2014). Self-centered thinking is not in and of itself immoral (especially if people have moral duties to themselves). But (what may be called) egocentric behavior is—namely, neglecting norms of interpersonal fairness and distributive justice in favor of oneself. Empathy decouples behavior from egocentricity. It “decenters” a person from always preferring himself or herself at the moral expense of others.

References

	Bentall, R. (2003). Madness explained: Psychosis and human nature. London: Penguin.

	Bloom, P. (2013). Just babies: The origins of good and evil. New York: Crown.

	Boyer, P. (2010). Intuitive expectations and the detection of mental disorder: A cognitive background to folk-psychiatries. Philosophical Psychology, 23(6), 821–844.

	Cartwright, N. (1999). The dappled world: A story of the boundaries of science. Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press.

	Cratsley, K., & Samuels, R. (2013). Cognitive science and explanations of psychopathology. In K.W.M. Fulford, M. Davies, R.G.T. Gipps, G. Graham, J. Z. Sadler, G. Stanghellini, et al. (Eds.), The Oxford handbook of philosophy and psychiatry (pp. 413–433). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

	Dworkin, R. (1998). The concept of a moral position. In N. S. Arnold, T. Benditt, & G. Graham (Eds.), Philosophy then and now (pp. 438–442). Malden, MA: Blackwell.

	Elgin, C. (2015, June). True enough. Paper presented at Fordham University’s Varieties of Understanding Conference. New York, NY.

	Fischer, J. M., & Ravizza, M. (1998). Reponsibility and control: A theory of moral responsibility. Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press.

	Garrett, R., & Graham, G. (2014). At the empathetic center of our moral lives. In H. Maibom (Ed.), Empathy and morality (pp. 122–137). Oxford, England: Oxford University Press.

	Goodman, N. (1978). Ways of worldmaking. Indianapolis, IN: Hackett.

	Graham, G. (2013a). The disordered mind: An introduction to philosophy of mind and mental illness (2nd rev. ed.). London: Routledge.

	Graham, G. (2013b). Ordering disorder: Mental disorder, brain disorder, and therapeutic intervention. In K.W.M. Fulford, M. Davies, R.G.T. Gipps, G. Graham, J. Z. Sadler, G. Stanghellini, et al. (Eds.), The Oxford handbook of philosophy and psychiatry (pp. 512–530). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

	Graham, G. (2014). Being a mental disorder. In H. Kincaid & J. Sullivan (Eds.), Classifying psychopathology: Mental kinds and natural kinds (pp. 123–143). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

	Graham, G. (2015). The Abraham dilemma: A divine delusion. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

	Heninger, G. (1999). Special challenges in the investigation of the neurobiology of mental illness. In D. Charney, E. Nestler, & B. Bunny (Eds.), Neurobiology of mental illness (pp. 89–99). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

	Kane, R. (2005). A contemporary introduction to free will. New York: Oxford University Press.

	Kendler, K. (2012). The dappled nature of causes of psychiatric illness. Molecular Psychiatry, 17(4), 377–388.

	Pickard, H. (2013). Responsibility without blame: Philosophical reflections on clinical practice. In K.W.M. Fulford, M. Davies, R.G.T. Gipps, G. Graham, J. Z. Sadler, G. Stanghellini, & T. Thornton (Eds.), The Oxford handbook of philosophy and psychiatry (pp. 1134–1152). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

	Stephens, G. L., & Graham, G. (2009). Mental illness and the consciousness thesis. In S. Wood, N. Allen, & C. Pantelis (Eds.), The neuropsychology of mental illness (pp. 390–398). Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press.

	Strawson, P. (1962). Freedom and resentment. Proceedings of the British Academy, 48, 1–25.


9.3 Circumstances and Responsibility in Psychopathy: Replies to Pickard and Graham

Andrea L. Glenn

I greatly appreciate the commentaries of both Hanna Pickard and George Graham and believe they have raised some very important issues for consideration. A particularly useful idea presented in Pickard’s commentary is that we could perhaps learn something about the environmental factors that influence psychopathy by thinking about the factors we know to promote violent behavior in “normal” individuals. Graham’s commentary helps to outline the issues related to moral responsibility in a more nuanced way than I considered in my paper. Paying more attention to the deliberation or judgment process, and how factors may constrain it, may be particularly important for developing a better understanding of the immoral behavior observed in individuals with psychopathic traits.


Reply to Hanna Pickard

Hanna Pickard draws a very interesting comparison between individuals with psychopathic traits and individuals who have perpetrated some of the large-scale atrocities that have occurred in human history. She raises the important point that it is “extremely unlikely that all of those implicated are people who should be diagnosed with psychopathy.” Citing Jonathan Glover’s book Humanity: A Moral History of the 20th Century, she notes the variety of contexts that may lead what we would consider average, normal, or nonpsychopathic individuals to commit such horrific acts. One relatively recent example of this may be the instances in which U.S. soldiers have mistreated Iraqi or Afghani civilians. CBS’s 60 Minutes program interviewed one U.S. soldier who reported that he was greatly affected by seeing fellow soldiers killed in combat, and in response he “took it out on certain people [confirms he is referring to Iraqis]” and “enjoyed it at the time.” This soldier, who suffers from PTSD and is clearly struggling with some of the choices he made while in combat, stated, “When I went in, I had a heart” (Velie, 2013). It is clear from his story that this is an individual who would not have committed these type of acts if it had not been for the contextual factors of the situation. In her commentary, Pickard mentions a number of different situations which, in most people, may increase the likelihood of violence and erode sympathy and moral identity. Indeed, perhaps the most significant cumulative finding produced by the field of social psychology is the demonstration that individuals are highly influenced by contextual factors.

Regarding psychopathy, Pickard then asks whether psychopathic individuals may also have experienced many of these environmental or contextual factors that may hinder the development of positive character traits and a sense of moral identity. In some cases of psychopathy, the developmental environment (e.g., as Pickard notes, suffering abuse, experiencing poor parenting, being a victim of extreme forms of degradation and humiliation) most certainly does contribute to the development of psychopathic traits. However, there are also cases in which there appears to be little evidence of negative environmental factors. For example, in his book on psychopathy Without Conscience, Robert Hare describes a set of female fraternal twins (sharing approximately 50% of their genes rather than 100% as in identical twins) who are raised in a nurturing family environment. One twin develops extreme problem behavior and psychopathic traits whereas the other develops into a successful, law-abiding citizen (Hare, 1999). In this case, it seems less likely that psycho-socioeconomic adversity was at play. In contrast, there are examples of individuals like Donta Page, a man who brutally raped and murdered a young woman in Colorado in 1999. As a child, Page experienced parental neglect, extreme poverty, sexual abuse, poor nutrition, and lead exposure (Raine, 2013). In such a harsh environment, it is almost difficult to imagine how an individual would be able to develop sympathy and a sense of moral identity. Behavioral genetics studies tell us that on average, genetic and environmental factors contribute approximately equally to the disorder, but that means that for any particular individual, the contributing factors may be more biological or more environmental in nature. As George Graham notes in his commentary, it is the type of disorder that has “different controlling variables in different individuals.” In response to Pickard’s question about whether, if people with psychopathic traits had grown up in different contexts, they might have fewer such traits, I would say that in many cases, but not all cases, that would be true. This highlights the importance of reducing early childhood adversity and improving parenting practices as a path to preventing not only psychopathy, but a number of negative outcomes. The fact that these environmental factors also influence brain development and the functioning of biological systems makes improving these environments an even more important goal.

When thinking about how situational factors affect individuals, it is important to keep in mind that everyone has a starting point—a set of predispositions (biological, psychological, contextual) that are going to cause individuals to respond differently to a given situation. Although we may see that particular contexts make individuals susceptible to violence on average, we must also consider that there will be individuals who retain sympathy and a sense of moral identity even in these contexts, as Pickard notes. In the development of psychopathy, we should also consider the fact that predispositions are continually interacting with the environment. A child who may have a genetic predisposition to be less emotional or less sensitive to punishment may be labeled from an early age as “bad” and may subsequently develop the “condemnation script” that Pickard refers to. Being able to intervene early and in positive ways may go a long way in terms of preventing this narrative from persisting. In addition to the intervention study by Caldwell et al. (2012) that I discussed in the paper, other intervention studies have found that enabling youth to see themselves as capable of change may have a positive effect. In a preliminary study of thirty-six juvenile offenders with psychopathic features, Salekin, Lester, and Sellers (2012) compared the effects of providing two different messages to youth regarding intelligence and the brain. Youth who were given a message that the brain is dynamic, forms new connections, and grows every time new knowledge is acquired performed better on a task measuring fluency and flexibility of thought than youth who were informed that intelligence is static and were given no information about brain development based on learning. Thus, just by enabling the youth to see themselves a capable of improving, as Pickard suggests, their behavior changed.

This study and others raise a question that often comes up in the literature on psychopathy about whether psychopathic individuals have the capacity to behave appropriately and choose not to, or whether they have fundamental impairments that preclude them from behaving morally. This question is often raised when trying to determine whether an individual should be considered morally responsible or not (a focus of Graham’s commentary). However, I believe that these two ideas are difficult to disentangle. For example, if we can train an individual to behave differently, does that mean that the individual had the capacity to behave appropriately in the first place but was not using it, or that we have done something to correct his or her deficit? Baskin-Sommers, Curtin, and Newman (2015) have found that training psychopathic individuals to attend to important contextual information (e.g., rule changes, emotional information) resulted in improvements on this skill and in related skills (though it is unclear whether this training would have an effect on real-world antisocial behaviors). Regardless of whether these individuals had abilities they were not utilizing or whether a deficit was corrected, what is important is that we can do something to modify their behavior. In youth, this may mean that even in the presence of biological predispositions, we can do things to change motivations, their sense of identity, and scripts and train them to attend to appropriate cues, or, as George Graham discusses, possibly help them become more responsive to particular types of reasons for behaving morally. This, in my view, is more important than attempting to determine whether the individual was morally responsible or not.


Reply to George Graham

In his commentary, George Graham reminds us that the concept of moral responsibility in the psychopath is far from black or white. First of all, not all psychopaths are the same. As he correctly notes, psychopathy has numerous and different behavioral symptoms. On one hand, we can consider the Wall Street banker who is disciplined and has good control over his behavior in most domains, but who may embezzle money because he lacks concern for the individuals who may be harmed by his actions. On the other hand, we can consider the example that Graham provides of the man who stabs a woman in a wheelchair because he is annoyed by how she looks at him on the subway. This is someone who is unable to regulate his impulsive behavior and may be more prone to violent outbursts, but who also likely lacks empathy for the person being harmed. Different individuals with psychopathic traits are going to have different types of deficits and different reasons for behaving the way they do. Furthermore, the causal factors that lead to the development of psychopathic traits likely differ for different individuals, as discussed above.

Second, when determining whether an individual is reason responsive enough to be considered morally responsible for a particular action, it is not as simple as creating a threshold along one dimension, as I imply in the comparison to IQ. Rather, it is much more nuanced. We must consider things like how the individual determines what the best reasons are for acting and the types of reasons that an individual may endorse. This may vary based on the circumstances of each case and may mean that, as Graham states, a psychopath could be morally responsible for some of his or her psychopathic behaviors but not others.

I agree that attempting to consider these factors on a case-by-case basis is generally a good idea and would move us closer to a more accurate determination of the moral responsibility of specific psychopathic individuals for specific behaviors. However, I also wonder how this would work in practice if we are considering applications in the legal context. It may be difficult to gain an accurate picture of the thought process of the psychopathic individual at the time the immoral act was committed. Attempting to assess the specific reasons that the psychopath had (the psychopath who may be unable or unwilling to articulate them clearly), the strength of these reasons and how they were weighed, and to consider how much impulse control the individual had, and then factor in the circumstances of the crime seems like a daunting task. This brings me back to the idea that perhaps determining whether an individual is morally responsible in a particular situation may be less important than focusing on more future-oriented goals such as rehabilitation of the offender and protection of society.

Of course, rehabilitation of the offender is going to require the evaluation of some of these same factors that I claim may be difficult to assess. And in the context of rehabilitation, holding individuals responsible for their immoral actions (i.e., holding them accountable), without condemnation of their character (e.g., suggesting they are bad or worthless), as Pickard notes, may be appropriate for motivating behavioral change. But perhaps we, as a society, should be less concerned about determining whether an individual is morally responsible for the sake of retributive purposes, and more concerned about how to solve this societal problem in a way that provides maximal benefits for all involved.
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10 Does Virtue Make Us Happy? A New Theory for an Old Question

Valerie Tiberius

Does virtue make us happy? More precisely, do the virtues that lead us to treat other people well (such as kindness, generosity, and justice) benefit their possessors?1 Increasingly, research in positive psychology is telling us that many virtues do contribute substantially to the virtuous person’s well-being. A large number of studies support the conclusion that virtues such as kindness and gratitude prevent undesirable life outcomes such as substance abuse and depression and promote desirable outcomes like life satisfaction and positive affect (for reviews of this literature see Kesebir and Diener, 2013; Tiberius, 2013). One might think that a well-established, empirical answer to the question that has preoccupied philosophers at least since Plato posed it in The Republic would make philosophers jump for joy. Though I’m sure that many philosophers have been pleased to see that some virtues promote life satisfaction and prevent depression, there has been little joyful jumping. Why is this?

There are a variety of complaints about what I will call “the default approach” in positive psychology research on the relationship between virtue and happiness.2 According to the default line, happiness is understood as subjective well-being, which in turn is usually understood as life satisfaction, domain satisfaction (satisfaction with important areas of life such as work and family), and positive affect.3 Virtues are often operationalized behaviorally so that evidence for virtue is taken to be virtuous actions, which in turn are often taken to be prosocial behaviors. Finally, according to the default line, we investigate whether virtue makes us happy by studying the correlations and causal relationships between subjective well-being and prosocial behaviors.

Taking the default approach, psychologists are beginning to discover that doing helpful things for other people does cause us to be happier in various respects largely by looking at the effects of prosocial behavior on subjective well-being (Thoits and Hewitt, 2001; Piliavin, 2003). In one study, for example, researchers assessed participants’ subjective well-being by asking them to report their general happiness before getting a “windfall” ($5 or $20), which half of them were instructed to spend on themselves (the “personal spending group”) and half of them were instructed to spend on others (the “prosocial spending group”) by 5:00 p.m. At the end of the day, happiness was assessed again, and it turned out that those who spent the money on other people were happier than the ones who spent it on themselves (Dunn, Aknin, and Norton, 2008).

Research on the contribution of gratitude to happiness proceeds similarly. For example, a number of studies have investigated the differential effects of virtuous behaviors (such as expressing gratitude) and hedonic behaviors (such as buying things or getting drunk) on subjective well-being to discover that the virtuous behaviors are better at securing positive affect and life satisfaction (Steger, Kashdan, and Oishi, 2008). Positive psychologists often call virtuous behaviors “eudaimonic,” because of the strong connection between virtue and eudaimonia in the ancient philosophical tradition. In the discussion of one of these studies, Steger, Kashdan, and Oishi say that “the principal finding from this study was that the more an individual reported engaging in eudaimonic behaviors, the greater the well-being reported as measured by meaning in life, life satisfaction, and PA [positive affect]” (p. 32). This study does not establish that gratitude causes happiness (as the authors are fully aware), but it does exemplify what I have called the default approach.

By calling this approach to the question of how happiness and virtue are related the default I do not mean that this is the only line of research psychologists follow. Rather, it is one prevalent way of thinking about the connection between virtue and happiness and how to investigate it that is influential in the positive psychology movement, particularly in that part of the research that makes its way into popular books (e.g., see Emmons, 2013; Layard, 2005; Lyubomirsky, 2008; Seligman, 2012).

Given this characterization of the default approach, we can see why many philosophers might take issue with the program.4 Many philosophers, particularly Aristotelians, do not identify happiness or well-being with subjective well-being,5 nor are they likely to think that prosocial behavior is very good evidence of virtue, which (for many) requires appropriate deliberation and acting for the right reasons (Annas, 2004; Hursthouse, 1999). For example, someone who expresses gratitude only in order to increase his or her own happiness would not count as having virtue.

Is there any reason for psychologists to care about philosophers’ dissatisfaction with the default approach? And, if there is, how could psychological research address these concerns?

On the first question, I think the answer is a qualified yes. Psychologists should care about philosophical dissatisfaction with the default approach insofar as that dissatisfaction is representative of deep human concerns that aren’t peculiar to philosophers. Why might we think this is indeed the case? The explanation has to do with the fact that well-being and virtue are typically taken to be “thick concepts.”6 A thick concept is one that has descriptive meaning and prescriptive or evaluative meaning. In other words, a thick concept is (in philosophical terminology) both normative and descriptive. This is true of many virtue concepts: However you define kindness, for example, it has to have something to do with our regard for others and how we treat them, but it also (typically) serves to recommend or express admiration of the kind person. Kindness and the other virtues are supposed to be traits we have good reason to cultivate. Well-being is also a thick concept. It is supposed to be something it makes sense for us to pursue, something we should try to promote for ourselves or others.

Because “well-being” and the various virtue concepts typically express approbation or commendation, their use by positive psychologists to refer to measurable subjective states or particular behaviors is open to criticism from anyone who has a different view about what is worthy of approbation or commendation. In other words, the thickness of these concepts opens the door to all the controversy about what the aim of life should be. If people didn’t have strong commitments about what it is for a human being to live well, positive psychologists’ operationalized definitions wouldn’t be problematic. But people do have strong commitments, and many of these people are not subjectivists.7 There are certainly many people who believe that there are facts about values that are independent of our desires; some of these people think that values are determined by God, some think that values reduce to other facts about us (pleasure rather than desire, say). And then, of course, there are Aristotelians in the world who will not think of the assumption that desires are the basis for prescriptions as a default. Even psychologists do not necessarily think that what they can measure is all there is to well-being, and some are careful to distinguish their technical notion of subjective well-being from the broader notions of well-being or the human good (Kesebir and Diener, 2008).

There is some reason, then, to care about the philosophical dissatisfaction with the default approach to the question about the relationship between well-being and virtue. This is a question that matters deeply to people who have strongly held and various ideas about what well-being and virtue are. If the research in positive psychology is going to be helpful to people, it has to speak to people on their own terms in one way or another. Help that imposes an alien conception of the good on others isn’t helpful since it may appear condescending or threatening. Further, psychologists (like most of us) do not want to engage in objectionable moralizing or patronizing meddling; it is not the point of positive psychology to impose a particular conception of well-being on an unwitting public. This brings us to the question of what could be done about the default approach. I see three options.

The first option—and one that I think some psychologists do take—is just to deny that they are studying anything normative or evaluative and to reject consistently the idea that psychological research makes prescriptive claims. Some prominent positive psychologists sometimes take this line. For example, Diener and Seligman, two of the most prominent members of the field, say this: “Because we believe that social science should be descriptive and not prescriptive, in mentioning specific possible policies we do not mean to advocate them, but rather to give examples of the policies that might follow from the findings” (Diener and Seligman, 2004, p. 4). Peterson and Seligman say something similar: “Although our classification is decidedly about such [political and personal] values, it is descriptive of what is ubiquitous, rather than prescriptive…” (Peterson and Seligman, 2004, p. 51). Positive psychologists can insist that subjective well-being is a purely descriptive concept, not in the least bit thick.

This is fair enough, but it dodges the problem rather than facing it head on, and I think it leaves positive psychologists in a weaker position than they need to accept. Many of the psychologists just cited want to help people, which suggests that they do have an interest in prescribing behaviors that will improve people’s lives. This is certainly evidenced by the proliferation of popular books (e.g., Diener and Biswas-Diener, 2011; Gilbert, 2006; Haidt, 2006; Lyubomirsky, 2008; Seligman, 2012). Given this, a better position would be one from which psychologists could rightly claim that they are talking about well-being and virtue (or at least that what they are talking about has direct implications for well-being and virtue)—the very things with which ordinary people are deeply concerned.

The second option would be to defend this better position by accepting a subjective theoretical justification of the recommendations that positive psychology research makes. In other words, the second option is to defend prescriptive claims and thick conceptions of well-being and virtue by appeal to a subjective theory about the nature of prescriptions. They could then defend their focus on these psychological states and their promotion of them in popular books and other public venues by saying that everyone in fact wants to have these psychological states. Indeed, positive psychologists have argued that life satisfaction is valued by most people. Taking this route, positive psychology would claim something like this: “We’re not saying that life satisfaction and positive affect are good or bad for you in themselves, but since you want them, you should listen to our recommendations!” I believe this view is implicit in the default approach. You do sometimes see the position made explicit, as here in Dan Gilbert’s discussion of the studies that claim to show that parenting reduces positive affect but increases overall life satisfaction: “So you have to think about which kind of happiness you’ll be consuming most often. Do you want to maximize the one you experience almost all the time [moment-to-moment happiness] or the one you experience rarely? [overall life satisfaction]” (Simon, 2008).

Background subjectivism is often not acknowledged for the theory that it is and is instead taken to be a kind of neutral default. It barely occurs to us to wonder about telling people how to get what they want because we naturally assume a kind of subjectivism about values according to which prescriptive recommendations are grounded in what people want or value. This is not an unreasonable assumption to make. Telling people how to achieve life satisfaction and positive affect seems safe—it seems immune from charges of preaching or meddling—because these things are part of most conceptions of the human good and because the subjective background theory is attractive at this cultural moment. What we should notice, however, is that it is an assumption—and one that is needed to get from description to prescription. The gap is bridged with a theory of the proper foundation for prescriptions. In short, taking this option, psychologists can make prescriptive claims and the justification for these claims comes from a sort of subjectivism about value: If we want it, then it’s good. This is indeed the view of another well-known historical figure in philosophy: Thomas Hobbes, according to whom

whatsoever is the object of any man’s appetite or desire that is it which he for his part calleth good; and the object of his hate and aversion evil.… For these words of good [and] evil … are ever used with relation to the person that useth them, there being nothing simply and absolutely so, nor any common rule of good and evil to be taken from the nature of the objects themselves, but from the person of the man.... (Hobbes, 1651/1994, pp. 28–29)


The point here is that desire-based subjectivism is indeed a theory, not an atheoretical default. Moreover, it is a theory with problems. The idea that what makes something good for you is that you desire it is an idea that has been around long enough to earn a good deal of criticism. Most of the criticism stems from the observation that desires can be defective in a variety of ways. We can want things that we wouldn’t want if we had better information (a trip to the Mall of America, for example), and we may want things because we’ve been manipulated into thinking they would be good for us (say, an Apple Watch). Desire theories are not without defenders, and the debate about these objections continues;8 my point is just that the desire theory (the main contender in the subjectivist camp) is not obviously the correct view about what makes for a justified well-being prescription.

These problems for subjectivism lead us to the third option, which is to endorse an objective theory of well-being, like Aristotelianism. It shouldn’t be difficult to see what the problem is with this solution. If the original worry about the default approach was that it assumes prescriptive claims about well-being and virtue that get no uptake from many people, an Aristotelian theory has this problem in spades. Not everyone is a subjectivist about well-being, but not everyone is an Aristotelian either.

To summarize, on the one hand, if positive psychologists reject prescriptive theorizing, then they need to avoid using thick concepts, and this means that they are in a weak position with respect to helping people. On the other hand, if they use thick concepts, they need some background justification for the prescriptive significance that these concepts carry. So far, the background justifications we have seen divide into subjectivism (which grounds prescriptions in desires) or Aristotelian objectivism (which grounds prescriptions in human nature). Either way, you won’t have any assurance that your prescriptive claims about well-being or virtue will be appealing to your audience. Further, I think positive psychologists are unlikely to want to accept such a theory, because of underlying skepticism about the ability to defend foundational justifications for value claims (including subjectivism). And who can blame them? It’s not like philosophers have solved this problem in a way that’s satisfying to all or even most.

Happily, these are not our only options, though they seem to be the only options on the radar of positive psychologists and Aristotelian critics. My goal in the remainder of this paper is to articulate an alternative picture about what makes prescriptions justified that provides a framework for positive psychology and resolves some of the problems that Aristotelian critics have raised. I’ll describe the basic approach to justifying prescriptions about well-being in the “Constructivism and Well-being” section. In the “Virtues and Values” section I will discuss some particular components of well-being and their related virtues and explain how the approach answers some of the concerns we’ve just surveyed. The alternative approach I describe shares features of both the views we’ve just discussed. In terms of its starting points, my approach is closer to subjectivism than to Aristotle, and in terms of where it ends up, it is closer to Aristotle than to Hobbes. This is as it should be: Philosophical theories that have withstood the test of time have got something right, and good alternatives are not going to abandon everything that has come before. My alternative puts the pieces together in a different way. Even if I don’t convince everyone that this is the best way of thinking about prescriptive claims for all purposes, I hope to show that it is an attractive way of thinking about them for the purposes of positive psychology. At the very least, I hope to raise the issue of the underlying theoretical assumptions and put another option on the table.


Constructivism and Well-Being

For Aristotle, prescriptions are grounded in the facts about human beings as teleological organisms.9 For Hobbes, prescriptions derive from facts about our desires, which are ultimately self-interested. Both of these approaches (at least on one standard interpretation of them) take ethics to be contiguous with science and the truths about justified prescriptions to be of the same kind as truths in science. These theories aim to tell us which natural facts (facts about the nature of our species and its normal development, facts about our desires, etc.) are the relevant ones for ethics, and then these facts provide the foundation for prescriptive claims.

A different way of thinking about ethics is that it is a tool (or set of tools) for solving practical problems—such as how to get along with each other over the long term—that aims not at arriving at the independent or external truth about what has value and what we ought to do, but at finding solutions that help to solve the practical problems we confront. This way of thinking about ethics is sometimes called constructivism, because it takes the ethical project to be one of constructing a system of norms to live by, rather than a process of discovery of those norms in our nature or our individual psychologies.10 James Lenman provides a helpful definition of constructivism for our purposes:

Constructivist views understand correct normative views of the relevant kind (political, ethical, normative) as those which are the upshot of some procedure or criterion, where (a) that procedure or criterion is one followable or applicable by human beings where (b) that procedure or criterion is itself characterized in normative terms invoking ideals of e.g., rationality or reasonableness and (c) applying the procedure or criterion is taken as determining or constitutive of that correctness rather than as tracking a correctness conceived as prior and independent to it and (d) where the rationale for our taking an interest in whatever the procedure or criterion in question delivers is conceived of as speaking to distinctively practical as opposed to theoretical concerns (Lenman and Shemmer, 2012, p. 216).11


An important thing to notice is that constructivism doesn’t mean “making it up.”12 Constructivists hold that normative claims are justified by a rational procedure guided by the ordinary norms (including many epistemic norms) that guide all of our best thinking. So, on this view, reasonable normative claims (ought statements, prescriptions, and the like) are constructed rather than discovered, but they are constructed by way of a process that is intended to improve the judgments of those whose practical concerns are being addressed.

If we think of normative theories as tools for solving practical problems, and we adopt the constructivist approach, the task is not to prove which values are the right ones from an objective point of view, but rather it is to figure out what it is reasonable to think, how it is reasonable to proceed, given our practical concerns.13 The place to start, then, is with our practical concerns: What is the concern we have when we ask whether virtues are part of happiness? One central problem (though I would not insist that it’s the only one) is the problem of how to help each other (and ourselves) live better lives. We (most of us) are sympathetic creatures with deep and abiding connections to each other; we have a natural desire to help other people, particularly people with whom we share a community. Further, our interest in helping others is shaped by our understanding that, typically, human beings must fit into a community in order to thrive. When we aim to help people, we are partly attuned to their role in the group. For example, we educate children in part for their own good, but also so that they can be contributing members of society.

I suggest, then, that an important practical problem for us—the one that moves us to ask “Does virtue make us happy?”—is the problem of how to increase people’s well-being (how to make them happier or better off) in a way that respects the fact that individual people belong to communities. We want to know how to make a person’s life go better for him or her while acknowledging that things go better in the long run for people when they play well with others. We are interested in this question not only as helpers of other people, but as people living our own lives: We want to know how to improve our own lives, and we acknowledge that how well our own lives go is likely to be bound up with how we treat other people. Concerns about the treatment of other people motivate thinking about virtues, since many virtues are precisely those qualities that help us get along better with each other. I would argue that this interest in helping interdependent creatures is a primary source of interest in the question about well-being and virtue that has driven a lot of the theorizing about well-being.

If our practical concern is how to help people, and more specifically how to make people happier and more virtuous, we need an answer that will speak to people’s actual conceptions of what a good human life is. This is for the reason that we can’t move people to do things, to change their behavior or their character, without giving them reasons that they can grasp and act on. Our prescriptions for changing behavior will have to be tied into something that appeals to people’s own conceptions of well-being (something that they take to be the grounds for prescriptions that they have reason to follow). This is true for moral and political reasons: As much as possible (and especially in our private helping behavior), we want to avoid coercion and paternalism. But it is also true for reasons that have to do with the nature of a good life: On almost any theory, living a life that you fail to see as worthwhile isn’t going to be the best life you could live.

Our constructivist approach to well-being prescriptions, then, begins with a conception of a person as a goal-directed, sympathetic, and socially dependent creature, and with a commitment to give weight to what people care about and the norms they already accept (i.e., their values).14 Constructivism as I’m employing it here is a theory about what justifies prescriptions (in philosophical terminology, it is a theory of normative reasons), and different theories of well-being could be paired with constructivism to yield prescriptive recommendations. However, I think that some theories of well-being fit better with the constructivist approach than others, and in order to see how constructivism might help us, we need to get specific about well-being. Therefore, in order to make some progress, I’ll proceed to explain a particular view about well-being that I think fits well with the constructivist approach and with much of the research in positive psychology.15 I’ll call this combination of views “value fulfillment constructivism.” (I have elsewhere called this view about well-being “the value fulfillment theory of well-being.” Value fulfillment constructivism is just the combination of value fulfillment about well-being and constructivism about the authority of prescriptions).16

I said that constructivism recommends that we take seriously people’s values. This will sound like subjectivism, and it is closer to subjectivism than to Aristotle, but there are a few important differences. First, values are not the same thing as desires (as we’ll see in a moment), and second, the process of improvement is a crucial component of the constructivist approach. Prescriptive recommendations are not grounded in desires, but in improved values. I think that these initial ingredients into the process of construction make sense, given our practical concerns. They have something else in their favor, too, which is that they are a likely target of overlapping consensus among different philosophical theories of well-being. If you were to ask the Aristotelians, the hedonists, and the preference satisfactionists to sort people into those who are living really well and those who aren’t, and then to look for something that’s true of all the people who are living well, I think you would find that the fulfillment of emotionally entrenched values (or pursuit of goals or personal projects) over time is one such thing. Hedonists will insist that the point of pursuing goals is the pleasure we get from it, and Aristotelians will insist that it is only the pursuit of certain objectively valuable goals that makes a difference to our well-being, but there will be agreement that all the people who are doing really well are fulfilling values or pursuing goals over time in a way that is emotionally engaged. (Of course, this may not be the only thing that such theories have in common, but notice how it suits the purpose of giving people reasons. We choose what to focus on with an eye to our practical concerns.)

I haven’t quite completed the description of the constructivist approach to well-being and virtue. We have some initial starting points that will ground judgments about well-being, but (as we saw in Lenman’s definition) we also need norms of improvement, that is, we need some articulation of the procedure by which these initial judgments may be justified. There is a theoretical rationale for such norms in the constructivist approach: Our normative judgments could not give rise to legitimate demands if they were not subject to standards of correctness or justification. The authority of the prescriptions that derive from a normative theory must be backed up by some rational process. However, we can see the need for norms of improvement even without thinking about the requirements of normative theory. If we were to stop with people’s goals and values and say, simply, that what is good for people is achieving whatever goals they happen to have at the moment, we would have some wildly counterintuitive results and a poor solution to our practical problem of how to help people. Just as people sometimes have uninformed or manipulated desires, so too they can have defective goals or values. Think of the person who values being the best at everything; this value isn’t realizable over time for normal human beings, and it wouldn’t benefit the person to help him or her try to achieve it. Some people have goals and values that are bad for them in the long term, and one important way to help other people is to help them identify goals and values that can be realized over time.

In articulating the norms for improving our judgments about which values and goals are good for people, we should try to avoid making substantive theoretical assumptions. For example, we don’t want to say that the only values that count as contributing to well-being are those that are objectively good according to Aristotle. Rather, in keeping with the constructivist spirit, the norms should be procedural norms that do not assume facts about objective values. When we think about cases in which it seems obvious that people have dysfunctional values, there is already a suggestions as to what sort of procedural norms would make sense here. Consider addicts, misers, workaholics, or people who value nothing but money, power, and fame. The problem in many of these cases has to do with the mutual achievability of a set of values over time, given certain facts about what human beings are like. Norms of improvement, then, should include attention to what I will call the viability of a person’s values and to the sustainability of that viable pattern. Viability has to do with suitability or fit and synchronic realizability. Viable values can be achieved, fulfilled, or lived up to (which term makes most sense depends on the value in question) because they are suited to the person’s interests, emotional state, and talents and to the environment that the person is in. Sustainability has to do with fit and realizability over time. I’ll say more about how these criteria are applied in the next section.

When we assess how a person’s life is going and we aim to help the person, we should focus on that individual’s values and whether these values can be fulfilled together over time given what we know about likely changes in the person and his or her circumstances. Viability and sustainability in a set of values are not the only norms we have, though they are of special importance in the context of the question “Does virtue make us happy?” Other norms that constrain our judgments about well-being include epistemic norms that have broader application.We ought to make judgments about well-being and virtue with an open mind, humility about what we know about others’ experience, attention to the results of our best science, and sound instrumental reasoning. We can summarize these additional norms as a requirement of epistemic reasonableness. The norms of improvement for judgments about people’s well-being, then, are as follows:

	Viability (are the values suitable and realizable?)

	Sustainability (are the values suitable and realizable over time?)

	Epistemic reasonableness (do the values withstand reflection in accordance with other epistemic standards and virtues?)


The application of these norms will require sensitive interpretation and the balancing of competing interests. For example, in many cases it is very general values (like the value of friendship) that are stable across time, and to remain viable these values have to be realized in different ways as a person’s circumstances change. This will not be a simple process, but it will make us attentive to the right kinds of considerations.

At this point one might wonder what this particular set of norms has to recommend it. There are many procedures we could use to improve our judgments about people’s well-being, one might argue, so why choose viability, sustainability, and reasonableness over other things like impartiality, adherence to God’s will, or a norm that privileges a particular value such as pleasure?17 First, assuming particular values (like pleasure) would beg the question against conceptions of well-being that do not privilege these values, which is something we were trying to avoid. Second, I have suggested  norms are widely shared among researchers who are investigating questions about the relationship between well-being and virtue and people to whom this research might be addressed. The norms of open-mindedness, epistemic humility18 and instrumental rationality are a kind of lowest common denominator among scientists, philosophers and citizens with an interest in research and reasoned debate,19 and the norms of value viability and sustainability speak to an interest in advancing or being exposed to prescriptions that are not alien to what will motivate people to change. Granted, one reason these norms of improvement are unlikely to be question begging and likely to be held in common is that they are imprecise and open to interpretation. Some will see this as a problem, but I think it is an advantage because it makes difficult what should be difficult: elucidating the norms we take to govern our choices and inferring what follows from them. On the constructivist approach, this is just where the hard work is, and we should not expect it to be otherwise given the complexity of human values.

The above will not have removed all doubt about the constructivist procedure I’ve described, and it’s worth saying a few more things to address the doubters. First, my ambitions in recommending the constructivist approach are fairly modest. I am not arguing that these norms are the right ones for any ethical problem we might want to solve nor that constructivism is the right approach for all ethical problems. Second, while I take constructivism to be an approach to defending prescriptive claims that essentially ignores the metaphysics of value and focuses entirely on the epistemology of reasonable judgment, it is open to doubters to accept the approach I’ve outlined as an epistemology that complements their metaphysical theories. (Whether or not the norms in question complement or conflict with substantive theories of well-being can be judged by how much the results of the constructivist approach line up with recommendations for those theories.) Finally, it is worth clarifying that value fulfillment constructivism is not subjectivism, at least not the simple kind of subjectivism discussed previously (in case that confusion is one source of dissatisfaction with the constructivist approach). The approach I am defending is not that what is good for a person is whatever he or she happens to value, nor does it reduce the good for a person to what the person would value if he or she were informed. Rather, the view defended here is that “we”—the community of people who are concerned to help improve others’ lives and attentive to the relationship between well-being and virtue—make more justified judgments and recommendations about people’s lives when we pay attention to the viability and stability of their values and we follow norms of epistemic reasonability. While value fulfillment constructivism does take subjective values as its starting points (and therefore has something in common with the kind of subjectivism discussed above), it leaves open the possibility that what is good for a person is not something the person would value if he or she were informed: A person’s values could be so dysfunctional that the person cannot get from where he or she is to somewhere better by his or her powers of reflection alone. Such cases will be exceptional—things have to go quite wrong for a person to be in this state—and constructivism does still aim to ground prescriptions that people take themselves to have reasons to follow. But value fulfillment constructivism leaves more room for a critical perspective on what other people think is good for them than most subjective theories. We now have the basic outline of a constructivist approach to well-being prescriptions. We should think of well-being, for our practical purposes, as the fulfillment of a reasonable and viable set of values that can be sustained over time. In the next section, I’ll turn to some specific values that are a pervasive part of most human lives and talk about the relationship of these values to virtue. What we’ll see is that values and virtues are intertwined in important ways. I’ll discuss two examples and, in each case, return to one of the problems for the default approach of research into the relationship between well-being and virtue in order to show how taking a constructivist approach to prescription might be helpful.


Virtues and Values


Friendship and Kindness

Included in most people’s values and goals are relationships with other people: friends, romantic partners, and family. We want to have friends in our lives, and we are also concerned to be good friends, partners, sons or daughters, parents or grandparents, and so on. Being a good friend means caring for another person for his or her own sake, taking your friend’s needs and interests into account in what you do, and this in turn requires virtues like attentiveness, compassion, kindness, and generosity. To fulfill the value of friendship, then, or to succeed in terms of this goal, requires cultivating and maintaining these virtues. Notice that in the case of romantic relationships and parenthood and other intimate relationships, it doesn’t seem right to say that the virtues are a mere means to the goal. We don’t naturally define such relationships independently of the attitudes we have toward our friends and then think of caring, compassion, and concern as a means to this end. Someone who thinks “My goal is to have a significant, committed romantic relationship, so I had better start caring about someone for his or her own sake” seems to get things the wrong way around. Rather, being a caring, compassionate person is part of what is valued about these relationships for most people. To bring home the point, consider how you might think about your relationships with other people when you are reflecting on how well your life is going. Most of us, I suspect, will not just count the number of people who appear on our Facebook page or our favorites in our cell phone contacts. Instead, we’ll ask ourselves about the quality of relationships we have with particular other people and we’ll think about how we have been with respect to them. We get a sense of pride and satisfaction from the recognition that we have done a good job as a friend, spouse, parent, or child, and this is because part of the goal is to stand in a certain kind of relation to other people (not just to have those people serve our interests).

On the constructivist approach, success in terms of values such as friendship is good for us insofar as the value of friendship and its attendant virtues are likely to survive a process of reflection guided by norms of viability, sustainability, and reasonableness. Is this the likely outcome? It is for the vast majority of people.20 Friendship (and other intimate relationships) seem especially likely to survive this process of reflection for at least two sorts of reasons. First, intimate relationships contribute to other ubiquitous valued goals such as health and subjective happiness. Friendship also contributes to more idiosyncratic values insofar as many goals that people have are enhanced when they are pursued with other people: Think of team sports, choirs, book clubs, running groups, church socials, and so on. Second, one of the main sources of conflict for the pursuit of goals is the disapproval of other people such as parents, spouses, and friends, but such other people are highly unlikely to disapprove of taking personal relationships as a goal (though some of these people may disapprove of relationships with particular other people). This is not to say that one ought never to pursue a goal that one’s parents disapprove of; rather, the point is just that valuing friendship and family relationships is highly likely to be a stable value over time because it is socially supported in a way that matters to us.

In short, close personal relationships are, for almost everyone, values that contribute to well-being; moreover, they are values that include as an integral part virtues such as kindness and compassion. The constructivist approach does not assume that friendship is an objective value that any human being must achieve to count as living well, nor does it assume that friendship is only valuable insofar as we want it or insofar as it produces pleasure. Rather, it tells us that it makes sense to pay particular attention to friendship when we aim to help people, because it is something we value and it is something that is part of a viable and sustainable set of values that would withstand reasonable reflection.


Prescription Revisited

I now want to turn to one of the problems I discussed in the introduction in order to see how the constructivist approach helps. One of the worries that positive psychologists have about making assumptions about values is the specter of preachy moralizing; prescribing courses of action or ways of life goes beyond the purview of science and risks imposing the scientist’s private values on others.

On the constructivist approach, however, prescriptions that might follow from psychological research would be ultimately grounded in the things people already take to give them reasons for living their lives in certain ways. Moreover, it does this without the false sense of security provided by the retreat to the Hobbes-inspired form of subjectivism that defines what is good as what is desired. Virtues can be recommended or prescribed, on this view, by appeal to the goals that these virtues serve and constitute. To put the point another way, the constructivist justification opens a new door for psychologists’ prescriptions through which these recommendations are based on human values such as friendship, and perhaps also knowledge, autonomy, and citizenship. Recommendations grounded in the value of pleasure or life satisfaction are also given a legitimate basis, since pleasure and life satisfaction are part of a viable and sustainable set of values.

Notice, too, that the constructivist approach also allows for the possibility that virtues are an intrinsic part of living well, not merely a means to subjective happiness. This is another source of objection to the default approach from the Aristotelian perspective: On their view virtues are not instrumental to happiness, rather, virtuous activity—independent of its tendency to cause pleasure—is part of the very nature of happiness (Hursthouse, 1999). Whether or not virtues are constitutive of well-being or instrumental to well-being, according to the constructivist approach, depends on what is the best way of understanding the values that lend themselves to successful mutual pursuit over time. Consider Aristotle’s distinction between the three different types of friendship: friendships of pleasure, of utility, and of virtue (Irwin, 1999, chapter 8). Is one of these ways of conceptualizing what is of value about friendship more likely to be part of a viable, achievable set of values over time? Conceiving of friendship in a way that emphasizes your own contribution to the maintenance of the relationship (say, the role of your own kindness, patience, and perspective taking) would seem to be preferable for making friendships endure.

Now you might think that the only constraint on the best way to understand people’s values is what people actually, in fact, do value. People value friendships for the sake of pleasure, utility, or virtue, and it doesn’t matter which way of thinking about friendship is ideal or more likely to sustain value fulfillment over time. But this gives people either too much credit or too little. It gives them too much credit if it assumes that people have articulate descriptions of their values in advance of any reflection on the matter. It gives them too little credit if it assumes that people are not capable of recognizing, upon reflection, that some values and ways of valuing are better than others. When we help others by tying our help to their goals and values, we often try to help articulate these values in a way that makes sense, given their circumstances (including their culture and group membership) and other values. Sometimes it is a matter of helping people to see what their values really are by discovering what they care most about; sometimes it is a matter of helping people to see that certain ways of understanding values such as marriage or parenthood are better than others in terms of other values they already endorse.

Of course, there’s no guarantee on the constructivist approach that people will value the virtues either for their own sake or because they are an integral part of another value such as friendship. One point of the constructivist approach is to tie our help to what reasons people already take themselves to have, and this means that our prescriptions will be constrained by their individual psychology (as well as by the norms of viability, sustainability, and reasonableness). My point here is just that the approach can accommodate the fact that for many people with normal views about friendship, virtues have more than instrumental worth.


Life Satisfaction and Reflective Wisdom

As positive psychologists have pointed out, people do value life satisfaction, domain satisfaction, and positive affect (Diener, 2000). Subjective well-being (defined in terms of these three things) is something people want. Moreover, applying our constructivist procedure to the case, we can see that subjective well-being is likely to be a part of a viable and sustainable set of values. This is because of the mutual relationships between subjective well-being and other core values such as intimate relationships and satisfying work.21 Subjective well-being might seem to be a very simple value that has little intrinsic connection to virtues. However, if we examine the value of life satisfaction more closely, we will see that there is reason to think even life satisfaction involves virtue.

What do we value when we value life satisfaction? We might, of course, just value having a good feeling about our lives overall when we think about it—a feeling that could just as well be drug-induced or the result of adaptation as it could be the product of reflecting on a life that is actually going well. But I suspect that most people want (at least in addition to this pure feeling) to be in a position to assess their lives and conclude from the assessment that their lives are going well, and then to feel good because they judge that the way things are going warrants feeling good. Ed Diener, a renowned expert on life satisfaction research, agrees with this assessment: “People throughout the world, not just in the USA, believe that happiness is an important and valuable goal.… However, people want not just to be happy, they want to be happy for the right reasons—for things they value.”22

This is an idea that we find in David Hume, who pinned a lot on the value of what he called a “satisfactory review” of one’s own conduct. Hume relies on our desire for a satisfactory self-survey in his argument against the sensible knave—the character who thinks “[t]hat honesty is the best policy, may be a good general rule, but is liable to many exceptions; and he, it may perhaps be thought, conducts himself with most wisdom, who observes the general rule, and takes advantage of all the exceptions” (Hume, 1751, pp. 282–283). Hume argues that someone who seriously believes this, with no hesitation, is in a way lost to moral argument. What’s more, Hume thinks he misses out on an important part of human happiness:

Inward peace of mind, consciousness of integrity, a satisfactory review of our own conduct; these are circumstances, very requisite to happiness, and will be cherished and cultivated by every honest man, who feels the importance of them. (Hume, 1751, p. 283)


In this context, Hume is concerned about the virtue of justice in particular; he is responding to the challenge faced by Socrates (from Glaucon) and Hobbes (from the Foole) and every other philosopher who has tried to argue that virtue is in a person’s own best interest. But Hume’s observation about human psychology is actually quite broad. Hume is not one to make fundamental distinctions between different virtues or sources of self-approbation; virtues, he says, are whatever qualities are useful or agreeable to the self or others (Hume, 1739/1978, pp. 587–591), and we get inner peace of mind and a satisfactory review of our conduct just as much from achieving our personal goals as we do from acknowledging that we have acted justly. Hume’s important insight about human beings could be put this way: We value living up to our own standards.

Further, living up to our own standards is something that life satisfaction measures most likely track. Consider what goes through your mind when you are asked questions like these:

	So far I have gotten the important things I want in life. (From Ed Diener’s Satisfaction With Life Scale; Diener et al., 1985)

	The top of the ladder represents the best possible life for you and the bottom of the ladder represents the worst possible life for you. On which step of the ladder would you say you personally feel you stand at this time? (From Cantril’s ladder; Cantril, 1965)


To answer these questions, I find myself thinking about what matters to me in life and how my life is going with respect to those values and goals. If this is how people often think about life satisfaction, it would also help explain the high correlation between life satisfaction and domain satisfaction (satisfaction with important areas of life such as work or family) (Schimmack and Oishi, 2005). The two are highly correlated because we rely on important domains to make assessments of life satisfaction; domains such as family, career, and health form the standards by which we assess how well things are going in our lives overall.

There are other measures (besides life satisfaction measures) that even more directly track the reflective, standards-based kind of life satisfaction that I have in mind here. Alan Waterman, for example, uses the PEAQ (Personally Expressive Activities Questionnaire)—to assess feelings of personal expressiveness that seem closely related to Hume’s sense of satisfaction. Questions in the scale include the following:

	When I engage in this activity I feel that this is what I was meant to do.

	I feel more complete or fulfilled when engaging in this activity than I do when engaged in most other activities. (Waterman, 1993)


Waterman’s emphasis is on values that are especially related to a person’s sense of self, but the point is that the state of mind that the questionnaire is aimed to track is not merely a good feeling, but a good feeling grounded in living up to certain standards (in this case, the standards imposed by one’s self-conception). The economist Paul Dolan measures worthwhileness (or rewardingness) in addition to life satisfaction by asking questions such as this one:

	Overall, how worthwhile are the things that you do in your life? (Dolan and Metcalfe, 2012)


Asking people about whether their activities are worthwhile, or whether they find their lives rewarding, also encourages people to think about what matters and how they are doing with respect to these values.

There are, then, a variety of constructs in psychological research that include the goal of reviewing one’s life, according to some standards, with satisfaction. For some, such as life satisfaction, there is direct evidence that we value the construct; for other constructs, the fact that psychologists study them as obvious components of human well-being is some indirect evidence that these are things people care about. What other kind of evidence might there be that we care about standards-based satisfaction or what we might call “reflective life satisfaction”? I would not claim that the value of reflective life satisfaction is universal, but in Western culture, at least among those with sufficient freedom from the struggle to fill basic needs, it does seem that there are pressures to care about living up to our standards. We live in a culture that pushes the value of goods that do not necessarily make us happy (bigger houses, smaller noses, fancier phones), and many of us are overworked and distracted by the demands of contemporary life. Taking time to reflect on what matters and trying to live a life that makes these values more central may be a good counter to these cultural forces. That we value being able to survey our lives and feel satisfied by the way in which we have lived up to our sense of what matters may also explain the common wisdom that we don’t regret not spending more time at the office.23 The point of this common wisdom seems to be not that work isn’t important, but that there are other important things that are too often sacrificed for the sake of work or making money.

Life satisfaction in the sense I’ve been discussing is no ordinary value. It is a kind of superordinate value: We value living a life that upholds our other, first-order values. This makes a good case for thinking that this kind of standards-based satisfaction would also be part of a viable and sustainable set of values. Indeed, reflection on how to live a life in which we succeed by our own standards seems to presuppose the value of life satisfaction in Hume’s sense of a “satisfactory review.”

The next point I want to make is that the ability to achieve this value—the value of a satisfying review of life in the “living up to your standards” sense—depends on having a certain kind of wisdom.24 To be able to reflect on your life, apply your standards, and take satisfaction in how things are going, you need to have standards and these standards have to be relatively stable. One way of putting this is that you need to have a rough conception of a good life for you—an idea of what sort of success makes for a good life—and this idea needs to fit your circumstances so that you can actually attain the values or reach the standards that comprise it. Further, you need to be able to make choices and conduct yourself in ways that achieve your conception of a good life. The ability to formulate such an idea and to make choices that tend to realize it in a way that supports a satisfactory review is at least a significant part of practical wisdom. Practical wisdom is ordinarily taken to include knowledge or understanding of the right goals (or “ends”) in human life and the reasoning abilities that allow the wise person to apply this knowledge to come to a decision about what to do; it requires sensitivity to which considerations in a particular context are relevant for our choices and actions and allows us to sort out conflicts between different values. Similarly, the kind of wisdom required for a satisfactory review of life includes understanding what is important, attending to the relative value of various things that matter, and having the ability to reason and choose in a way that allows us to realize our conception of the good. Given this job description, it’s clear that this kind of wisdom also requires reflection. To be sure, we shouldn’t constantly be thinking about what matters to us and why, and we need not have philosophically sophisticated theories or fully articulated views about what matters, but without any explicit reflection on this question we won’t have standards to form the basis for a satisfying review. The value of a satisfactory review of life requires a reflective form of wisdom, one that has us (at least once in a while) think about and appreciate what matters.

“Reflective wisdom” as I’ve called it, then, is necessary for a satisfying review of life of a kind that we surely value. This provides another example of the way in which the constructivist approach can be fruitfully applied. As in the case of friendship, the constructivist approach allows us to advocate the virtue of reflective wisdom without making assumptions about objective values and without imposing our own values and priorities on people who may not share them. It is not patronizing interference or obnoxious meddling to recommend that people develop certain habits of reflection if what you are telling them is the prerequisite for achieving something they already appropriately value. Further, as in the case of friendship, the message you would be giving is not “x is a means to y,” but rather a message of what it means to achieve a satisfactory review of your life. To speak to the intuitions of the Aristotelians, virtues are not (always) simple tools for acquiring independently identified ends; they are integral to some of the things we care most deeply about.


Wisdom, Reasons, and Conflict

I’d now like to return to a different problem with the standard approach that I hoped to resolve. For many philosophers, another source of dissatisfaction with the default approach in positive psychology is that while it may produce prosocial behavior, virtue is not just any disposition to do nice things for others. Rather, virtue requires thinking about a situation in the right way, deciding among often conflicting values, and acting for the right reasons (Irwin, 1999; Annas, 2004). When we see the kind of wisdom required by the value of a satisfactory review of life, we can see that there is room for a virtue that has these features. There may be some values that are served by simple disposition to behave in certain ways. Perhaps the value of succeeding in challenging sporting endeavors requires toughness and perseverance that make no demands on our reasoning capacities. But this is not so for the value of a satisfactory review of life; our reflective capacities are central to the virtue of wisdom.

Wisdom also helps with another problem for the standard approach. Kristján Kristjánsson argues that it is a shortfall of the research in positive psychology that it does not address the pressing problem of having to make decisions among competing values or to weigh the considerations stemming from different virtues (Kristjánsson, 2010). If virtues are unreflective dispositions, then we just have a list of things we could do to increase our happiness, but no sense of which is most important or what to do if they conflict. The addition of reflective wisdom to the virtues it makes sense for people to develop helps because reflective wisdom includes at least some synthesizing of different values into a conception of a good life over time. This helps not only with conflicts among values, but also with conflicts among the virtues that are tied to our values. For example, a person who has a reflective view about the relative importance of friendship and career will be better prepared to decide between actions recommended by kindness and diligence.25

This emphasis on the need for reflective capacities may cause some concern about the overintellectualization of virtue and the values needed for well-being. I do not think this is a real problem. First, the point is that reflective capacities are good for those who value reflective life satisfaction, not that everyone must have this value or develop this virtue in order to achieve well-being. It may be that a satisfactory survey of one’s life is less important for those who have just a few values that fit together neatly and easily, or for those who do not live in communities that exert pressures that distract from what matters to them. As I’ve said, there are no values that are rationally required, and no one is defective because he or she does not value what the rest of us do. Second, the kind of reflective capacities required in order to be able to review your life with satisfaction are not the highly intellectualized capacities of academics. The relevant reflective capacities—understanding your own capabilities, interests, and limitations, the ability to stand back from momentary concerns to take a long-term view of your life, the capacity to learn from experience, the ability to put yourself in other people’s shoes, particularly those of other people you care about—are not ones that academics have any greater claim to than the average person.

More needs to be said about the above concern when it comes to children, because children develop into adults who will have reflective capacities. Were we to set out to help children by attending to what they value at the moment, we (and the children) would be in some trouble: Many children would wind up eating candy, avoiding vaccines, and not going to school. This is not what the constructivist approach recommends, however. In assessing what is good for others, we should think about what sets of values are viable in the moment and sustainable over time. Children who are allowed to eat only candy, and to avoid vaccines and education, are less likely to become adults capable of achieving lives that are successful by the standards of what matters to them over time.

Applying the constructivist theory to children and to other creatures who are different from the paradigm case of adult friends that has been my focus will raise many questions. When it comes to justifying prescriptions about well-being, my suggestion is that the basic approach to answering such questions should have us focus on what matters to the being we are trying to help and on what norms of improvement should be used to develop these starting points into a worthy conception of the good for that being.


Conclusion

We began with the question “Does virtue make us happy?” According to what I’ve called the default approach of research in positive psychology, there’s a good bit of evidence that prosocial attitudes and behaviors cause us to feel good. This is at best a partial answer to the question, because it construes virtue and happiness in a rather narrow way. Yet answering the question in a way that would be more satisfying to those with more robust conceptions of well-being seems to involve psychologists in a prescriptive project that has no clear justification. I have argued that there is a justification for the prescriptions that flow from positive psychology. If we focus on one important reason for our interest in well-being—our desire to help improve the lives of goal-directed, sympathetic, and socially dependent creatures—it makes the most sense to think of well-being as living in accordance with a viable and sustainable set of values. With this focus in mind, we can see that virtues can be recommended to people as more than mere tools for acquiring good feelings, but without imposing alien values and ideals. For most people, virtues are part and parcel of the values we can pursue successfully throughout our lives.

What does all this mean for what I have called the default approach of research on the question of how virtue and well-being are related? I don’t think there’s anything wrong with the default approach as long as we recognize that it shows us one piece of a much larger picture. People do value subjective well-being, and if behaving in ways that also make us nicer to be around produces more of these good feelings, then let’s find that out and take it to heart. But value fulfillment constructivism suggests that a much broader array of research is relevant to the relationship between well-being and virtue. What we need is a map of human values, how they are variously instantiated (in individuals and in cultures), which virtues they encompass or employ, how these virtues are translated into goals and subgoals, and what patterns of these are the most mutually sustainable. Moreover, looking at this map through the constructivist lens, we can see how to arrive at justified prescriptive claims.

Many of the pieces of this map are ones that psychology can help us find. For example, psychological research can tell us a lot about how the pursuit of some goals facilitates or hinders the pursuit of others. In effect, this is what research in the default approach does: Insofar as being kind to other people increases life satisfaction, for example, life satisfaction and kindness are two values that go together. Psychological research can also help us learn how to overcome psychological obstacles to succeeding in terms of our values. For example, it can help us learn how to compensate for biases that make us worse friends and worse at being fair to others in our jobs. Some of the pieces are ones that philosophers are good at locating. Philosophy can help us understand just what it is that we value for its own sake and what things we value as mere means to these ultimate ends. For example, philosophers can help to illuminate whether it makes sense to say that we value friendship for the sake of pleasure, or whether we value it for itself, and, further, what is included in friendship as something we value (e.g., does friendship include caring for others, or is caring instrumental to having friends?). Philosophers can also be helpful in understanding how our values should be pursued or promoted, all things considered, given the various norms (including moral norms) that govern our choices. Finally, some pieces are most easily found in history and literature where there are examples that show us how people put various values together to create a successful life and what happens when we sacrifice some values for the sake of others. George Eliot’s novel Silas Marner, for example, is a compelling portrayal of what a life without loving human relationships looks like. It will take an academic village to create a more complete picture of the relationship between virtue and well-being.
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Notes

1 I’ll continue to put the question in its less precise, more colloquial form for the sake of brevity. I will not say much about the question of which qualities count as virtues, except to say that my own way of thinking about that question is that we would do well to follow David Hume (1739/1978, pp. 587–591), who thought that virtues are qualities that are useful or agreeable to the self or others. On this view, the question “Does virtue makes us happy?” is most sensibly about the qualities that are useful and agreeable to others.
2 The default approach is assumed in the above-cited review article (Kesebir and Diener, 2013), in research on happiness interventions, and in the character strengths movement spearheaded by Martin Seligman and Christopher Peterson (Sin and Lyubomirsky, 2009; Seligman et al., 2005).
3 Sometimes other subjective attitudes toward life, such as a sense of meaning or feelings of worthwhileness, are also considered (see, e.g., White and Dolan, 2009; Seligman et al., 2005).
4 For published versions of the criticism see Nussbaum (2008) and Keyes and Annas (2009). The critique is often implicit, however, and may partly explain why philosophers have not taken positive psychology more seriously than they have. Not all of the philosophers who attack subjective well-being are Aristotelian (see, e.g., Haybron, 2011), and not all who are dissatisfied with subjective well-being are philosophers (for a collection that presents various alternatives see Waterman, 2013). I focus on the Aristotelian critique here to make the contrast as sharp as possible.
5 There are terminological wars about the terms “happiness” and “well-being” that I’d like to avoid, if possible. For the purposes of this paper we can take both terms to refer to the good for a person.
6 Bernard Williams (1985) first coined the phrase. He defines thick concepts as those that are both action-guiding and world-guided. I should clarify that I am not claiming that these concepts are necessarily thick, nor do I mean to assume any particular metaethical view about the irreducibility of thick concepts. My point is simply that usually when these words are used they are taken to express facts as well as some approbation or commendation. For more on the metaethical debates about thick concepts see Kirchin (2013).
7 This claim is confirmed by ongoing research about how people conceive of happiness and well-being conducted by Markus Kneer at the University of Pittsburgh. Preliminary data were presented at the Happiness and Well-being: Integrating Research Across the Disciplines Development Workshop in Costa Rica, June 2016.
8 There is a huge literature here both in ethics and metaethics. For a start, see Heathwood (2005), Rosati (1995), and Sumner (1996).
9 I think many Aristotelians have roughly this view (Badhwar, 2014; Bloomfield, 2014), but there are other ways of interpreting Aristotle (Kraut, 2006). See also LeBar (2008) for a constructivist interpretation of Aristotle that interprets constructivism somewhat differently from the way it is normally understood.
10 The first philosophers to call their approaches to ethical theory “constructivism” were influenced by Kant. See Rawls (1980) and Korsgaard (2003). For a sampling of the current literature on constructivism see Lenman and Shemmer (2012).
11 Sharon Street (2010) defines constructivism as the view that what makes a claim normative is that it is entailed by the practical point of view of a deliberating agent. The two definitions are not necessarily at odds, since we can take the parts of Lenman’s definition to define a practical point of view. They key part of Lenman’s definition, to my mind is that it makes the theory normative all the way down. As Lenman and Shemmer (2012, p. 3) put it in the introduction to their volume on constructivism “it is distinctive of constructivism that the raw materials on which constructivism goes to work are already normative. This might be thought the clearest way to distinguish constructivism from more reductionist versions of response-dependent realism.”
12 Nor does it mean that our culture creates norms; constructivism in philosophy is therefore different from social construction.
13 Practical concerns certainly include desires, but this does not make constructivism into a desire theory because the normative or prescriptive force comes not only from the desire to solve the practical problem but also from the reasonable procedure used to come to our best conclusion about how to solve it.
14 I mean “values” in the broadest sense that includes goals, subgoals, personal projects, and principles.
15 For a different approach to developing a theory of well-being that makes sense of research in positive psychology see Bishop (2015).
16 See Tiberius (2014). See also Raibley (2010), who defends a similar approach.
17 Thanks to Walter Sinnott-Armstrong for pressing me on this objection to constructivism.
18 By “epistemic humility” I mean roughly a tendency to acknowledge your own epistemic limitations. See Nadelhoffer and Wright (this volume) for an illuminating discussion of moral humility.
19 Fowers (2008) makes this point very nicely, though in service of a different conclusion.
20 When we want to talk about people in general, we have to rely on generalizations about what most people are like; hence in this section many of my claims are expressed in terms of what is good for “most people.” Since the constructivist approach defended here takes seriously the suitability of values to particular individuals, there may be some people who are so different from the rest of us that friendship is not actually good for them. This possibility distinguishes this form of constructivism from certain objective theories.
21 There is abundant evidence for a strong relationship between close personal relationships and subjective well-being (see, e.g., Diener and Seligman, 2002; Bishop, 2015).
22 From the “Discoveries” page of Diener’s website: http://internal.psychology.illinois.edu/~ediener/discoveries.html. Last accessed August 5, 2015.
23 In her popular book, The Top 5 Regrets of the Dying, Bronnie Ware (2012) reports that people regret working too hard, not staying in touch with friends, not being true to themselves, not expressing their feelings, and not letting themselves be happier.
24 This section revisits arguments developed in Tiberius (2008).
25 Value fulfillment constructivism could also help us to identify which traits are virtues, though a full explanation of how this would work would be too long a story for this paper. In a nutshell, assuming that virtues are traits that are crucial for well-being, the constructivist approach focused on values would pick out virtues by attending to which traits are themselves part of a viable and sustainable set of values and which traits are deemed necessary for other pervasive human values such as friendship and community.
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10.1 Who Does What? The Psychology–Philosophy Division of Labor on Virtue and Happiness

Raul Saucedo and June Gruber

In her excellent contribution to this volume, Valerie Tiberius explores the connection between a central question in ethics and moral psychology and an interesting cluster of recent empirical findings in psychology. Specifically, a robust variety of scientific data suggest a strong association between, on the one hand, prosocial behaviors that are at least prima facie characteristic of such virtues as kindness, gratitude, and compassion and, on the other, a variety of measures of subjective well-being (e.g., Diener and Seligman, 2002; Dunn, Aknin, and Norton, 2008; Lyubomirsky, 2008; Steger et al., 2008). What, if anything, do these findings tell us about the relationship between virtue and happiness? In particular, do the data suggest that virtue is, or at least somehow leads to, happiness? If so, how exactly—what allows us to move from one domain to the other? In other words, what justifies thinking that what the science tells us has an import for what philosophy cares about? The psychological data do seem to tell us something about the philosophical question. Identifying exactly what and explaining exactly how are two of the ambitious, big-picture issues Tiberius sets out to address, and the ones we’ll be focusing on in this commentary.

Tiberius begins by arguing against what she calls the “default approach” about the relevant findings and their bearing on the question over the relationship between virtue and happiness, an approach she takes to be prevalent in the psychological literature itself (if, for the most part, only implicitly). On that approach, happiness is equated with subjective well-being. Thus, provided that the relevant prosocial behaviors are indeed characteristic or at least indicative of the associated virtues, the relevant empirical associations between prosocial behaviors and well-being will indeed indicate that virtue leads to happiness.

Tiberius notes, however, that many philosophers object to the identification of happiness with subjective well-being as well as to the mere behaviors in question being characteristic or even indicative of virtue. An Aristotelian might argue, for instance, that someone who helps others only to increase their positive affect will be neither virtuous nor happy, even if they’re successful at both helping others and increasing their positive affect experience. Tiberius is hence right to point out that the default approach rests on substantive theoretical assumptions, ones that a desire-based subjectivist theory of value would explicitly articulate and defend. To the extent that the philosophical interest of the psychological data rests on that approach, their import for the question over the connection between virtue and happiness will be limited—their philosophical relevance will be contingent on subjectivism’s being true.

Further, Tiberius argues that the psychological findings should be able to help provide ordinary agents with tools to live better lives. They are meant to at least give people information as to how to become more virtuous and happier. And while most ordinary agents (and the large majority of consumers of popular works building on the psychological findings; e.g., Gilbert, 2006; Haidt, 2006; Lyubomirsky, 2008) are nonphilosophers lacking fully fleshed out views about value, different theoretical positions in philosophy track different pretheoretic judgments of ordinary agents. But then on the default approach, Tiberius argues, the data won’t speak to ordinary agents who don’t already have pretheoretic subjectivist inclinations. Per the example above, it’s hard to see how they would have any purchase with someone with pretheoretic Aristotelian leanings about virtue and value. So on the default approach, the relevant findings will be of limited interest not only for theoretical questions in philosophy but also for ordinary agents in everyday life.1

Tiberius further argues that it won’t be of much help to reject the default approach only to see the empirical findings through the lens of an objectivist view about value, such as Aristotelian eudaimonism—for again the philosophical and ordinary import of the data will be limited, as there are both philosophers and ordinary agents who reject the background eudaimonistic assumptions. This is what motivates Tiberius to develop an interesting constructivist alternative that, she argues, allows that the empirical findings be of broader philosophical as well as everyday significance.

In what follows, we’d like to discuss what we believe is an important methodological issue brought to salience by Tiberius’s critical discussion. Tiberius rightly notes that notions such as virtue and well-being are thick concepts, concepts with both normative and descriptive content. One important question she raises is whether psychology is itself concerned with such notions. Is the research in question concerned with partly normative or purely descriptive phenomena? Are the relevant findings merely descriptive or also partly evaluative or prescriptive?

Tiberius argues, contrary to many psychologists’ claims otherwise, that psychology is best understood as being itself concerned with thick phenomena. In other words, the research in question is best understood as being partly prescriptive itself rather than merely descriptive. Her argument is that such research should be able to help ordinary agents in the way outlined above, that what ordinary agents primarily care about is the thick phenomenon itself rather than some purely descriptive phenomena, and that unless the research itself is about what agents primarily care about, it will be unclear how it can help them.

Tiberius hence construes psychology as issuing prescriptions itself—it prescribes behaviors that improve people’s lives, such as the prosocial behaviors (e.g., donations, helping others) involved in the data in question. And she thinks of the philosophical project as providing a theoretical foundation for those prescriptions. Her constructivist proposal is thus meant to provide a better such foundation than the subjectivist and objectivist alternatives she considers.

We would like to grant for the sake of argument both that the relevant research in psychology should be able to help people and that what people primarily care about are thick phenomena. We would like to focus instead on the claim that unless the research itself is about what people are concerned with, it won’t be in a position to help them. We disagree with Tiberius on this. Suppose that the research itself is concerned with purely descriptive notions—namely, notions such as prosocial behavior and positive affect but not notions like virtue or well-being. And suppose that what people care about involves at least partly evaluative notions—notions such as virtue and well-being and not only notions such as prosocial behavior and positive affect.2 Then the research may still connect with people’s concerns provided there are appropriate links between the purely descriptive and the partly evaluative notions—links to the effect that prosocial behavior and positive affect are related to virtue and well-being in thus and such ways—even though those links don’t belong within the proper realm of psychology and hence escape the relevant research. On this picture, inquiry into such links may be partly or fully philosophical, but in any case it won’t be purely psychological.

To clarify, Tiberius does acknowledge an important distribution of labor between psychology and philosophy in connection with prescriptions. On her view, however, psychology is itself concerned with thick phenomena and hence with issuing prescriptions. Psychology is not only in the business of finding certain empirical associations among purely descriptive phenomena (between, say, prosocial spending and elevated positive affect; Dunn et al., 2008) and in offering empirical theories attempting to explain those associations (theorizing about, say, self-determination and competence as psychological mechanisms underlying the association between prosocial spending and elevated positive affect; ibid.), but also of telling people what to do and why (e.g., spend on others—being kind is good for you!). The role of philosophy is primarily to provide a theoretical foundation for psychology’s prescriptions—do they mesh better with subjectivism, objectivism, or constructivism?

By contrast, on the alternative view we’re suggesting, psychology is not itself in the business of issuing prescriptions. It’s only concerned with finding certain empirical correlations among purely descriptive phenomena and with offering empirical theories attempting to explain those correlations. Prescriptions come from combining this purely descriptive enterprise with philosophy. On this view, properly philosophical work is needed to work out exactly how the descriptive is connected with the evaluative and why (for instance, how prosocial spending is connected to kindness and positive affect to well-being, and why). And of course it will also be the business of philosophy to provide a proper foundation for those prescriptions.

There seems to be, then, a way in which psychology may remain a purely descriptive enterprise while still being able to help people (it gives ordinary agents information which can be relevant to how to become more virtuous and happier; i.e., how to live better lives) albeit only with the aid of philosophy (philosophy is what links that purely descriptive information with the properly normative concepts).

Further, we believe that this is a perhaps better way of conceiving of the proper character of psychology and philosophy as well as their division of labor in matters of common concern, such as questions about prosociality, virtue, positive affect, happiness, and well-being. Psychology is an empirical science, and as noted above it involves both experimental and explanatory dimensions.3 However both such dimensions quite clearly concern purely descriptive contents—the findings in question involve such phenomena as prosocial behavior and positive affect, and the suggested explanations of those correlations concern psychological mechanisms such as self-determination and competence (e.g., Dunn et al., 2008).

It’s true that psychologists often describe their research using language normally used to express thick concepts (kindness, compassion, well-being, etc.). Many of them, however, are often careful to note that they are understanding such vocabulary in a very specific way, to zero in on some purely descriptive phenomenon. With those stipulations in place, the relevant terms are stripped from their usual normative content and the research proper hence avoids issuing prescriptions.4 On the other hand, it’s true that there are psychologists—including many Tiberius cites—who do seem to intentionally use thick language with its usual normative content, that is, who use the terms without further ado. However, that doesn’t mean that the empirical work they invoke is actually at least partly prescriptive rather than purely descriptive—there is a difference between psychologists and psychology. In many such cases, such authors step beyond the realm of psychology and start doing philosophy. Just because they are psychologists, not everything they say belongs to psychology, even when they’re attempting to elaborate on some big-picture upshot of some psychological finding or explanation.

This is in fact not an uncommon phenomenon—it happens with other disciplines and other areas of philosophy. For instance, some prominent physicists have concluded, by appeal to some physical theory, that time is not real (e.g., Barbour, 1999). But at that point they’ve clearly have stopped doing physics and started doing metaphysics (or else they have infused the terms in question with a technical meaning). Not that there’s anything wrong with that—psychologists and physicists may, of course, have valuable philosophical insights. It’s only that at that point they would be doing philosophy, not psychology and physics. Nor do we mean to defend archaic disciplinary boundaries; we believe that these are all continuous lines of inquiry and don’t want to draw sharp lines where there aren’t any. What’s more, everyone is free to use terms such as “psychology,” “philosophy,” and “physics” in any way they like. It’s simply that there’s an important difference between the work at issue—between, say, finding a certain correlation and theorizing about the mechanisms underlying it (on the one hand) and issuing prescriptions (on the other). That scientists can do good philosophy, that there are no sharp disciplinary boundaries, and that one may use terms in any way one likes doesn’t mean that the work involved is all of the same kind.

In sum, in theorizing about the philosophical and everyday significance of psychological research, it’s important to get clear on exactly who does what and how to divide labor. We’re very much sympathetic to Tiberius’s insight that it will take an academic village to inquire into the nature and connection between prosociality, subjective well-being, virtue, and happiness. That doesn’t mean, however, that there aren’t well-defined roles to play within that inquiry, that there are no important differences in kind between the different threads of work involved. In particular, it doesn’t require thinking that empirical work in psychology is infused with normativity.
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Notes

1 Tiberius doesn’t explicitly address this, but the question over the philosophical interest of the empirical findings and the issue over their ordinary import are arguably connected, for if they indeed support the claim that virtue is or leads to happiness, they will furnish ordinary agents with information as to how to live better—more virtuous and happier—lives.
2 Like Tiberius, we take for granted that notions such as positive affect and prosocial behavior are not normative (partly or fully). Terms such as “positive” and prefixes such as “pro” might suggest otherwise, particularly when contrasted with their duals (consider, e.g., the phrases “negative affect” and “antisocial behavior”). Perhaps similarly with such terms as “donation,” “help,” and so forth. But words can be misleading and in any case they are entirely optional here. The point is only to distinguish normative notions and purely descriptive ones; which bits of language are used to pick out the latter is a separate matter (if not an entirely trivial one). For example, instead of positive affect one may simply speak of mental states with thus-and-such phenomenal character, duration, and so forth. Similarly, instead of prosocial behavior (or donation, or help, etc.) one may simply speak of giving someone money in thus-and-such circumstances, and so forth. Talking this way is possible, but also cumbersome; so provided the intended concepts and conventions in place are clear, it’s perfectly fine to stick to common terminology. (Many thanks to Christian Miller for discussion here.)
3 For clear examples of this distinction at work in actual research on relevant themes, compare, for example, Mongrain et al. (2011) and Stellar et al. (2012) with, for example, Goetz et al. (2010), Lim et al. (2015), Immordino-Yang et al. (2009), DeSteno (2015), and Condon and Feldman Barrett (2013).
4 For a few salient examples, see inter alia Kahneman (1999), Goetz et al. (2010), Zaki and Ochsner (2012), McCullough et al. (2001), DeSteno (2015), and Gruber et al. (2011).

References

	Barbour, J. (1999). The end of time: The next revolution in our understanding of the universe. London: Weidenfeld and Nicholson.

	Condon, P., & Feldman Barrett, L. (2013). Conceptualizing and experiencing compassion. Emotion (Washington, D.C.), 13(5), 817–821.

	DeSteno, D. (2015). Compassion and altruism: How our minds determine who is worthy of help. Current Opinion in Behavioral Sciences, 3, 80–83.

	Diener, E., & Seligman, M. E. P. (2002). Very happy people. Psychological Science, 13(1), 81–84.

	Dunn, E. W., Aknin, L. B., & Norton, M. I. (2008). Spending money on others promotes happiness. Science, 319(5870), 1687–1688.

	Gilbert, D. (2006). Stumbling on happiness. New York, NY: Knopf.

	Goetz, J. L., Keltner, D., & Simon-Thomas, E. (2010). Compassion: An evolutionary analysis and empirical review. Psychological Bulletin, 136, 351–374.

	Gruber, J., Mauss, I. B., & Tamir, M. (2011). A dark side of happiness? How, when, and why happiness is not always good. Perspectives on Psychological Science, 6(3), 222–233.

	Haidt, J. (2006). The happiness hypothesis: Finding modern truth in ancient wisdom. New York: Basic Books.

	Immordino-Yang, M. H., McColl, A., Damasio, H., & Damasio, A. (2009). Neural correlates of admiration and compassion. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America, 106(19), 8021–8026.

	Kahneman, D. (1999). Objective happiness. In D. Kahneman, E. Diener, & N. Schwarz (Eds.), Well-being: The foundations of hedonic psychology (pp. 3–25). New York: Sage.

	Lim, D., Condon, P., & DeSteno, D. (2015). Mindfulness and compassion: An examination of mechanism and scalability. PLoS One, 10(2), e0118221.

	Lyubomirsky, S. (2008). The how of happiness: A scientific approach to getting the life you want. New York: Penguin Press.

	McCullough, M. E., Kilpatrick, S. D., Emmons, R. A., & Larson, D. B. (2001). Is gratitude a moral affect? Psychological Bulletin, 127(2), 249–266.

	Mongrain, M., Chin, J. M., & Shapira, L. B. (2011). Practicing compassion increases happiness and self-esteem. Journal of Happiness Studies, 12(6), 963–981.

	Steger, M. F., Kashdan, T. B., & Oishi, S. (2008). Being good by doing good: Daily eudaimonic activity and well-being. Journal of Research in Personality, 42(1), 22–42.

	Stellar, J. E., Manzo, V. M., Kraus, M. W., & Keltner, D. (2012). Class and compassion: Socioeconomic factors predict responses to suffering. Emotion (Washington, D.C.), 12(3), 449–460.

	Zaki, J., & Ochsner, K. (2012). The neuroscience of empathy: Progress, pitfalls, and promise. Nature Neuroscience, 15(5), 675–680.


10.2 A Tale of Two Default Approaches: Some Old Answers for a New Theory

Kristján Kristjánsson

Ecumenism between philosophy and psychology is all the rage these days. At worst, it can degenerate into psychologists showering philosophers with a deluge of empirical data (as if philosophers have never been interested in facts about the real world before) or philosophers sitting psychologists on their knees, teaching them some elementary conceptual analysis (as if psychologists have never given any thought to the concept of a “concept”). At best, however, transdisciplinary work of this kind can be mutually enriching and illuminating.

Valerie Tiberius’s careful analysis of a set of problems in positive psychology and how to resolve them clearly falls into the latter category. It is instructive without being patronizing, helpful without being high-handed. Tiberius identifies a “default approach” in positive psychology on the nature of value in general, and the value of well-being in particular. On this default approach, well-being (or happiness) is understood as subjective, either along the familiar lines of hedonic accounts, life-satisfaction accounts, or a synthesis of both (subjective well-being, SWB). She then observes that much of the current empirical research conducted under the rubric of positive psychology is simply aimed at exploring correlative or causal relationships between certain character qualities (most prominently, virtues), understood behaviorally, and SWB. This research seems to yield a lot of data about what is good for people, at least if they care about their well-being—and positive psychologists seem to take that for granted by referring to well-being as “the ungrounded grounder” of all human strivings (Peterson, 2006, p. 75). However, positive psychologists are dead scared of falling into the trap of moralism. They do not want to issue moral prescriptions to people, as that would take them out of the scientific mode by violating the proverbial is–ought distinction. So they seem in the end to want both to have their cake and eat it: produce normative-relevant findings and yet refrain from making normative claims.

Tiberius correctly notices that positive psychologists generally do not want to give a subjective theoretical justification of their well-being recommendations. Sentimentalism (presented as expressivism, emotivism, or projectivism) is at least a respectable, if a seriously controversial, position in moral theory, but it is not one that positive psychologists typically adopt.1 They are, however, wary of (Aristotelian) rationalism also, for pretty obvious reasons, having to do with their antipathy toward moralism, paternalism, and elitism. What they end up proposing is, therefore, a somewhat ambivalent position, according to which the objects of their study are not really normative (but simply empirical generalizations about what people happen to value) and no truly prescriptive claims are being issued.2 In their own words, positive psychological writings on virtue are “descriptive of what is ubiquitous” rather than “normative” (Peterson and Seligman, 2004, p. 51). However, as Tiberius puts it, this “dodges the problem rather than facing it head on” and “it leaves positive psychologists in a weaker position than they need to accept.”

Most of Tiberius’s paper is taken up with a proposal that is meant to help positive psychology contrive a way out of this slightly awkward dilemma. It takes the form of constructivism about value and well-being. Now there are many kinds of constructivism; some would claim that Aristotle’s careful distillation of the views of “the many” and “the wise” about well-being at the beginning of the Nicomachean Ethics, and his attempt to bring those into some sort of reflective equilibrium, amounts to a form of constructivism. However, Aristotle arguably believed that we had reason to trust the endoxa (common beliefs) because they tracked objective truth about well-being, not that well-being was simply to be defined in terms of the endoxa. In any case, Tiberius relies on a more specific conception of constructivism, as defined for instance by Lenman and Shemmer (2012), according to which constructivism holds that normative claims are justified by a rational procedure guided by ordinary norms that inform our best thinking. Constructivism, on this understanding, “essentially”—as Tiberius puts it—“ignores the metaphysics of value and focuses entirely on the epistemology of reasonable judgment.” She thinks that constructivism is a good bet for positive psychologists because, while it speaks to their subjectivist leanings, it also provides a theoretical justification for normative claims.

As an Aristotelian realist about value (see, e.g., Kristjánsson, 2010), I would be tempted to spend the remainder of this response critiquing constructivism. However, that would be self-indulgent and not speak to the aim of the exchange, which is to make sense of—and possibly ameliorate shortcomings in—positive psychological ideas about the nature of value, well-being, and normativity. My alternative strategy will be this, then. In the following section, I question Tiberius’s assumption of a clear subjectivist default approach on well-being in positive psychology. I elicit Seligman’s (2011) book Flourish to show how mainstream positive psychology seems to be taking an objectivist turn by drawing, to a greater extent than before, on Aristotelian insights. Rather than remedying the problem about normativity and prescriptivity that Tiberius identified, however, this development seems to exacerbate it, by turning positive psychologists into the sort of moralists they are loathe to be. The root of the problem lies, I argue, in a default approach in positive psychology that is rarely made explicit: motivational internalism. In the final section, I argue how adopting motivational externalism may help positive psychologists attain the best of both worlds: lubricate their gradual move toward Aristotelian realism while staying clear of prescriptive moralism.


A Shifting Default Approach on Well-Being

When someone told Zeno of Citium, the founder of Stoa, that Theophrastus, the head of the Aristotelian Peripatetic school, had more students than he did, he answered that although Theophrastus’s chorus may be more numerous, his was more harmonious (cited in Knuuttila, 2004, p. 47). This citation often comes to my mind, as a consolation, when I think of the tiny group of Aristotelians to whom Tiberius refers as critics of positive psychology (such as Schwartz and Sharpe, 2006; Fowers, 2010; Kristjánsson, 2013a), compared to the hordes of academics plying their trade as positive psychologists. The latter group comprises an eclectic mixture of people who draw on background normative theories as distinct as Aristotelianism, Stoicism, Buddhism, Benthamite utilitarianism, and even existentialism—theories with a widely varied take on metaethical issues regarding subjectivism, objectivism, and so forth. Is there any convergence in this sea of divergence: any default position on anything apart from the platitude that we should focus on human strengths rather than (just) human weaknesses?

Consider well-being. There is no denying that Diener, to whom Tiberius refers repeatedly, is a subjectivist on well-being (see, e.g., Diener, Lucas, and Oishi, 2005). Things already become more complicated, however, with other key players in the movement such as Csikszentmihalyi, Fredrickson, and Duckworth. Csikszentmihalyi is best known for his work on flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), which, admittedly, is a sort of pleasure. However, it is not hedonic pleasure but rather a variation on Aristotle’s pleasure in unimpeded activities which is, inter alia, meant to ice the cake of a flourishing life. Such supervenience of pleasure on virtue is a major theme in the Nicomachean Ethics, yet Aristotle is an objectivist about well-being qua flourishing (see various references in Kristjánsson, 2013a). Fredrickson, who focuses on positive emotions (Fredrickson, 2009), and Duckworth on grit (Duckworth, 2013), are both instrumentalists about value. It may be slightly moot what the values they explore are supposed to be instrumental to—the building of personal resources, health, school attainment, and so forth are often mentioned—but instrumentalism in psychology rarely stops with such intermediate goals until it reaches the rock bottom of SWB (see Fowers, 2010). Hence, Fredrickson and Duckworth can probably be considered to subscribe to what Tiberius calls the default approach.

Things become seriously more complicated, however, with the leading writers in the positive psychology movement on virtue, Peterson and Seligman, who claim to be pursuing “the social science equivalent of virtue ethics” (Peterson and Seligman, 2004, p. 89). One of their explicit criteria of character strengths and virtues (making up the famous twenty-four) is that although those “can and do produce desirable outcomes, each strength is morally valued in its own right, even in the absence of obvious beneficial outcomes” (Peterson and Seligman, 2004, p. 19). They go on to explain that the strengths/virtues in question are constituents of, rather than just instruments toward, well-being—a leaf apparently taken straight out of Aristotle’s book. Little was seen of this assumption in Seligman’s (2002) original bestseller on Authentic Happiness.3 There is a simple reason for that. “I used to think [at that time],” Seligman (2011) says, “that the topic of positive psychology was happiness, that the gold standard for measuring happiness was life satisfaction, and that the goal of positive psychology was to increase life satisfaction” (p. 13).

By 2011, when writing his book Flourish, however, he had come to believe that the goal of positive psychology is well-being qua flourishing. In fact, he came to “detest” the word “happiness” for “well-being,” which is not only “overused” and “meaningless” but continues to denote mere “merriment” and “good cheer” (Seligman, 2011, pp. 9–10). Subjective approaches to well-being flounder down this cul-de-sac; for example, life satisfaction “essentially measures cheerful mood, so it is not entitled to a central place in any theory that aims to be more than a happiology” (Seligman, 2011, p. 14; italicized in Seligman’s book for emphasis). Always a list maker, Seligman has now devised a new list for the actual “elements” of well-being, understood as flourishing: “positive emotion, engagement, meaning, positive relationships, and accomplishments” (PERMA; see Seligman, 2011, p. 16). In this new approach, the intrinsically valuable moral virtues and strengths play a much more prominent role, as they now “underpin” all the PERMA elements (Seligman, 2011, p. 24). Despite the emphasis on objective elements in his new approach, Seligman acknowledges that one of the elements—positive emotion—is subjective and that the others incorporate some subjective components. He thus prefers to refer to his well-being approach as pluralistic rather than purely objective. Nevertheless, because (1) Seligman’s insistence that well-being “cannot exist just in your head” (Seligman, 2011, p. 25) unambiguously distinguishes his new account from subjective ones, and (2) Seligman now considers all the elements of flourishing to be underpinned by objective moral virtues, I consider his 2011 approach to come closer to an objective than a subjective one.

Objective elements of well-being had always floated close to the surface of Seligman’s concerns (as well as those of Csikszentmihalyi and Peterson). Now that he—the unquestioned father of the movement—has revamped his account to accommodate them in full force, refusing any further truck with (monistic) subjective well-being approaches,4 Tiberius’s assumption of a default subjectivist approach in positive psychology has become increasingly strained. More appropriate characterizations would be to say either that the default approach is shifting toward objectivism (viz., moral realism/naturalism) or, simply, that there is no default approach of the relevant kind within the movement any more but rather just a free-for-all. This does not mean that Tiberius is necessarily barking up the wrong tree. Perhaps Seligman was misguided in going in this new objective direction, and perhaps constructivism is, after all, the most promising approach for positive psychologists to adopt. Nevertheless, it seems to me that Tiberius has misidentified the most immediate problem facing positive psychology as it stands at the moment: namely, in its most recent phase of development.


The Real Sticking Point: The Default Approach of Motivational Internalism

Although Kohlberg’s star has eclipsed in moral education, he still seems to be about the only moral psychologist routinely mentioned in undergraduate textbooks in psychology. In some ways, it seems fair to say that psychologists still tend to read their moral psychology through a Kohlbergian lens. Through that lens, morality is seen as having with do with justice-based duties toward prosocial actions. More importantly for present purposes, moral language is seen as having unique properties of overridingness and categoricity; after all, Kohlberg was a Kantian. Implicit, but rarely if ever stated, in positive psychological theory about value is Kohlberg’s strict (Socratic) motivational internalism—“He who knows the good chooses the good” (Kohlberg, 1981, p. 189)—or at least some weaker version of that thesis.

Rearing their heads in positive psychological theory (especially in Seligman, 2002, and Peterson and Seligman, 2004) are two standard claims making up, or typically associated with, motivational internalism: (1) If agents sincerely pass moral judgments about the goodness or rightness of act x, then—unless they are practically irrational on grounds of a general motivational disorder—they will be at least weakly intrinsically motivated to do x, and (2) any sincerely advanced theory about the moral goodness or rightness of act x necessarily contains at least a prima facie (defeasible) prescription to do x (for if a judgment is intrinsically motivating, it necessarily contains a prescription; and all moral prescriptions have motivational force).5 If mainstream positive psychologists are really on a trajectory toward Aristotelian realism, as the example of Seligman suggests, as well as continuing to presuppose motivational internalism, they are, however, concocting a potentially lethal mixture for any antiprescriptivists6 on morality and virtue. We only need to point to Socrates or Kant (or to Kohlberg in psychology) to see what a combination of moral realism and motivational internalism does to you.

I have argued elsewhere that Aristotle did not believe in motivational internalism, as typically understood,7 and that committed contemporary virtue theorists—be they philosophers or social scientists—need not either. One can, according to motivational externalism, pass factual judgments about the goodness of honesty without intrinsically implying “Be honest!” just as one can pass factual judgments about the badness of smoking without intrinsically implying “Do not smoke!” My view is that, through the internalism that is bred into their bones, positive psychologists typically conflate two senses of normativity: the normative as evaluative and the normative as prescriptive. It is conceptually possible to abandon Hume’s fact–value distinction and explicitly embrace moral realism as at least some positive psychologists seem to want to do—and to make virtue judgments based on evaluative matters of fact rather than mere empirical judgments about what people happen to regard as virtue—without violating Hume’s is–ought distinction and committing oneself to a prescriptive moral theory.8 After all, according to motivational externalism, claiming that x is morally good is one thing; prescribing x as the right thing to do (even prima facie) is quite another.9

Consider here the analogy of health. Positive psychologists are unafraid to make claims about courses of action conducive to health. No one seems to hold against such claims that they violate the is–ought distinction by providing prima facie prescriptions. To the best of my knowledge, no motivational internalism exists about health judgments, at least within psychology.10 That is, no one has held that such judgments are intrinsically motivating by way of conceptual necessity. By severing the conceptual link between moral judgments (about the virtues, for instance) and intrinsic motivation, we have, therefore, removed the very characteristic of moral judgments that has so far made them hotter for psychological scientists to handle than judgments about health. Indeed, the only consideration ruling out the possibility of the sort of motivationally externalist use of virtue judgments that is seen to be unproblematic in the case of health judgments is the Kantian/Kohlbergian heritage. I suggest positive psychologists get rid of that heritage without delay.

To sum up, my motivation in this response has been much the same as Tiberius’s: to help positive psychologists contrive a way out of their self-imposed dilemma about values and normativity. She takes it for granted that subjectivism about well-being is still the default approach in positive psychology and proposes the option of moral constructivism to rectify the current imbalance in background assumptions. I argued, in response, that positive psychology is actually moving toward moral realism but that, because of the implicit default acceptance of motivational internalism, this compounds the dilemma even further. I then suggested some old Aristotelian answers for the new theory. If positive psychologists come to accept that virtue judgments describe a world of moral evaluation, rather than evaluating a world of descriptions, and that evaluative judgments do not necessarily entail prescriptions, they will have gone a long way toward making their “social science equivalent of virtue ethics” more rigorous and plausible.


Notes

1 Jonathan Haidt might seem to constitute an exception here as some of his work has been associated with positive psychology (see especially Haidt, 2006). However, his recent well-known work on social intuitionism has no apparent connection with positive psychology.
2 For some reason, positive psychologists typically insist on this claim in the context of explaining why they refrain from positing a “master virtue,” such as Aristotle’s phronesis, to adjudicate virtue conflicts (see, e.g., Peterson and Seligman, 2004, p. 51). According to the background theory of motivational internalism which they seem to endorse (see “The Real Sticking Point” section below), specific moral judgments about the moral good of particular virtues will, however, entail moral prescriptions no less than general moral judgments.
3 The remainder of this section draws on themes developed in more detail in my Virtues and Vices in Positive Psychology (Kristjánsson, 2013a, chapter 2).
4 It may seem odd to Aristotelian inclined readers of Seligman’s (2011) book that he still relies essentially on subjective methods (self-report questionnaires) to track the alleged objective features of well-being. That said, we must not conflate issues of substantive criteria with issues of measurement.
5 Some motivational externalists (such as Svavarsdóttir, 2005) go as far as rejecting the motivational force of moral prescriptions. I find such a radical form of motivational externalism implausible and see no good reason to deny (2). Many of the issues hinted at here are explored in more detail in Miller (2008).
6 By antiprescriptivism I simply mean the view that positive psychologists seem to want to subscribe to, namely, that a psychological science of virtue must not issue prescriptions for it to remain a science.
7 More specifically, I have argued that, for Aristotle, the assumption of motivational internalism applies only to the moral judgments of the select group of the fully virtuous—not of the continent, let alone of those at lower levels of moral development (see Kristjánsson, 2013b; for a more general account of motivational externalism, see Railton, 1986). Moreover, recall that, for Aristotle (1985), most ordinary people fall somewhere between the levels of incontinence and continence (p. 190 [p. 1150a15]).
8 Because positive psychologists typically conflate the two Humean distinctions, they do not seem to have envisaged this possibility.
9 I elaborate on this theme in Kristjánsson (2013a, chapter 4).
10 In philosophy, however, one should never say never; see Bloomfield (2001).
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10.3 On the Division of Labor between Philosophers and Psychologists: A “Goldilocksian” Reply to Comments from Saucedo & Gruber and Kristjánsson

Valerie Tiberius

In their comments on my chapter, Saucedo and Gruber suggest that I’m unnecessarily blurring the line between philosophy and psychology by giving psychologists a way of thinking about how to justify prescriptive conclusions. Kristjánsson, on the other hand, suggests that the line was already blurred and that psychology should embrace a much more heavily value-laden approach to the justification of prescriptive conclusions than I proposed. By the Goldilocks principle of theory acceptance, I must be doing something right: The position I argue for is right in the middle, not too hot and not too cold. I actually think the Goldilocks principle has some plausibility, but since it has at most ceteris paribus force, and since my commentators raise some reasons to think other things are not equal, I will address these reasons rather than celebrating my conciliatory position. I’m grateful to my commentators for their attention to my chapter and the topic of the division of labor between philosophy and psychology when it comes to matters of happiness, well-being, and virtue.


Reply to Saucedo & Gruber

Saucedo and Gruber argue that psychological research is “concerned with finding certain empirical correlations among purely descriptive phenomena and with offering empirical theories attempting to explain those correlations.” While individual psychologists may have a penchant for drawing prescriptive conclusions from their research, this is not what psychology itself should be concerned with. Psychological research is not itself “in the business” of issuing prescriptions. I don’t really disagree with this, but I’m skeptical about what I take to be an underlying assumption in the discussion, namely, that psychological research happens first, untainted by philosophy, and then philosophers can take the findings of this research and establish how they are or are not relevant to ethical questions. This makes for a clear division of labor, but it seems to me an oversimplification, as I’ll now try to explain.

First, I certainly agree that psychologists should not be in the business of articulating and defending philosophical theories like constructivism. For one thing, that would put me out of a job! But, as I’m sure Saucedo and Gruber would agree, this doesn’t mean that psychological research makes no philosophical assumptions. Philosophical assumptions are everywhere in science. Psychologists make assumptions about memory, personal identity, consciousness, and induction, to name a few. Perhaps the point is that while psychological science may need to make assumptions about persons or minds, it should make no assumptions about values. I’m not sure why the line should be drawn there, but even if it is, it’s worth noting that the constructivism I propose is not primarily a theory of what is valuable. Rather, it is a philosophical theory meant to explain the conditions of prescriptivity; in other words, it aims to answer what it is that makes a prescription a justified claim rather than a mere imposition of one person’s will on another. It is not primarily a theory about what is good or what people ought to do (though, of course, as I tried to show in my chapter, it can be applied to these questions together with assumptions about plausible starting points and norms for improvement). I expect Saucedo and Gruber will still say that if psychological science has no truck with prescriptions, then it has no need to make assumptions about the conditions under which prescriptions are justified. So the real question, as Saucedo and Gruber rightly see, is whether psychological science does have any truck with prescriptions.

While I agree that psychological research aims to describe rather than prescribe, psychologists do want to connect their research to practical questions faced by human beings. Saucedo and Gruber suggest that when psychologists cross the line into prescribing, they are making a mistake and overstepping the boundaries of psychology. This may be so, and the distinction between psychology and psychologists is helpful. It seems to me, though, that some overstepping is inevitable, given the topics they work on and the attention from journalists, popular science writers, policy makers, and others who are hungry for happiness advice. My thought is that they would do a better job in their role as advice givers or happiness consultants if they had a better background theory of what they’re doing. After thinking about Saucedo and Gruber’s comments on my chapter, I think I could have been more clear on this point: It’s not that psychological research cannot be done without prescribing behavior or giving advice, but that this research takes place in a context in which prescriptive conclusions are natural and difficult to avoid. If this is so, a better understanding of the nature of prescriptions would be helpful.

Of course, you might wonder why it would be helpful for psychologists to have a better theory about the nature of something they do that isn’t officially a part of their research. I think there are a few reasons. First, just as when the only tool you have is a hammer, every problem looks like a nail, background theories direct research attention. This is obvious when it comes to empirical theories—how much research would we be doing on ice core samples without the theory of climate change?—but philosophical assumptions also influence attention. If we did not assume that other people have inner lives, we would not bother to study them, and yet this assumption is an answer to the philosophical puzzle about other minds. In the case of positive psychology, it seems to me that assumptions about values and prescriptions might also influence what gets attention. Of course, this is speculation, and it’s not easy to find evidence of the background philosophical assumptions that drive researchers’ attention, perhaps even subconsciously. I do have one piece of evidence for my hypothesis, however, which comes from Martin Seligman’s work. In his 2010 Tanner lectures at the University of Michigan, Seligman told the story (which now appears at the beginning of his 2012 book Flourish: A Visionary New Understanding of Happiness and Well-being) of why he added accomplishment to his list of well-being ingredients (turning PERM into PERMA1). He added accomplishment because it is something people choose for itself. In my comments on his Tanner lectures I suggested that he endorses a background theory about value according to which what is desired or chosen for its own sake is what is good for people (a form of subjective theory). Seligman agreed that this was probably the case, and in the book he says, “Positive psychology, as I intend it, is about what we choose for its own sake” (Seligman, 2012, p. 11). Here, it seems to me that a kind of subjectivism in the background (wanting or choosing something for its own sake is what makes it good for a person) influenced what is on the list of components of well-being to be studied.

Second, better background theories might improve cooperation between psychologists and philosophers down the line. Saucedo and Gruber’s map of the intellectual terrain includes two domains:

	Psychologists find empirical correlations among purely descriptive phenomena and offer empirical theories to explain those correlations.

	Philosophers explain how the descriptive is connected with the evaluative and why, and offer a proper foundation for those prescriptions.


If I’m right that which descriptive phenomena are investigated is at least in part guided by philosophical assumptions about values and prescriptions, then having a reasonable background theory of what counts as a justified prescription could make a more significant difference. This is because we will be better able to link the descriptive with the evaluative, as Saucedo and Gruber suggest philosophers should do, if which empirical facts are studied is guided by a better view about the evaluative conclusions we aim to reach. In other words, the joint project of getting from “empirical correlations among purely descriptive phenomena” to evaluative claims and prescriptive conclusions would benefit if the gap between what is studied empirically and what philosophers need for their prescriptive conclusions were smaller. Again, this does not mean that psychologists should get into the business of doing philosophy, but it does mean that we may all be better off with some collaboration at earlier stages.

Scientific research makes philosophical assumptions, and these philosophical assumptions influence (at least) what questions are asked and what gets studied. Further, when it comes to the research in positive psychology, there is pressure (both internal and external) to draw prescriptive conclusions. For these reasons I think psychologists would benefit from a theory of what justifies prescriptive claims that is more sophisticated than a simple form of subjectivism. This would also benefit philosophers aiming to use empirical research to inform their prescriptive claims.


Reply to Kristjánsson

Let’s turn to a very different perspective on the proper division of labor between philosophers and psychologists. Kristjánsson argues that I’m wrong about the subjectivist default and, further, that psychologists should give up motivational internalism so that the road is clear to accept an objective theory about value. Notice that Kristjánsson’s reaction to my paper pulls in a very different direction from Saucedo and Gruber’s. They think psychology can and should do without prescription entirely; Kristjánsson thinks they should adopt a theory that sanctions objective prescriptions.

I did not mean to suggest that what I called the default approach to studying the relationship between well-being and virtue is the only approach in psychology. I think the subjectivism I describe is a default in the sense that when psychologists look to measure well-being, they tend to go for well-established measures such as the Satisfaction With Life Scale or the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule. Eudaimonic measures themselves are a mix of a few items that look like they might be justified in terms of a theory of objective values, and many more items that are still subjective responses, though different from life satisfaction (for an overview, see Waterman, 2013). But there are other strains in positive psychology research and some eudaimonists do measure things that would seem most naturally at home in an objective theory of value.

I don’t think the default subjectivism I mentioned is the only game in town, but I also don’t think that Seligman presents a clear case of an objectivist alternative. This is because, while he has, as Kristjánsson points out, rejected the idea that subjective well-being is the be-all and end-all, he also hasn’t really embraced an objective theory of value. In his theory of flourishing (Seligman, 2012), he has included objective elements in his list of well-being ingredients (i.e., items that are not subjective feelings or attitudes about how we are doing); however, he does not have a theory that makes the value of these items depend on something external to our subjective responses. Indeed, as I argued in the previous section, I think that if Seligman does have a theory of what makes things like relationships good for people, it is a subjective theory according to which the fact that a person chooses something for its own sake is what makes it good for him or her. There’s a difference between a theory of what the goods are and a theory of what explains what makes the goods good. The value fulfillment constructivism I proposed is meant to be a theory of the latter.

Once we distinguish the question of which goods are on the list from the question of what makes these items good, I think it’s more likely that positive psychologists are on the subjectivist side of the debate and not, as Kristjánsson says, “actually moving toward moral realism.” The reasons for this background subjectivism may be fairly deep. In a recent exchange with the psychologist Blaine Fowers, who generously provided feedback on an epilogue I was writing on a volume about eudaimonia (Vittersø, 2017), I was told that “what most psychologists will struggle with is the possibility of there being an objective good. My discipline [psychology] attempts to make a hard distinction between facts and values. Psychologists are willing to study matters of value as facts they can document (i.e., X% of people endorse value Y), but they take the source of these values to be a subjective matter.” To be clear, Fowers understood the distinction I was making, but he finds himself to be at odds with his fellow psychologists on this point. The editor of the volume, Joar Vittersø (also a psychologist) confirmed Fowers’s assessment of the philosophical orientation that predominates in psychology.

I don’t think psychologists in general are moving toward objectivism about values, then, even though some of them are beginning to think that well-being includes elements that are not subjective states. If the assumption is that the reason these elements have value for us is that we want them, then they are not Aristotelian eudaimonists who think that what is good for human beings is good for us in virtue of our species nature, not our individual preferences or choices.

This does not settle the point about whether they ought to accept an objective view about value, of course. Kristjánsson thinks objectivism is preferable and that the road to objectivism will be paved by admitting that virtue judgments are evaluative, but not prescriptive. I take this to mean that virtue concepts are thick concepts and should be understood as such by psychological research, but that whether evaluative judgments about these value-laden virtues will motivate anyone to do anything (say, change their character) is an open question (not entailed by the judgment).

The offending tenet of motivational internalism (also known in the philosophical literature as moral judgment internalism), according to Kristjánsson, is that “If agents sincerely pass moral judgments about the goodness or rightness of act x, then—unless they are practically irrational on grounds of a general motivational disorder—they will be at least weakly intrinsically motivated to do x.” If objectivism is the view that moral properties are independent of our attitudes toward them,2 then moral judgments are akin to ordinary judgments about empirical facts: When we make moral judgments, we report facts about the world (albeit moral facts instead of empirical facts), and there is no necessary connection between reporting these facts and being motivated to act in any particular way. So, Kristjánsson is right that if positive psychologists want to be objectivists about value in this way, they should give up motivational internalism. For example, if objectivism is the view that what makes something good is a particular natural fact about it (such as its being conducive to living a life that perfects your nature qua member of the human species), and if moral judgments are reports about these natural facts, then moral judgment internalism should be rejected. It’s worth noting that there are metaethical theories that count as moral realist theories on some definitions that are compatible with moral judgment internalism. Kantian rationalism, for example, is a realist theory according to Geoff Sayre McCord’s definition of realism,3 and it is usually interpreted as an internalist theory, because (on this theory) moral judgments are judgments about the application of rational principles and such principles motivate us insofar as we are rational. Kristjánsson isn’t hopeful about Kantianism, though, so he thinks that the best way for psychologists to embrace objectivism about values (or moral realism, as he sometimes puts it) is to reject motivational internalism. For what it’s worth, I find Kantianism rather more plausible than many other forms of realism about values.

There are quite a few philosophical options on the table, and the debate about which is the best option is deep and complex. Which one should psychologists choose? Kristjánsson and I disagree about this, but there’s no way to sort this out in a short reply. Whatever I could say here, it would be both unfair and naive of me to think that I could show that constructivism wins the day. Instead, I’ll just point out something that is attractive about the constructive approach that may not have come out in my chapter.

One thing that’s attractive about a subjective theory (according to which something is good because it is the object of a subjective state such as a desire) is that it explains why we care about what’s valuable and why we tend to be motivated to pursue it. One thing that’s attractive about an objectivist theory (e.g., one that says that what’s good is good because of the nature of our species) is that it explains how people’s subjective responses can be “off” in various ways due to, say, a bad upbringing or mental illness. I’ve never been persuaded that what’s good for my species is necessarily good for me, and I’ve never thought that all my desires are perfectly attuned to what is good for me. Constructivism allows us to hold that what makes things good is how we human beings respond to them without insisting that every human response is equal worthy of our attention.

Whichever way psychologists are leaning in their background metaethical views, I think they ought to take constructivism seriously—not in their scientific studies per se, as Saucedo and Gruber remind us, but in the background theorizing that guides the kind of research they do and the advice they give when asked. I also think it is a theory worthy of serious attention by philosophers working on this topic. One of its advantages is that it makes room for empirical findings of various kinds without eliminating the role for philosophy. We need to know the facts about what we value and how those values can best be achieved together over time. We also need philosophical reflection on whether the values that we have are appropriate in light of the norms that should guide how we live our lives.
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Notes

1 PERMA stands for Positive emotions, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, and Accomplishment/Achievement (sometimes both are listed).
2 This is one definition of realism or objectivism about value. According to Sharon Street (2006, p. 110), “The defining claim of realism about value, as I will be understanding it, is that there are at least some evaluative facts or truths that hold independently of all our evaluative attitudes.” In a footnote she adds, “More broadly, realism about value may be understood as the view that there are mind-independent evaluative facts or truths.”
3 According to Sayre McCord (1988, p. 5), realism “involves embracing just two theses: (1) the claims in question, when literally construed, are literally true or false (cognitivism), and (2) some are literally true. Nothing more.” Whether moral realism and objectivism about values are one and the same thing depends on how these two notions are defined, and, as can be seen from this note and the last, there isn’t consensus among philosophers about these definitions.
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