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Introduction 
 

"Virtue ethics" refers to a popular way of approaching ethics and morality. As one aspect of 

ethical thought, the distinctive contribution of virtue ethics is that it gives specific attention to 

our dispositions towards certain behavior and our sensitivity to certain kinds of reasons. In this 

way, and with few exceptions, virtue ethics concerns itself with character, that is, the shape of 

our ethically relevant, mentally grounded dispositions. In this dissertation, I argue that character 

is best thought of ecologically. Attributions of character traits should be seen as qualifying both 

the person and the environment occupied by the person. 

  Identifying mentally grounded dispositions is, in practice, a tricky matter. After we have 

identified the relevant class of agents, a task whose completion this thesis takes for granted, we 

still have the issue of discerning if, and if so then how, does our behavior reflect our character 

and our dispositions. We often explain past behavior, predict future actions, give praise, or cast 

blame, admire, or emulate people based upon the character traits we think they have. We do all 

these things with character trait ascriptions because character traits signal a person's dispositions 

to act and think in certain ways. This thesis examines how we individuate agent-based 

dispositions from their environments and the implications that different forms of individuation 

have for virtue ethics.  

 An increasingly popular (or vilified, depending on who one reads) way of individuating 

character traits involves examining whether or not traits can be reasonably postulated as 

underlying the diverse range of behavior that we exhibit in response to varying situations. In 

other words, we view repeated actions (or expressions) of the same kind in similar situations as 

evidence for the possession of a related dispositional trait, while failure to act in trait relevant 

ways indicates a lack of the relevant disposition. Virtue ethics makes this trait attributive process 

central to its ethical approach. However, advocating a position known as situationism, several 

authors have brought to bear numerous reasons to either revise or jettison the centrality of 

character and personality in our thinking about people, behavior, and ethics (Doris 1998, 2002, 

2005, 2010; Harman 1999, 2009; Vranas 2004, 2009). Much of the evidence for the de-

centralization of character comes from various social psychology experimental programs where 

apparently the situation, rather than who is in the situation, seems to best predict and explain the 

experimentally observed behavior. Rather than continuing to assume that we possess robust inner 
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characters, the situationists contend that situational variables regularly shatter what are, in 

reality, our somewhat fragile and modular sets of dispositions. The practice of trait attribution 

central to virtue ethics might be based upon a fundamental error. It is possible that "character" is 

as empirically adequate and as useful a notion for ethics as phlogiston is for understanding fire 

and rust.  

 The primary claim that situationists make is that traits should be individuated, or 

"localized", to the situations in which such trait-related behavior occurs. Situationists further 

suggest that, due to this form of trait-individuation, when we think about behavior it is simply 

more accurate and ethically practical to refer directly to one's situation rather than the character a 

person presumably has. Consequently, virtue ethics, by loosing its ability to proceed in terms of 

"character," also looses its unique 'raison d'etre.' 

 Two different defensive responses have emerged regarding the situationist claim that 

thinking in terms of character problematizes virtue ethical thought and hinders our ethical 

practices in general. First, several authors offer accounts of character that aim for compatibility 

with social psychology by emphasizing the traditional notion that character is a product of the 

aims, goals, and projects that one chooses (Adams 2006, Annas 2011, Russell 2009, Snow 2009, 

Webber 2006a, 2006b, 2009).  

 Secondly, there is a line of thinking whereby the fragility of character is acknowledged. 

However, rather than show how character is itself problematic, here acceptance of fragility is 

used to underscore the important role our social relationships play in making us who we are. This 

approach utilizes what is called, in Maria Merritt's terms, the "sustaining social contribution to 

character" (Merritt 2000, see also Adams 2006, Prinz 2009 for similar views). 

 Although this thesis exposits the major positions regarding situations and character and 

divides them into two forms of response, this is primarily for expository reasons and should not 

be understood as simplifying the issue, or of casting the conversation as being settled. The 

volume of work produced on "the empirical adequacy of character," primarily following John 

Doris's Lack of Character (2002), testifies to the breadth of potential considerations one might 

bring to bear on the issue. From 2009 to the present writing of this introduction (spring of 2013) 

the issue of character and situations has received the attention of dozens of papers, including a 

two-volume edition of Ethics in 2009, at least seven full length book responses devoted to this 

issue (Adams 2006, Alfano 2013, Miller 2013, Russell 2009, Snow 2010, Upton 2009b, Webber 
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2009), one multi-million dollar research project, and numerous graduate MA and PhD 

dissertations.  

 Within this high volume of current work, I think it is possible to identify some overall 

trends amongst these responses. Grouping the responses, and identifying the sorts of 

considerations they share enables us to triangulate upon some of the key issues underlying 

different ways of addressing a unified notion of character. Articulating the different assumptions 

and claims driving each of these three positions will help our understanding of the various ways 

in which character relates to our minds and environments. First, then, it is necessary to spell out 

the central notion of this discussion: character. 

 

Basic Notions 

 

"Character" refers to one's ethically relevant personality traits, such that a person who possesses 

a certain character tends to think, feel, and behave in certain ways when met with certain 

situations. In this way, character and character traits are typically thought of in terms of 

dispositions (Aristotle 2004: 1103b10-25, Adams 2006: 132, Doris 2002: 15-6, Driver 1996: 

122, Flanagan 2012, Hursthouse 1999, Snow 2010, Swanton 2003). The topic of dispositions 

will be addressed at 7a below. For now, by "disposition" I mean something whose possession 

explains and predicts the manifestation of certain activities in appropriate trait eliciting 

circumstances. For example, if a person typically becomes angry when his aims are frustrated or 

when insulted, then we might think he has a disposition to be rather hot-tempered. If we think 

being hot-tempered is an ethically or morally salient disposition, then would we count it as a trait 

of character.  

 Virtues and vices are some of the most ethically salient dispositions that make up 

character. Rosalind Hursthouse writes, "the virtues (and vices) are all dispositions not only to act, 

but to feel emotions, reactions as well as impulses to action (Hursthouse 1999: 108). Likewise, 

Christine Swanton refers to character traits in terms of "disposition[s] to respond to, or 

acknowledge" certain considerations (Swanton 2003: 20). Ronald Sandler echoes the point, 

describing character as the sum of character traits, "dispositions to take certain kinds of 

considerations to have normative or motivational force with respect to actions, emotions, desires, 

under certain circumstances (Sandler 2008: 13). Daniel C. Russell writes, "the character virtues 
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are stable dispositions to react emotionally at the appropriate times, about the appropriate things, 

to an appropriate degree, and so on, and to desire or aim at the appropriate kinds of ends and 

targets (Russell 2009: 14, citing Nic. Ethics 11.4, 1105a26-33; II.6 1106b18-1107a8). From the 

broadest point of view, character involves complex arrangements of all and every ethically 

relevant disposition. 

 More specifically, character can be thought of as a body of dispositions. Such 

dispositions in turn form families of character traits. For example, whether or not a person 

possesses the character trait of compassion involves just one facet of his character. For example, 

Rachana Kamtekar writes, "character is a more-or-less consistent, more-or-less integrated, set of 

motivations, including the person's desires, beliefs about the world, and ultimate goals and 

values" (Kamtekar 2004: 460). Various traits are seen as "more-or-less" integrated depending 

upon the person in question and the background philosophical theory one has regarding the 

nature of virtue and vice. Compassion itself, however, is reasonably taken to involve highly 

complex sensitivities to reasons and the ability to act well upon from these reasons. 

 How various character traits interact is an area of ongoing debate. The relationship 

between character traits becomes especially contentions when it regards the virtues. There are, 

for example, forms of virtue holism that have descended to us from Aristotle. Virtue monists, for 

example, describe all character traits as being facets of a single regulating trait, such as practical 

wisdom (phronesis). Similarly, some hold to a reciprocity of virtues thesis, whereby the 

possession of any virtue requires the possession of all other virtues to some degree. Other writers 

are more content to allow for less interdependence among various virtues and character traits.  

  Here, we can introduce a provisional distinction between character and personality. Both 

deal with roughly similar psychological and behavioral activities, such as thoughts, ways of 

expressing or carrying oneself, behavior generally conceived, and other things people do. 

However, character, as opposed to personality, involves just these things insofar as they are 

ethically salient. This generally agreed upon conception has structured this inquiry up to this 

point and is in keeping with most authors’ semantic interpretation of the term “character”.  

By "ethically salient" I mean being among those things that stand as candidates for praise 

or blame, or which weigh in our considerations regarding what constitute a flourishing (or 

floundering) life and way of living. Which traits are taken to be ethically salient and which are 

understood of as ethically and morally irrelevant undoubtedly varies among individuals and 
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cultures. For example, we may either agree or disagree with the moral weight the Puritans placed 

upon what they considered to be "industriousness" and "laziness." Because of the moral valence 

of these concepts, the Puritans, I assume, would count such traits as aspects of what is here called 

character, rather than personality. However, as this thesis aims at making a minimum amount of 

normative prescriptions, and as I want to avoid moralizing as much as possible, I will leave it 

open to the reader as to which particular things are ethically relevant, and thus where to draw the 

line between character and personality regarding any particular trait of form of behavior. 

 This thesis's avoidance of moralizing is made possible, in part, because a thing can be 

ethically relevant regardless of whether it suits us for good or for ill. Just as one can have good or 

bad responses, it is possible to have good or bad character (see also Aristotle 2004: 1121a20-30; 

Adams 2006: 3). The stoic and the wanton both relate to their own characters to the same degree. 

This valence neutral use of "character" is different from other uses where "character" signifies 

having "good character." For example, Joel Kupperman is someone for whom "character" is 

sometimes itself is a laudatory term (Kupperman 1991: 3-18). Kupperman sometimes talks in 

terms strong and weak forms of character based upon a person's stability, and a deplorable 

person can lack character entirely. (This usage is the basis of the pun in Doris's title Lack of 

Character.) This narrower use is not the one under investigation. This thesis investigates the 

broader use of the valence neutral term that includes both good and bad traits. This broad use 

follows Aristotle's remark,  

 
So if, as is asserted, our virtues are voluntary (because we ourselves are in a sense 
partly responsible for our dispositions, and it is because we have a certain moral 
quality that we assume the end to be of a certain kind), our vices will be voluntary 
too; the cases are similar" (Aristotle 2004: 1114b12-30).  
 

Taking the cases of virtue and vice to be similar is useful because it allows our critical dialogue 

to address the notion of character without necessitating agreement about the ethical issues of 

what actions count as virtuous.  

Finding the line between moral responsibility and the sphere of our influence over who 

we are is one of the most difficult tasks facing any account of character. It very well may be the 

case that it is impossible to come to an account of character purified from external influences. As 

Thomas Nagel’s (1979) and Bernard William’s (1999) discussions of ‘moral luck’ show, it is by 

no means clear that moral appraisal perfectly tracks responsibility. In fact, some, such as Robert 
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Adams (2006), Kupperman (1991), and Merritt (2000) suggest that we might not be entirely 

autonomously responsible for our character, despite character's evaluative dimension. By 

remaining silent about what particular forms of thoughts, feelings, and behavior are ethically 

salient, this thesis aims at avoiding the more pugnacious, and for present purposes largely 

tangential, issues surrounding responsibility. 

 Throughout this thesis, and in order to cast a pluralistic net regarding potential candidates 

for character, I assume that much of the character/personality distinction involves determining 

which traits are mentally grounded and a product of choice, as opposed to say, involuntary traits, 

such as the foul language of person with Tourette syndrom. More will be said about mental 

grounding below and throughout. Character traits are traditionally conceived of as ethically 

salient because they are reflect the will of the agent through their mentally grounded nature. 

Aristotle writes, "we do, however, praise a wise man on the ground of his state of mind; and 

those states that are praiseworthy we call virtues" (Aristotle 2004: 1103a8-10). Upton, citing a 

host of virtue ethicists,  claims that character traits must be “mentally grounded” (Upton 2009a: 

176). 1 

 Aristotle is the common root for our contemporary notions of character, and his 

stipulations regarding character and choice have dominated our current conception of character's 

ethical salience. Aristotle gives an important specification of how we are to think of character in 

terms of our dispositions of discernment.  He writes, 

virtuous acts are not done in a just or temperate way merely because they have a 
certain quality, but only if the agent acts in a certain state, that is (1) if he knows 
what he is doing, (2) if he chooses it, and chooses it for its own sake, and (3) if he 
does it from a fixed and permanent disposition (Aristotle 2004: 1105a25-32). 

 

Aristotle's criterion for what sorts of considerations must be included in determining the quality 

of acts is a cornerstone for most virtue ethical paradigms. We can see from this historical 

influence how talk of character is generally seen as referring to the dispositions that underlie 

responses to actions and reasons.  

 To say that character traits are "mentally grounded" is to say that the dispositional traits 

                                                
1 Upton’s footnote cites, “Annas (2003, p. 24), Anscombe (1997, pp. 40–42), Aristotle (1990, 1106a16–24, 
1100b35–1101a7, 1115a26–27), Foot (2002, p. 16), Hume (1975, pp. 169, 231), Hursthouse (1999, pp.10–11, 20), 
Kupperman (1991, p. 9), MacIntyre (1985, pp. 179, 185), McDowell (1979, pp. 331, 332), Plato (1992), Railton 
(1995, p. 93), Swanton (2003, p. 21).” 
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are what they are because of some aspect of the bearer's cognitive life. The point is that there is a 

long standing intuition that the freedom agents have in their mental life is the means by which 

responsibility, and thus character, enter the world. Adam’s is explicit on this point, claiming that 

under his use, “the words moral and morally signify only that the evaluation is made with respect 

to faculties, states, and acts of will and motivation” (Adams 2006: 1). Again, we can compare 

this to Aristotle's historical statement that choices are a "better test of character than actions are" 

(Aristotle 2004: 1111b5-6). Choices are less susceptible to outside interference and thus provide 

a clearer expression of our ethically relevant mental dispositions. 

 Echoing criteria that a mentally grounded trait be endorsed for its own reason, Russell 

writes, “character virtues are not simple dispositions to stereotypical behavior, but are also 

characteristic forms or responsiveness to reasons to act, feel, and choose in certain sorts of ways” 

(Russell 2009: 29 citing also Annas 1993a: 75-7; Kraut 1993: 362). Saying character virtues 

must be mentally grounded is not only to say that the responsiveness arise as an intellectual 

reaction to a reason, but also that it be internally recognized as such. Understanding is critical. 

Abstracting to character in the form of a purely “associationist” response, while mentally 

grounded, would thus remain more an aspect of personality than character. Likewise, if one held 

a mind-brain identity thesis, for the sake of argument, then the mentally grounded nature of a 

brain tumor that was affecting a person’s actions would fail to provide the right sort of mental 

grounding for the response to be a reflection of character.2 The mental grounding of character 

traits must somehow involve choice and decision. If character traits are mentally grounded in 

such a way, then a definition of character must allow for an account of character where character 

is mentally grounded in this way as well. 

 Character's relation to behavior and our mentally grounded responses to various reasons 

yields the intuition that character must be conceived of in such as way as is compatible with 

character being dynamic. Character should not be thought of as a blind pattern, but rather one 

that exhibits an intelligent sensitivity to situations and exhibits responsiveness to reasons. This 

sensitivity, it must be noted, is theoretically compatible with either localized, context specific 

traits, or some form of a global and dynamic dispositional faculty, such as phronesis as it 

conceived by virtue monists. It is not by coincidence that three recent books on virtue ethics, 

Practical Intelligence and the Virtues (Russell 2009), Virtue as Social Intelligence (Snow 2010), 
                                                
2 This example is drawn from the one Alvin Plantinga (1993) uses against reliabilism. 
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and Intelligent Virtue (Annas 2011) all have similar titles including the word “intelligence”.  

 Even if virtue is related to wisdom, we need not tie character possession to acumen. 

There can be poor, as well as admirable, characters. A fool has character, while cunning 

zombies, on the other hand, do not have character. How this dynamism works is open to 

variation.3 Regardless of if, or how, degrees of dynamism interact with the development of 

character, the important aspect of the condition that character must be dynamic is that intelligible 

patterns of thought, feeling, and behavior are only possible in terms of an agent’s interactions 

with a world. 

 Character must also go beyond referring to mental dispositions. Character must also 

express itself through behavior. For example, when Russell writes, “character virtues are not 

simple dispositions to stereotypical behavior, but are also characteristic forms or responsiveness 

to reasons to act, feel, and choose in certain sorts of ways” he uses the words “but are also” 

instead of “rather” (Russell 2009: 29). For another example, in both “Persons, Situations, and 

Virtue Ethics” and Lack of Character, Doris points to oddity of saying "his ethical perceptions 

were unfailingly admirable, although he behaved only averagely” (Doris 1998: 510, Doris 2002: 

17). Doris’s point can easily be expanded from “ethical perceptions” to mental features in 

general. Mental features are of little use if they are not used. The development of character only 

matters to the extent this influences a person’s life and involvement with the world. An account 

of character ought inform us about the “behavioral tendencies” of agents in a way that facilitates 

explanation and prediction (Upton 2009a: 176).  As Doris argues, an account of character ought 

have “empirical content” (Doris 2005: 661). Character ascriptions are meant to be informative 

about the agent and leave space for an account of character with explanatory and predictive 

power.  

 As the above provisional distinction between character and personality indicates, 

character, as an idea can be philosophically important. For example, character, as a notion, is 

useful because it supposedly facilitates thinking about ethics in fairly concrete and 

psychologically nuanced terms. Here, it is useful to recall Bernard Williams's distinction 

between thick, and thin, ethical concepts (Williams 1993: 140-3) because characterological 

concepts are thick. On one understanding, thick ethical concepts are of mixed evaluative and 

                                                
3  I agree with Julia Annas that the dynamism inherent in one's character develops as one becomes more virtuous 
(Annas 2005: 637).  
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descriptive elements. Thick concepts are contrasted with thin concepts insofar as thin concepts, 

such as "good" and "right," only carry evaluative meaning. There are other views, however, 

where "thick" and "thin" lie on a single continuum (Harcourt and Thomas 2013), and I think the 

distinction is best understood as one that admits of degree.  

Character talk involves use of thick concepts. Saying that someone is "good" does not 

help to create as rich a mental picture as offering the thicker adjective "compassionate." Even 

taken as abstract nouns, "compassion" carries more detail regarding possible non-moral factors 

than does "goodness."4 To call a person "respectful" not involves praise, it also gives some 

concrete indication of their bearing. Consequently, the view that characterological concepts are 

both evaluative and descriptive stands as a point of agreement among most metaethicists.  

 G.E.M. Anscombe's (1958) essay "Modern Moral Philosophy" expresses the sentiment 

driving the resurgence of virtue ethics when she advocates that ethics turn from thin ethical 

language towards a more psychologically viable way of pursuing ethics (Anscombe 1997). Much 

of Michael Slote's (2003) From Morality to Virtue is dedicated to arguing that virtue ethics is 

superior to alternative ethical paradigms, such as utilitarianism and deontology, precisely 

because of virtue ethics’ supposedly superior descriptive attention to whole persons and the 

psychological underpinnings of their actions. The descriptive thickness of character, virtue, and 

vice, gives them ready applicability to many forms of evaluative discourse. Trait attribution, 

supposedly gives us a language to evaluate both the related activity and the broader 

psychological milieu with which the trait interacts, while providing explanatory and predictive 

power regarding what we do.      

 A further consideration regarding character traits is their scope. In terminology 

introduced by Doris (2002), character traits can be thought of as either global or local. Global 

traits express dispositions that are maintained across a variety of different situations and eliciting 

circumstances. For example, the possession of courage, globally conceived, entails that a person 

would act bravely when challenged with what normally induces fear in whatever form it may 

appear and in a wide array of situations. Local traits, on the other hand, express more situation 

specific dispositions. A localized form of courage, for instance, would be something like the 

example Doris offers, "sailing-in-rough-weather-with-friends-courage." The local trait involves a 
                                                
4 Those committed to an ultimately reductionist treatment of thick concepts can still admit that much; non-
reductionists claim that there is no characterization of such terms at all that does not use equally "thick" 
characterizations. 
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specific kind of courage that may not apply to other fear involving situations. Thus, this local-

trait tells us very little about how a person would behave or think when faced with threats in 

vastly different situations. 

 While nothing from the notion of character provided above precludes character from 

consisting in a mix of local and global traits, we can divide various authors into two different 

positions. The view that most character traits are limited in situational scope is, nearly without 

exception, endorsed by situationists. Globalists hold that discussion of character and virtue ethics 

can, to a large degree, utilize reference to global character traits. Hypothetically speaking, there 

can be situationist virtue ethicists, who pursue virtue ethics in localized trait terminology. 

Upton's work, discussed in chapter seven, provides one possible example (Upton 2009b). 

Likewise, there can be virtue ethicists who do not utilize an account of character at all; Judith 

Jarvis Thompson's (1996, 1997) work here stands as a possible example.5 The primary starting 

subject of inquiry in this thesis, therefore, is not a discussion between situationism and virtue 

ethicists, but rather situationism and two various forms of global virtue ethics, namely, globalists 

who emphasizing situation dependence and globalists who emphasize the unifying power of 

practical reasoning and intelligence.   

 At this point, we can address a more compact statement of what this thesis takes the word 

"character" to generally refer to.  Despite his use of character as an accomplishment, Kupperman 

gives a description of broad, valence neutral character, which we can use as a starting description 

of the term: 

 

X's character is X's normal pattern of thought and action, especially with respect 
to concerns and commitments in matters affecting the happiness of others or of X, 
and more especially in relation to moral choices (Kupperman 1991: 17). 
 

The working definition of character I will employ throughout this thesis is similar to 

Kupperman's description. Discussing Kupperman's definition provides a way to complete this 

introduction of the basic notions involved in this thesis. Kupperman's description establishes two 

important criteria; first character exhibits a pattern of one's thoughts and actions over time and 

over a variety of situations. Secondly, Kupperman notes that this pattern should be supported at 

                                                
5 Harman (1999: 327-8) describes Thompson's position as "virtue ethics without character traits," while Snow reads 
Thompson as implicitly committed to utilizing dispositions and traits (Snow 2010: 7-9). 
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the broadly intentional level. Walking with a chronic limp, for example, would produce a certain 

pattern of actions, although this pattern would not be directly relevant to character. Our concerns 

and commitments, however, provide a picture of the ethical quality of one's patterns.  

 Despite these strengths, there are a few potentially problematic aspects of Kupperman's 

definition that either unduly complicate, or beg the question, in ways that are relevant to the 

issues discussed in the following chapters. First, Kupperman's use of "normal" in "normal 

pattern" entails an early dismissal of the uncommon behavioral lapses on which situationists 

capitalize. Furthermore, this use of “normal” signifies an aggregative approach to character and 

personality, whereby traits are postulated over a statistical average of behavior across potentially 

relevant variations among the underlying psychological mechanisms in operation. The problem 

with the normalizing approach is that it seems indifferent to important issues of explanation and 

prediction. As Walter Michel and Yuichi Shoda explain, knowing that San Francisco is normally 

cooler than LA does little to understand, predict, or explain the systems responsible for changes 

in the weather in either location (Michel and Shoda 1995: 247). Likewise, aggregative 

approaches to character can overlook important distinctions regarding our choices and 

perceptions of reasons, consequently resulting in inaccurate or unfair trait attributions.  

 Secondly, Kupperman's use of "action" carries implications that only explicitly 

intentional doings, rather than other forms of behavior, are ethically salient. For example, David 

Velleman is frequently credited with distinguishing between happenings, activities, and actions, 

whereby only actions are purposeful and clearly intentional (Velleman 2000). And so, we might 

jump to the claim that only purposeful and intentional expressions of choice reflect character. 

Because one of the questions situationism raises regards the extent to which we are reflectively 

aware of our doings, I suggest softening the term "action" towards the broader notion of 

"behavior." This is not to deny the role of intentional actions in contributing character, but only 

to tentatively allow for the possibility that other mentally grounded doings do play a relevant role 

in trait-identification and individuation.6 

 Third, although Kupperman's suggested description distinguishes character as a 

particularly moral pattern of actions and thoughts, his emphasis on happiness might strike some 

as overly eudaimonistic or possibly hedonistic. Bringing up "happiness" introduces a discussion 

                                                
6 I would like to emphasize that this distinction is primarily expository. This use of "behavior" is not meant to 
implicitly endorse narrow psychology by indicating a divide between thinking and doing (see also Hornsby, 2007). 
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which, while important, is tangential to the main line of argument in this thesis. Therefore, it is 

enough that we mark that we are discussion the ethical aspect of a persons thoughts and 

behaviors, leaving it open as to what, actually, constitutes the subject matter of the ethical.  

 Finally, lest Kupperman's formulation be taken as endorsing a view whereby one's beliefs 

and actions are ethically salient, but not other mental states, I would introduce "feelings" to 

underscore that no particular motivational psychology is being assumed this early in our inquiry. 

For present purposes, we need not commit to a strong distinction between beliefs and desires, nor 

make any claims regarding how the two potentially interact motivationally.  

 Therefore, in order to cast a broad, philosophically pluralistic net, for the present moment 

I propose to define character as the following: 

 

Character: An agent's mentally grounded disposition[s] towards certain thoughts, 

feelings, and behaviors where these are ethically relevant. 

 

While this is not a strict definition, I hope that the above discussion and clarifications are 

sufficient to allow this definition to specify just what the issue regarding the "empirical adequacy 

of character" is about.  

 

Approach 

 

It is precisely the ambition towards thickness that makes virtue ethics susceptible to situationist 

criticism. If ascriptions of character traits carry descriptive elements, then the accuracy of these 

descriptions should admit of investigation. The attribution of character traits must serve a 

normative function while also being empirically adequate. If character influences behavior, then 

we would expect that behavior would exhibit regular patterns due to the steady influence of 

character, even when they are placed in a diverse range of situations. However, this seems not to 

be the case. Research from social psychology repeatedly gives plausible reason to discount 

attributions of cross-situational dispositions and character traits. Small changes in situation 

influence behavior to the point that some writers conclude that the influence of character upon 

behavior is, comparatively, very weak. When put to the test, character might not be able to 

sustain the theoretical prominence and weight given to it by globalist forms of virtue ethics.  
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In light of experimental evidence from social psychology, the situationist's understanding 

of people explains behavioral consistency and stability in a way that emphasizes the explanatory 

role of situations over that of individual differences in character. Situationists charge that 

common trait ascriptions, such as "compassionate" actually tell us very little about the person to 

whom they are applied. According to the situationist account, trait ascriptions neither help to 

explain nor predict future behavior unless the traits are set against and localized to a backdrop of 

situational stability. Virtue ethics forced to choose between an empirically adequate account of 

character or a normatively functional account, with the satisfaction of each criteria being 

negatively correlated to the other. Either way, situationists argue, virtue ethics risks losing the 

sort of competitive edge it claims over alternative ethical paradigms (Doris 1998, 2002, 2012).  

Where each author thinks a balance of concept utilization can be found is an exegetical 

question, and even though Gilbert Harman once published papers with titles like “The Non-

existence of Character Traits” (1999-2000) and “No Character or Personality” (2003), it would 

be misleading and unproductive to attribute an extreme position to any intelligent author. In 

“Skepticism About Character Traits,” Harman says he has been misread as opposing the 

existence of character as required by virtue ethics. Rather, Harman says that he thinks people 

make unsubstantiated trait attributions. He claims he sees reason to be opposed to most folk and 

virtue ethicist’s conceptions of character, but not all possible conceptions (Harman 2009: 238). 

Moreover, Doris allows that character traits have an influence, but advocates indexing character 

traits to situations, and thus thinking in terms such as ‘sailing-in-rough-weather-with-friends-

courageous.” Likewise, the authors who take issue with situationist claims should be understood 

as lying somewhere between the middle and the extreme. To view the discussion as sharply 

polarized is unproductive.  

With our working definition of character, as "an agent's mentally grounded disposition[s] 

towards certain thoughts, feelings, and behaviors where these are ethically relevant," we can 

further see how the two different globalist positions might formulate their responses to 

situationism. One line of response involves pressing for what can be called a “phronesis” model 

which emphasizes the regulating role of our practical intelligence. Under this model, we are 

urged to search for an underlying unity in the superficially disintegrated behavior of 

experimental subjects. The model not only postulates that such unities exist, but that these 
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unified patterns are themselves expressions of how a response regulating virtue, such as practical 

wisdom, influences and describes our ability to behavior in situationally specific ways.  

Accounts of character that fall under the phronesis model typically offer a particular 

presentation of practical wisdom as fitting within existent psychological research paradigms. The 

argument commonly proceeds by adopting the Cognitive Affected Personality System, CAPS, 

model primarily associated with Mischel and Shoda to vindicate two important claims. First, to 

see the coherence of behavior, we must index situations from the point of view of the engaged 

agent, including how the agent construes the situation. Secondly, an agent's goals and projects 

substantially influence what, in CAPS terminology, are called one's unique "if . . . then . . ." 

signatures (Shoda and Mischel 1996). These "if . . . then . . ." signatures are taken as evidence of 

underlying personality traits.  

Here, the globalist reply to situationism involves showing how deliberation and the 

choice of one's goals influences one's construal and one's "if . . . then" signatures. The argument 

further proceeds along the lines that if such stable signatures indicate dispositions which are, 

themselves, informed by situationally sensitive deliberation, then one has arrived at an 

empirically sound account of character (Adams 2006, Russell 2009, Sreenivasan 2002,7 and 

Snow 2010). 

As an alternative to the phronesis model, a second response to the situationist literature 

involves underscoring the inter-dependence of character and situation. Maria Merritt's (2000) 

notion of the sustaining social contribution to character is a central tenet for what can be called 

the "socially sustaining contribution" model, or the "social sustenance model," for short. The 

general claim here is that situationist social psychology is primarily a problem for overly 

individualistic accounts of character. Advocates of such approaches claim that character, 

conceived as something socially sustained, can maintain its normative function and empirically 

adequacy, with the stipulation that we allow that character traits need not be solely based upon 

factors solely related to intrinsic features of the individual. It is only when we assume that 

character must be considered in strictly individualistic terms that the empirical evidence forces 

localization upon character traits. Character in itself, the social sustenance approach argues, is 

compatible with situationism if it is seen as a product of situations, especially social situations. 

                                                
7 While Sreenivasan (2002) cites Walter Mischel's work and emphasizes the importance of construal, he does not 
explicitly cite the CAPS model by name. 
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As plausible as each response is, they do, however, important objections. For example, 

global virtue ethicists such as Nancy Snow criticize the social sustenance approach as too 

accommodating to the situationist position. The social sustenance approach, Snow charges, 

reduces the extent to which we are responsible for our own character, thus undermining the 

ethical importance of character itself and its role of guiding action in the face of countervailing 

social pressure (Snow 2010: 6-7). The social sustenance approach, she argues, is unnecessary 

when the virtue ethicist has resource to the CAPS model and looks at situations from the agent's 

point of view when using behavior as evidence for, or against, the presence of any given 

character trait. 

Understanding people and situations undoubtedly involves triangulating between the 

meaning the situation has for the person, the observer, and accessible common characteristics of 

the environment. Such understanding requires finding a balance between two different forms of 

situational indexing, "idiographic" and "nomothetic" approaches. The forms of situational 

indexing these technical terms refer to, and addressing the motivations for using each form, stand 

as pivotal concepts for this thesis and are due a brief introduction. 

"Idiographic" approaches entail looking at consistency by describing situations from the 

agent's point of view, and allowing considerations of how the agent sorts situations determine the 

relative consistency of behavior. In contrast to ‘idiographic’ approaches to consistency, 

‘nomothetic’ approaches ignore individual variables in construal and standards. Rather, 

“nomothetic” approaches attempt to use population “averages” to determine the relevance of 

various factors. Thus, if most people think that both a tidy painting studio and a tidy garage are 

equally conducive to creative processes and production, the mechanic/artist’s messy studio and 

tidy garage amount to signs of ‘nomothetic’ inconsistency. If we nomothetically take the garage 

and the study to be evaluatively similar then, because the mechanic/artist acts different in each, 

we might project a degree of inconsistency upon the monkey wrench wielding artist. 

If nomothetic considerations are completely replaced by ideographic indexing, then 

allowing construal to fix the domain of what a situation ethically calls for may allow for insight 

into personality. However, centralizing such considerations can also produce an account of 

character that only fits with an excessively lenient ethic. It is precisely at this point that the 

situationist can force the argument against the normative usefulness of character traits. 

Situationists anticipate the regulatory/practical intelligence model and its use of CAPS 
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personality psychology. While CAPS and its emphasis upon construal may help us to understand 

personality, the emphasis on how individuals construe situations excuses character traits from 

meaningfully interacting with the outside world in behaviorally stable ways (Doris 2002: 76-89). 

When set in unfamiliar situations, our patterns of construal can be as erratic as our behavior. 

Even if the behavior is reasonable, in some context specific way, the best way to account for the 

behavior is through situational reference in just the way the situationist recommends. Therefore, 

construal provides a poor medium for finding evidence to postulate traits when confronted with 

otherwise trait precluding behavior.  

The emphasis placed upon construal is problematic when taken to extremes because it is 

reasonable to assume that most people act in ways proper to what they perceive of as the 

demands of the situation. This point will be given further attention in section 3b with an example 

involving Mt. Everest. The issue is that too much emphasis upon first-person construal 

undermines inter, and intra-personal, comparisons of character. As such, appeal to construal is an 

expensive defense for the degree of empirical adequacy it secures. 

Given the difficulties facing the globalist positions, a potential step forward lies not in 

addressing the relationship between character and the mind, or character and situations, but 

rather, in examining assumptions regarding how our mind relates to the environment and thus the 

situations we find ourselves in. This is the approach adopted by this thesis. In order to overcome 

the difficulties facing the two globalist positions, this thesis advocates for an ecological model of 

character that is a combination of both the phronesis and social sustenance responses set against 

a support structure of psychological externalism. Within the ecological model, character, while 

mentally grounded, describes both the person and the situation. 

According to the externalism utilized by the ecological model, the content of 

psychological states are individuated in terms of the environmental features to which these states 

refer. Moreover, the apparatus responsible for producing mentally grounded dispositions is 

extended beyond the individual organism so that environmental features are given a constitutive 

role in the formation of character dispositions. The projects one chooses affect the social and 

environmental situations in which one gets involved. Likewise, one's situation affects which 

projects a person is able reasonably to adopt.  

The fundamental issue, however, is the extent to which this ecological model is able to 

sustain an account of character. If an account of character does nothing more than relate plans to 
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stability then it would fall short of providing an account of global dispositions. The intuitive 

relationship between plans and behavior is accepted by all sides of the debate. It is a situationist, 

Doris, who writes, "plans reflect ongoing commitments that order and structure behavior" (Doris 

2002: 144). Appeal to the regulatory role of projects and situational setting is not enough to 

sustain the value of virtue ethical discourse and global traits. The conversation is better 

understood in terms of how we can think about what goes into the planning itself.  

Whether or not the ecological model sustains virtue ethics depends upon background 

assumptions regarding the nature of dispositions and the mental. How one demarcates the inner 

from the outer in terms of both the mind and dispositions plays a crucial role in how one 

conceives of the relationship between virtue ethics and situationism. Within the philosophy of 

mind, it is possible to distinguish between psychologically narrow and psychologically wide 

mental propositional attitudes. These concepts will be given further explanation in chapter six. 

For now, we can contrast the two provisionally. Narrow states refer solipsistically to thoughts as 

they occur in an organism. These states presumably occupy intra-individual cognitive roles. In 

contrast, wide states include direct reference to the objects in the world that constitute the 

contents of the relevant propositional attitudes. We can make an analogous distinction regarding 

character, where narrow character is dependent, for its mental grounding, upon narrow states, 

and wide character is grounded upon wide mental states. This thesis argues that while narrow 

character may only cover localized, disintegrated, and fragmented character traits, a 

psychologically wide account of character can reconcile global traits with the situationist 

position. 

 

Outline 

 

The first chapter examines the situationist critique in full detail, as well as some failed 

replies to the challenge.8 Part two presents the two replies, the phronesis model and the social 

sustenance model, in depth, and each chapter shows how these models, when taken alone, fail at 

their task. With the addition of externalism about the mental, however, it is possible to relate the 

two to from an ecological model of inter-dependence and regulation. This ecological model, 

                                                
8 This first chapter particularly draws upon and extends research initiated for my MA dissertation in 2009. 
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whereby projects interact with situations, is given a philosophical context through its similarities 

to key themes in the work of Jean-Paul Sartre.  

Part three begins by further introducing the idea of externalism and wide psychology 

through developing a psychologically wide account of character. Here, character is described as 

qualifying the dispositions of both the organism and its environment conceived of in terms of a 

complex unity. Chapter six introduces the idea that many mental states can only be individuated 

by reference to the environment (Rowlands 2008; McGinn 1989; Putnam 1973, 1975; see also 

Burge 1995). The extended mind thesis of Andy Clark and David Chalmers (2008) suggests that 

demarcating the mind as entirely “inside the head” of the agent entails an arbitrary exclusion of 

the information bearing bases that play crucial functional roles in our mental operations. Both 

accounts share a similar way of thinking about objects and events and their relations to the 

background conditions that often influence their behavior. Consequently, we can think of the 

mental basis of character as a coupled system that involves individual facts about people and 

their relations with their physical and social environment. 

Notably, Clark and Chalmers's notion of a coupled system is presented as crucial to 

understanding human/situation interactions and provide a psychologically "wide" account of 

character.  Chapter seven proceeds by showing the relevance of externalism to virtue ethics by 

examining the consequences of the internalist assumptions in Candice Upton's Situational Traits 

of Character (2009b) and how such assumptions lead to a fragmentation of character.  

Next, the chapter bolsters the ecological model by arguing for a functionalist account of 

dispositions, along the lines of Stephen Mumford (1996, 1998). Mumford argues that 

dispositions express the functional role of an object's causal bases. A disposition is possessed 

only to the extent that background variables do not interfere with the bases of these relevant 

causal roles. This account of dispositions gives further validation to the Sartrean idea that 

situations are best thought of in terms of possibilities and affordances, as presented in chapter 

eight. The insights of Mumford, the externalists, and Sartre are further employed in chapter eight 

to round off the account of a ecological model by supporting a Sartrean account of moral 

psychology that covers both an agent's projects and situations as arrangements of possibilities.  

The fourth part of the thesis applies the ecological model of character to the relationship 

between situationism and virtue ethics, primarily through a re-examination of how construal and 

projects interact with situational variables to form an empirically adequate account of character. 
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Our home, usual and accustomed places, and social relations provide the mental grounding for 

our dispositions and, therefore, partially constitute our very characters. As a case study, in 

chapter nine special attention will be used to demonstrate how Milgram cases influence the very 

consciousness of the subjects and sustain what Stanley Milgram calls the "agentic state." 

Furthermore, the ecological model is presented as providing a framework of addressing 

situationist concerns regarding the unconscious influence of situational factors as are symbolized 

by the Alice Isen and Paula Levine (1972) "mood" experiments. Demonstrating the ability to 

discuss the experimental literature in terms of wide character and global traits provides a 

penultimate conclusion by establishing an understanding regarding reference to global and local 

traits that is focused on the roles an agent's home and way of life play in constituting character, 

local and global. In this way, the ecological model provides an empirically adequate account of 

character. 

Finally, the normative applicability of the ecological approach is demonstrated in chapter 

ten by showing how the ecological model can explain a form of ethical deliberation that casts 

right action in terms of "qualified agents." Various authors (Hursthouse 1999, Russell 2009, 

Tiberius 2006, van Zyl 2011a) claim that we can do well by thinking about right action in terms 

of the actions or sensitivities characteristic of real or hypothetical virtuous people. This claim 

frequently faces the charge that there are many situations, namely those involving ethical 

progression, where the action of the virtuous is not appropriate for the learner (typified by 

Johnson 2003).  

Here, appeal to a psychologically wide account of extended character can help show how 

thinking about our own, or another person's, character includes thinking about the situations 

common to an associated way of life. Therefore, potential rifts between our own situation and the 

character to which we aspire do not particularly undermine virtue ethics. Rather, including 

situational considerations within our notions of character helps us use our ideals of virtue as a 

model with which we can focus our ethical thinking in a concrete way.  

By addressing the issue of qualified agent theories and ethical progression terms of a 

psychologically wide account of character, this thesis concludes by using this problem as an 

opportunity to demonstrate one normatively functional, potential application of the ecological 

model towards refining our ethical thought. In doing this, the ecological model provides virtue 

ethics with an account of character that is both empirically adequate and normatively functional. 



  
   

 

Part I: The Situationist Challenge 



  
   

 

Chapter 1: Situationism 
 

The notion of character provides virtue ethics with "thick" concepts in the form of mentally 

grounded virtues and vices. The ascription of these mental predicates helps us appraise, predict, 

and explain the behavior of agents across a variety of situations. Here it seems natural to 

harmonize our philosophical understanding of character with research into psychological 

dispositions as it is pursued in other disciplines, especially social psychology. This chapter 

presents the situationist argument for taking evidence from social psychology as, in fact, 

undermining virtue ethic's appeal to the idea of character. The next chapter continues by 

examining the argument's use of social psychological experiments against three potential 

objections to the relevance of this sort of interdisciplinary study. 

 The current debate surrounding the potential of social psychological evidence to 

undermine virtue ethic's ability to utilize notions of character began from a paper by Owen 

Flanagan, "Identity and Strong and Weak Evaluation" (1991). Here, Flanagan identified the 

possible relevance of some interdisciplinary investigations, but he did not view virtue ethics and 

social psychology as presenting inconsistent psychological paradigms. More recently, however, a 

group of writers has argued for strongly revising, or even jettisoning, traditional notions of 

character in favor of some form of situationism (Alfano 2013; Doris 1998, 2002, 2005, 2008, 

2010, 2012; Doris and Murphy 2007; Harman 1999, 2000, 2003, 2009; Merritt, Doris, and 

Harman 2010; Upton 2009b; Vranas 2009).9 "Situationism," as the term is used throughout this 

thesis, refers to the general position that reference to character obstructs ethical thought and that 

we would do better to focus directly on situations in appraising, predicting, and explaining 

behavior. The question brought to the foreground by situationism is the extent to which this 

desired intelligibility is better given in terms of situational factors, rather than through reference 

to the consistency of personal dispositions.  

 Among the various situationist publications, John Doris's Lack of Character  (2002) 

stands as the flagship presentation of a social psychology based critique of character. Because it 

                                                
9 Candace Upton's book Situational Traits of Character (2009) is unique among these insofar as it relies more upon 
drawing considerations from metaphysical literature regarding "dispositions" are than on using social psychology to 
arrive at "situational traits of character." Likewise, although the Merritt, Doris, and Harman (2010) work advocates a 
situationist position, Maria Merritt's (2000) work has one foot among the situationist and another among the virtue 
ethicists, as will be discussed in chapter 2, section b. 



Chapter 1: Situationism                22 

 

presents the most thoroughly developed situationist account, the book has also set the terms of 

the debate and stands as the primary text of opposition for those who seek to defend virtue ethics. 

For these reasons, this thesis will also primarily discuss Lack of Character. In Lack of Character, 

Doris offers a battery of experiments and scenarios possibly showing how observed behaviors 

correspond more with changes in situation than they do substitutions between subjects. 

Consequently, a central thesis in Lack of Character is that talk of situations is more accurate and 

useful than talk of character.  

 The basic notion of "character" used by Doris is similar to the one explained in this 

thesis's introduction. Doris takes character to be either synonymous with, or a sub-domain of, 

personality. According to Doris the only difference between personality and character is that the 

former does not carry the "evaluative dimension" of the latter (Doris 2002: 18-9). Situationism 

understands our character as involving our ethically salient dispositions. Doris writes, "as I 

understand it, to attribute a character or personality trait is to say, among other things, that 

someone is disposed to behave a certain way in certain eliciting conditions," (Doris 2002: 15). 

Despite the metaphysical difficulties surrounding the notion of dispositions, which we will 

address in chapter 3, Doris claims that most attributions of character involve behavioral 

expectations, and this thought is articulated by the claim that trait attributions involve 

dispositions and conditional attributions of the behavior (Doris 2002: 16).  

 Behavior need not be free from exceptions, and Doris constrains his articulation of the 

conditional account of character to the following: “If a person possess a trait, that person will 

engage in trait-relevant behaviors in trait-relevant eliciting conditions with markedly above 

chance probability p” (Doris 2002: 19, italics and non-italics are Doris’s). Being probabilistic, 

we must admit that for any given individual a failure to engage in trait relevant behavior in a 

single instance does not show a definite lack of the related trait for that individual (see also 

Adams 2006: 122-5). 

 Lack of certain evidence for an individual is not necessary, however, if we seek, as the 

social psychology experiments do, to look for probable evidence of a trait across a population. 

When we take data from a significantly large sample size, lack of trait relevant behavior across 

the entire sample does warrant inferences to the paucity of the trait among the pool. For example, 

suppose we roll a dice that we expect is disposed to come up with a "1" because it has five sides 

with a "1" and only one side with a "6." A single roll yielding "6" does not force us to reconsider 
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our judgment regarding the dice's disposition. However, if we were to roll 100 different dice, and 

significant proportion of dice came up with a six, we would be warranted in concluding that very 

few of the dice we sampled were actually disposed to turn up with a "1".  

 Doris acknowledges the influential work of John McDowell (1979) who famously 

articulated the notion that virtue, and thus to a degree trait possession, involves intellectual 

response; traits involve a “reliable sensitivity” to reasons as well as behavior. Indeed, the 

dominant “quick draw” critique of situationism is to target its apparent affinities to behaviorism.  

However, Doris maintains that it is important to focus on behavior for two major reasons. First, 

Doris contends that perceptual sensitivity should result in specific conduct. Doris repeatedly 

refers to the uninspiring over-intellectualism of the statement “his ethical perceptions were 

unfailingly admirable, although he behaved only averagely” (Doris 2002: 17). The irony of this 

statement betrays the danger of over-intellectualizing our ethical lives. 

 Doris's second reason for emphasizing behavior is related to the first. Doris focuses on 

behavior because what we do is crucial to how we live. Doris paraphrases Aristotle (Aristotle 

2004: 1098b30-1099a5), “possession without activity means a life where nothing virtuous gets 

done” (Doris 2002: 17). If trait attributions are to be of any ethical use and of any help in 

“getting on in the world” then they must have “behavioral implications” (Doris 2002: 27). 

Consequently, Doris dismisses overly "intellectual" accounts of character as ethically ineffectual.  

 Doris claims that individuating behavior serves as evidence for trait attribution. He does 

not claim that traits themselves must be individually distinctive. Doris writes, “individuation per 

se is not the issue; in principle, every individual in a population could possess a trait.” The 

comparative claim about character is “evidential” rather than “constitutive” (Webber 2006b: 

203). This distinction regarding the comparative aspect of trait evidence is important. For 

instance, Kamtekar (2004) uses the point that insisting on the distinctiveness of traits themselves 

undermines attempts toward widespread moral education, and thus is incompatible with common 

forms of virtue ethics. Kamtekar further uses this point to say that because Harman, supposedly, 

insists upon distinctive traits his notion of traits must therefore be off base, and thus implies that 

to a degree his objections to character are misplaced as well (Kamtekar 2004: 468). The point of 

following Webber in noting Doris’s distinction between constitutive and evidential individuation 

is to prevent similar attacks. 

 Doris's definition of character should not be read as a constitutive definition, i.e. a 
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definition that articulates a concept by reference to related concepts in order to explain the 

meaning of the word. As a constitutive definition, the above conditional provides a superficial 

account of character that fails to acknowledge the intellectual aspects of character. Rather than 

aiming at a constitutive definition of character, focus on behavior enables Doris to provide an 

operational definition of character. That is to say, the statement: "If a person possess a trait, that 

person will engage in trait-relevant behaviors in trait-relevant eliciting conditions with markedly 

above chance probability p” can be read as specifying our notion of character into an observable 

construct that affords empirical, quantitative investigation of the sort done within social 

psychology. Behavior is observable, and thus allows trait attribution to be testable. The 

situationist further contends that accounts of character risk vacuity to the extent that they 

downplay the connection between behavior, situations, observation, and trait attribution. 

 Even if we agree with Doris that probable behavioral expression of character is necessary 

for trait attribution, we need not agree that behavioral observation is sufficient for the study of 

character. The person's mindset has traditionally been a critical feature for the attribution of 

virtue, vice, and other character traits. Here, reading Doris as providing an operationalized 

construct, rather than a constitutive definition, allows Doris's notion of character to dismiss some 

immediate concerns some have expressed regarding the emphasis Doris places upon behavior 

(Russell 2009, Upton 2009b, Webber 2006b). As long as we agree that an increased probability 

to act in trait related ways is one feature, among others, that is entailed by the possession of a 

trait, then Doris's operalization is suitable for empirical methodology. 

 Doris's emphasis on behavior is enough for his skeptical argument to work. The 

situationist argument does not need to provide a complete definition of character. It only needs to 

defend a conditional connection between the possession of a trait and the expected behavior, so 

that it can interpret a lack of expected behavior as part of a modus tolens argument. If observed 

behavior could not undermine the attribution, it is difficult to see what would (Doris 2002: 26). 

Therefore, I think the description of character Doris gives is adequate for the argument presented 

in Lack of Character.  

 



  
   

 

1 a) Diagnosing the Stability, Consistency, and Evaluative Integration of Character 

 

Central to the situationist methodology is the appeal to what one might call "diagnostic 

situations." Diagnostic situations are those that seem to call for a certain behavior, although in 

such a way as to simultaneously offer contrary reasons for action as well. Doris describes 

situations as the “environmental features characterizable independently of individual 

psychological particularities” (Doris 2002: 76). Situation is here understood as the relevant 

“nominal” stage upon which action occurs.  

 Trait-relevant behavior, as an individuating phenomenon, occurs in situations where 

situational factors encouraging and discouraging a certain behavior are balanced so that the 

tipping factor is best understood as disclosing a personally grounded variable. Balanced 

situations are diagnostic insofar as they have, for some given community of observers, both 

publicly observable features calling for a certain behavior and features that deter the same 

behavior. 

 Diagnostic situations can be used as tests of character that allow us to identify people 

who possess a certain trait, operationally defined, from those who do not, thus allowing for 

individuation among subjects. Individuation is evidentially helpful because it allows for stronger 

attributions of traits in situations which are unfavorable for the relevant behavior. Consequently, 

where individuals all behave differently in similar situations, the situation is more diagnostically 

useful for trait attribution because, supposedly, the variation will have more to do with the 

change in actors than with the invariant factors of the situation. 

 For example, most people would take instances of babies trapped in burning buildings as 

opportunities for heroic rescues. Such rescues fall into the domain of the heroic, rather than 

merely admirable, because there are many reasons for not entering burning buildings that heroic 

impulses override, or silence. Therefore, if a person saves the baby, she qualifies for the heroic 

merit badge, while to passively watch a room gush with smoke is to set up oneself to be judged 

as unresponsive or uncaring.  Situationism gains traction because in addition to the reasons for 

the action (save the baby) and against the action (fear the fire), our behaviors are also apparently 

influenced by unexpectedly powerful variables such as the number of bystanders present. 

 Because Doris describes the particular type of accounts of character of which he is 

critical as "global" accounts of character, it is clear that his goal is not to attack all notions of 
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character; he acknowledges that there may be accounts of personality, and perhaps character, 

lacking the flaws, and avoiding the criticisms he brings to bear on “global” accounts of character 

(Doris 2002: 23). 

 Doris argues against globalist notions of character that entail a high degree of cross-

situational consistency. In addition to the agreed upon idea that character involves ethically 

salient dispositions, for an account of character to be a “global account” it needs to include 

explicit or implicit commitment to the following three claims: 

 
(1) Consistency: Character traits are regularly manifested across a diverse range 

of relevant situations. 
 
(2) Stability: Character traits manifest themselves repeatedly in repeated similar 

situations. 
  
(3) Evaluative Integration: One character trait is likely related to other traits with 

"similar evaluative valences.” (Doris 2002: 22) 
 

According to situationism, globalism is problematic because it presupposes "character structures" 

whose existences are contradicted by observation. Evidence shows individual behavior to vary 

across situational change, and the observed behavior on any situation stage remains constant 

despite variations of the actor. Because of the complexity of human behavior, and the difficulty 

of identifying conditions of trait relevance, Doris appeals to a battery of experiments which all 

focus upon what he takes as fairly “uncontroversial” relevance to a specific trait, compassion 

(Doris 2002: 27). We will examine the experimental literature in the following section. Long-

term studies of individuals are rare and difficult, and thus grounds for rejecting the second of 

above claims (regarding intra-individual consistency) are slightly tenuous; however, Doris’s use 

of the Milgram experiments, the Stanford Prison Experiment, and the conflicted nature of 

individuals such as holocaust doctor Eduard Wirths are relevant. 

 While Doris takes all three claims to be symptomatic of the “globalism” which he 

opposes, his primary objection is to the claim of consistency and evaluative integration (Doris 

2002: 25). The form of Doris’s main argument is a modus tollens. If such robust accounts of 

character were descriptively accurate, then people would have certain “character structures” that 

causally interact with their behavior. If this were the case, then the following would also be true:  
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1) when individuals with varying character traits are brought into similar situations, then the 

observed behavior enacted on the diagnostic situational “stage” would betray this variation and,  

 

2) intra-individual behavior would be consistent across changes in evaluatively similar situations.  

 

 Identifying traits as essentially stable introduces further issues of situational indexing, 

and what counts as an evaluatively similar situation. An agent is consistent to the extent that the 

agent is consistent across multiple situations that are similar enough to not count as a “diverse 

range” of situations. For example, seeing smoke issue from a vent in two cases, when one is 

alone, or when one is in a group, seem to call for some helpful intervention in either case. So the 

example is one of evaluative similarity despite there being some notable difference between the 

two cases, i.e. the number of people present. Here, identifying situations, nomothetically, or in 

terms of nominal stages as decided by the observer, is critical to the operational definition of 

character. Situations can be dissimilar while still being diagnostic of the same global trait. To 

take another example, sailing in rough weather with friends and sailing in rough weather with 

mere acquaintances are dissimilar situations which both test for courage. According to the 

situationist, erratic behavior across dissimilar situations further extends to a general failure to 

exhibit associated clusters of traits across various situations.  

 As an alternative to the three globalist claims, Doris suggests the following:  

 

(1) Behavioral variation across a population owes more to situational differences 
than dispositional differences among persons. Individual dispositional differences 
are not so behaviorally individuating as might have been supposed; to a surprising 
extent it is safest to predict, for a particular situation, that a person will behave in 
a fashion similar to the population norm (Ross and Nisbett 1991: 113). 
 
(2) Systematic observation problematizes the attribution of robust traits. People 
will typically behave inconsistently with respect to the attributive standards 
associated with a trait, and whatever behavioral consistency is displayed may be 
readily disrupted by situational variation. This is not to deny the existence of 
stability; the situationist acknowledges that individuals may exhibit behavioral 
regularity over iterated trials of substantially similar situations (Ross and Nisbett 
1991: 101; cf. Wright and Mischel 1987: 1161-2; Shoda, Mischel, and Wright 
1994: 681-3). 
 
(3) Personality is not often evaluatively integrated. For a given person, the 
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dispositions operative in one situation may have an evaluative status very 
different from those manifested in another situation; evaluatively inconsistent 
dispositions may "cohabitate" in a single personality. (Doris 2002: 24-5). 
 

In summary, situationism rejects the first and third globalist theses, consistency and 

evaluative integration, while allowing a variant of the second, stability.10 If we were to 

accept Doris's characterization that “Globalism construes personality as an evaluative 

integrated associate of robust traits” (Doris 2002: 23) then a parallel formulation of 

situationism would be that situationism construes behavior as product of an evaluatively 

disintegrated set of dispositions and actions responding to situational variables. In other 

words, people are “fragmented.”  

 According to Doris, evidence from diagnostic situations shows that in order to achieve 

accurate predictions and explanations we ought to index exhibited character traits to situations. 

Doris advocates thinking in terms of  "local traits," such as "sailing-in-rough-weather-with-

friends courageous." Doris contrasts this accurate “local” understanding of character with his 

foil, the “global account of character” (Doris 2002: 17). In objecting to the “global account of 

character” Doris objects to coarse-grained descriptions of character involving situationally 

resilient traits on the grounds that such attributions are inconsistent with the observed behavior of 

individuals across varying situations. The issue then is the extent to which we should index an 

intelligible pattern of behavior to situations. 

 Within this framework, Doris allows for both stability of behavior in repeated 

similar conditions and the importance of dispositions towards certain actions in certain 

circumstances. For example, Doris claims that "local traits" are temporally stable because 

they track situations. We can attribute the local trait of "sailing-in-rough-weather-with-

friends" to a person who exhibits courage while sailing in rough weather with friends. 

Moreover, if this person exhibits this trait on one occasion, they are likely to do so in the 

future granted that the diagnostic situation remains functionally the same. Traits exist, but 

they are tightly indexed to situations.  
                                                
10 The complete citations for these works in (Doris 2002: 248-55) are: 
Ross, L., and Nisbett, R. E. 1991. The Person and the Situation. Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 
Shoda, Y., Mischel W., and Wright, J.C. 1994. "Intra-individual Stability in the Organization and Patterning of 
Behavior: Incorporating Psychological Situations into the Idiographic Analysis of Personality." Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology 67: 674-87. 
Wright, J.C., and Mischel, W. 1987. "Conditional Approach to Dispositional Constructs: The Local Predictability 
of Social Behavior." Journal of Philosophy and Social Psychology 53: 1159‐77. 
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 Rejection of globalism regarding “evaluative integration” is, at heart, a rejection of the 

Aristotelian reciprocity of virtues, and a stronger “unity of the virtues” theses.11 Practically 

ordering one's life requires some sort of ability reflect upon one's projects, ideals, aspirations, 

and the rationality of one's judgments. This is not to say that in acting the agent ought keep some 

attention fixed upon herself. We can heartily agree with Williams that in acting the virtuous 

person does not turn an eye to her own character (Williams 1993). The element of reflection 

required may be at a minimal level required to satisfy Aristotle's criterion that in virtue the agent 

act knowingly, for the right things, in the right way, for the right reasons.  

 The situationist critique is as much a challenge to the trait-ordering role of reflection as it 

is character as a whole.12 In “Persons, Situations, and Virtue Ethics” Doris writes, “Aristotelians 

also tend to maintain some version of an evaluative consistency thesis, maintaining that in a 

given personality the occurrence of a trait with a particular evaluative valence is probabilistically 

related to the occurrence of other traits with similar evaluative valences” (Doris 1998: 506). 

According to Doris, if virtue is unified, then the expression of one positive character trait ought 

predict the expression of other positive traits in different situations. However, Doris claims that, 

“for a given person, the dispositions operative in one situation may have a very different 

evaluative status than those manifested in another situation - evaluatively inconsistent 

dispositions may "cohabitate" in a single personality” (Doris 1998: 507).  Consequently, issues 

of consistency and evaluative integration extend to our ability to organize and order our lives 

along the lines of virtue ethics and practical intelligence. 

 Situationist skepticism about evaluative integration operates under two interrelated facets. 

Evaluative integration is a problem both because behavior does not appear to be sufficiently 

integrated, and secondly, if situational factors carry the influence they do, then it further seems as 

though the sort of reflective self-awareness required for regulating meta-virtues are further 

absent. So, in Lack of Character the rejection of “evaluative integration” is subsidiary to a 

rejection of consistency. Consider some holocaust prisoners’ depictions of Wirths, the Nazi 

architect of mass murder, as “kind,” decent,” and “honest” (Doris 2002: 55-8). The point Doris 

makes with these examples is that character can be extremely fragmented and fail express the 

                                                
11 See Sreenivasan 2009 for the view that a virtue ethics that does not adhere to the unity of virtue thesis is 
better placed to withstand the situationist challenge. 
12 In a footnote Doris remarks that he previously used the term “consistency” rather than “integration” and 
that the change is “more stylistic than substantive” (2002: 178 fn 34 form page 22). 
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unity one would expect if an overarching character trait, such as practical wisdom, provided 

some form of evaluative integration. 

 According to Doris, the consistency claim is falsified because individual behavior does 

not show regularity in diagnostic cases, cases where multiple situations vary slightly while also 

presenting contexts for the exercise of a certain disposition. Various experiments offer examples 

of how slight variations of situation seem to have a large impact upon behavior than the general 

trait-eliciting context. Through different runs of the various experiments with different subjects, 

helping behavior, for example, does not occur in a way that might track the dispersal of helpful 

people within the subject pool. Helpful behavior correlates to slight situational variables within a 

generally invariant help-demanding context.



  
   

 

1b The Experimental Literature 

 

One of the ideas behind character is that it influences why different people do different things 

even though they are in similar circumstances. Situationists claim our expectations are in that 

respect misleading. In Lack of Character, Doris describes four experiments utilizing a diverse 

population sample that fails to exhibit significant variations in behavior outside of what can be 

predicted by situational variables alone. The experiments are the mood experiments, epitomized 

within this debate by Isen and Levine's (1972) study, the bystander experiments of Bibb Latané 

and John Darley (1970) and Latané and Judith Rodin (1969), and the Seminary experiments 

conducted by Darley and Daniel Batson (1973). In these experiments, changes in situation show 

a greater correlation with changes in behavior than that which is expected by changes between 

individuals within the sample sizes. Doris further appeals to the Milgram's Obedience to 

Authority (1974) and the "Stanford Prison Experiment" (Haney, Banks, and Zimbardo 1973) to 

show cases where presumably normal individuals fail to act in ways consistent with the normal 

behavior they supposedly express in other situations.13 As these experiments will be returned to 

repeatedly, and as interpreting them along this thesis's positive account of character will be a 

major task of the thesis's penultimate chapter (ch 9, especially section 9c), it is worthwhile to 

present the experiments in some detail. 

 The 1972 Isen and Levine experiment investigates two scenarios in which an 

experimental actor would drop a folder of papers in front of a subject after he/she has exited a 

phone booth. In the first scenario, the experimenters would wait for a subject to exit a pay phone 

booth and watch to see if the subject would help pick up the papers. In the second scenario, a 

single variable was added. Prior to the subject’s arrival, the experimenters would place a dime in 

the coin return of the pay phone. The rest of the scenario would be played out identically to the 

first. The experimenters found a correlation between the variations where subjects found a dime 

                                                
13 In addition to the experiments Doris supplies, Vranas offers four experiments that provide reason to be skeptical 
about the consistency of behavior. Vranas (2009) refers to a study done by Hartshorne and May (1928, 1929, 1930) 
regarding children and cheating, a study by Newcomb (1929) investigating introversion and extroversion among 
children, a study by Dudchya (1936) examining punctuality, and a study by Peake (1982) looking at 
conscientiousness (Vranas, cf Mischel 1968, p 220). Vranas uses these experiments to argue that most people are 
“fragmented,” and show very little cross-situational consistency; a claim that seems similar enough to Doris’s about 
consistency as to group the two claims. One objection facing Vanas is that experiments involving children are open 
to the object that children are fragmented because they have yet to fully develop their character (Aristotle 2004: 
1100a1, 1119b, 1142a10, Webber 2006b: 197, Kamtekar 2004, Dahl 1996, Meyer 1994). Because Doris’s 
experiments do not involve children, his position is not open to this objection. 
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and the subject's helping to pick up the papers, as table 1 illustrates. 

  

Table 1: Isen and Levin Results:14 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Here, the situationist is not merely drawing our attention to the fact that good mood affects 

behavior. The experiment is utilized because it shows "just how unobtrusive the stimuli that 

induce the determinative moods can be" (Doris 2002: 30). If the globalist consistency were true, 

then it seems like the context of the dropped papers would function to activate helpful behavior 

regardless of dime-finding. Thus the results should show little correlation between helpful 

behavior and the seemingly trivial 10-cent variable. The correlation between dime finding and 

helping, however, speaks against globalism.  

Behavior among various subjects tracks seemingly trivial variables rather than the 

controlled trait relevant context. In another experiment, Latané and Darley (1970) examine the 

bystander effect. Here, student participants would be instructed to fill out forms in a room. The 

experimenters would subsequently vent fake smoke into the room through a vent in such a way 

as to be noticeable to the students, while, at the same time not disclosing that this was, in fact, 

part of the experiment. When students were alone in the room, 75% of the subjects reported the 

smoke within four minutes. When students were with two passive confederates, only 10% of the 

students reported the smoke. In experiments with three subjects, only 38% of the groups reported 

the smoke. Assuming that we take calling attention to the smoke a sign of helpful behavior, then 

helping behavior once more correlates to situational factors that seem irrelevant to the diagnostic 

situation as a test of helpfulness. 

 Another experiment by Latané and Rodin (1969) involved participants who had been 

asked to participate in a market research study. An attractive young woman introduces herself, 
                                                
14 Cited in Doris 2002: 30. 

 Helped Did Not Help 

 

Found dime 

 

14 

 

2 

Did not find dime 1 24 
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passes out the surveys, and then withdraws behind a curtain. Shortly thereafter, subjects would 

hear a loud crash and the woman’s cries of pain. While 95% of the subjects reported believing 

the authenticity of the cries, when alone 70% of participants offered assistance to the woman. In 

variations in which participants shared the room with a passive experimental actor, only 7% of 

the participants offered help. In each variation of the bystander experiments, help was normally 

offered when the subject was isolated, but rarely offered when subjects were in groups. 

Therefore, Doris concludes that appeal to situational variables, rather than global character traits, 

is the best way of predicting and explaining the behavior of the subjects (Doris 2002: 32-3). 

 As a further possible blow to the notion that one's practical wisdom orchestrates the 

deployment of our dispositions, Latané and Darley reported that subjects not only acted 

differently due to the presence of bystanders, but that subjects also nearly universally denied any 

acknowledgment that the bystander variable influenced their actions, even when interrogated 

indirectly for any implicit sign that the subjects had acknowledged the influence (1970).  If this 

is the case, then not only did a plausibly irrelevant situational feature influence the subject's 

reason, it did so without being transparently available to the subjects' deliberations. 

 Doris also uses the Darley and Batson (1973) “Seminary” experiment to show how 

situational variables seem to track behavior more than globally consistent traits. In this study, 

Darley and Batson invited Princeton Theological Seminary students to participate in a study of 

“religious education and vocations.” Students were asked to fill out a questionnaire in one 

location and give a presentation in a second, nearby, building. After filling out the questionnaire, 

students were either told that they were running behind, on, or ahead of schedule. On their way 

to their second appointment, the students would pass by a distressed actor slumped in a doorway. 

Given the rarity of such scenarios, the experimenters thought this would constitute a context 

where helping behavior seemed appropriate. However, through different runs of the experiment 

with different agents, the helping behavior did not track the expected dispersal of helpful people 

within the subject pool.  Rather, whether or not the student had been told to hurry seemed to be 

the dominant correlating variable toward helping behavior, as shown in table 2 below: 

Table 2: Darley and Batson results:15 
 

                                                
15 Cited in Doris 2002: 34. 
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 Degree of Hurry 

 Low Medium High 

Percentage of Helping 

Students 
63 45 10 

 
 

Student behavior failed to reflect the degree of helping behavior one might expect the slumped 

actor to elicit. Doris writes, "It's no surprise that haste can have people paying less regard to 

others. But the apparent disproportion between the seriousness of the situational pressures and 

the seriousness of the omission is surprising" (Doris 2002: 33-4). As with the Isen and Levine 

experiment, the situational variable that showed a strong negative correlation to the behavior 

seems surprisingly trivial. 

 In the above experiments, certain behaviors track slight situational variation. However, if 

the consistency claim were correct, then it would be reasonable to expect helpful behavior to be 

randomized across the variable in such a way as to track the random distribution of the relevant 

trait within the sample pool. For instance, Darley and Latané administered five different 

personality tests to the subjects in one of their bystander experiments. While situational 

variations were strongly correlated to the subject’s helping behavior, there was no correlation 

between measurements on the personality tests and helping behavior (Latané and Darley 1970: 

114-6). Unless the situational variable and the trait coincidently coincided for a large proportion 

of the experimental runs, we must turn to the situational variable to explain and predict subject 

behavior.  

 Doris’s criticism of individual variation in the above experiments is separable from his 

other argument against individual consistency. Doris claims that if such robust accounts of 

character were descriptively accurate, then people would have certain “character structures” that 

causally interact with their behavior. This would, in turn, imply that individual behavior would 

be consistent across changes in situation. However, situations can cause unexpected behavior 

among individuals so that they exhibit low “evaluative integration” and low cross-situational 

consistency.  

 The four experiments discussed above show instances where behavior is more closely 
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correlated to changes between evaluatively similar situations than changes between subjects. 

Two of the other experimental paradigms Doris cites are the Milgram experiment and the 

Stanford Prison Experiment. I understand these experiments as providing instances where 

situational factors correlate to behavior that we can reasonably assume to be inconsistent with the 

sorts of traits the agents express in other circumstances. 

 The Milgram experiments represent an experimental paradigm that was initially 

conducted over a period of three years, from 1960 to 1963. The experiments were primarily 

designed to examine the extent to which people will obey authority and how obedience worked. 

Over 1,000 subjects from a diverse sampling pool were lead to belief that they were participating 

in an experiment designed to test memory and learning, and that their role would be to deliver 

punitive electric shocks to “learner” subjects who failed to give correct answers to a set of 

questions. While the shocks were not real, the subjects were given the impression that they were. 

In most variations of the experiment, the “teacher” subjects were further told to increase the 

voltage of the electric shocks after each successive administration.  

 In most variations of the experiment, an actor in the role of the “experimenter” 

encouraged the subjects to continue to shock the “learners” despite pleas from the “learners” to 

stop the experiment. If the subject began to protest against administering the shocks, the 

“experimenter” would respond with one of four scripted prompts. Prompts were delivered in 

sequence; the next prompt would only be used if the prior one failed to obtain obedience. The 

prompts were: 

 

1) Please continue, or, please go on. 

2) The experiment requires that you continue. 

3) It is absolutely essential that you continue. 

4) You have no other choice, you must go on.  

       (Milgram 1974: 21) 

 

In experiment variation # 1, where the learner subject was isolated in separate room from which 

only his increasingly pitiful vocal protests against the shocks could be heard, Milgram observed 

that 60% of the subjects carry out the shocks without disobeying the experimenter (Milgram 

1974: 32-43; Doris 2002: 39-42).  
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 An important aspect of the Milgram experiments is that it defied expectations. When a 

group of subjects and colleagues were asked to predict where "teachers" would rebel, an 

overwhelming percentage, up to 80%, anticipated that few subjects would proceed beyond 

moderate voltage and "learner" objections. Most people imagine that they would not deliver the 

egregious shocks, were they to find themselves in the experimental situation. If we extrapolate 

the findings that most people anticipate their own rebellion, or the rebellion of others, then we 

can conclude that most of the real obedient subjects, had they been given a description of the 

experiment and asked to predict their behavior, would have stated that they would disobey. This, 

however, was not the case as it unfolded in the actual experiments. Consequently, the Milgram 

experiments not only demonstrate the potential power of the situational setting; the experiments 

also show the gap between our own counterfactually present self-expectations and the sort of 

behavior we would likely engage in when presented with a "perfect storm" of situational 

influences. 

 Not only did subjects behave unexpectedly in the experiments, efforts to find correlations 

between individual subject's personalities and the behavior delivered weak results. This further 

aspect of the Milgram cases supports the situationist argument. Milgram refers to two particular 

efforts to link obedience with independently attributable character traits. First there is Alan 

Elms's effort to discover relationships between obedient behavior and subjects' score on Adorno's 

F scale, which attempts to measure "fascistic tendencies."16  Secondly, as Milgram notes, 

Lawrence Kohlberg attempted to apply his now famous scale of moral development to a sample 

of subjects.17 Milgram notes that while the both attempts yield "suggestive" findings, ultimately, 

the quantitative correlations are too low as to identify any connection between subject 

personality and behavior that does not "wash out" against the significance of the correlations to 

situational variables (Milgram 1974: 204). 

 The Stanford Prison Experiment (Haney et al. 1973) presents an additional case where 

expectations are shattered. Haney et al. randomly assigned twenty-one participants to the roles of 

“prisoner” or “guard.” It was the experimenter's intention that these roles would then be carried 

                                                
16 See Adorno T., Frenkel-Brunswik, E, Levinson, D.J. and Sanford, R.N. (1950) The Authoritarian Personality. 
New York: Harper & Row. 
17 Kohlberg, L. (1965). "Relationships between the development of moral judgment and moral conduct." Paper 
presented at the meeting of the Society for Research in Child Development, Minneapolis, Minnesota, March 26, 
1965. 
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out for two weeks in a “prison” the experimenters had constructed in the basement of the 

Stanford University Psychology department. Importantly, all subjects were screened to ensure 

that none had a previous history of anti-social behavior. Famously, after six days participant 

behavior had become so pathological that the experiment was terminated.  As Zimbardo 

explains, “too many normal young men were behaving pathologically as powerless prisoners or 

as sadistic, all-powerful guards” (Zimbardo 2000: 202).18 

 The Stanford Prison Experiment is cited as an example of the extent to which behavior, 

supposedly grounded on character, could be deformed by external situational variables (Doris 

2002: 51-3). Here, the situationist contends that the intelligible pattern of the subject’s behavior 

before the experiment broke down under pressure of the experimental situation. Doris claims that 

the experiments show how “noncoercive situational factors may induce destructive behavior 

despite the apparent presence of contrary evaluative and dispositional structures” supposedly 

internal to the person (Doris 2002: 39). In both the Milgram and the SPE examples, if we adopt 

the safe assumption that the subjects had a fairly docile history, then we have reason to conclude 

that situational factors caused the subjects to act in ways that contradicted their usual character. 

 While the experiments showcased above do present unique situations, the situationist can 

appeal to these experiments to show how the patterns of thoughts, feelings, and behavior we 

observe in others is best approached through thinking in terms of situational stability or 

variation. What appears to be integrated, consistent behavior could be as much a product of 

stable settings as it is a stable character. This view is supported by the fact that situational 

variations induce behavior that would seem unexpected if it were character, rather than 

situations, that best accounted for the stability. While appeal to global traits works when agents 

are in familiar situations, it fails in other cases. Appeal to situations and local-traits provide 

superior behavioral prediction and explanation, according to the situationist account.

                                                
18 It is interesting to note that in a more recent interview, Philip Zimbardo relates his observations regarding the 
experiment to the behavior of real guards at Abu Ghraib (Zimbard 2008, see also Doris and Murphy 2007). 



  
   

 

 

Chapter 2: Initial Responses 
 

The barrage of experimental data available from situational social psychology that Doris presents 

is incredible, and so are its proposed findings. Part of the potentially un-nerving aspect of the 

social psychology experiments is not that they point to a lack of character among subjects, but 

rather that they point to influences upon our thoughts, feelings, and behavior of which we are 

unaware (Arpaly 2005: 646-7). The apparent lack of consistency among individuals across 

varying situations forces us to re-assess our fundamental belief that we can know a person’s 

character without considering the situations in which we know them. Consequently, it is 

understandable that some of these experiments are met with skepticism.  The remaining three 

sections of this chapter address different forms of skeptical replies in order to show that the 

situationist appeal to social psychology cannot be dismissed without involving the sort of inquiry 

into character pursued in next three chapters of this thesis. 

 

2a) First Response: Contest the Experimental Data 

 

Julia Annas (2005: 636-7) and Jonathan Webber (2006b: 197) both show skepticism towards the 

Isen and Levine dime experiment and note difficulties in reproducing its results. Christian Miller 

(2009) also notes that the particular dime-involving Isen and Levine experiment was not 

successfully and consistently reproduced, giving the example of Blevins and Murphy (1974). 

Nevertheless, following his thorough review of the literature, Miller acknowledges the “mood” 

experiments, as a group including the Isen and Levine experiment, do support the general notion 

championed by the original Isen and Levin study (Miller 2009: 149-50). Slight, happenstance 

issues of good fortune tend to correspond with subsequent positive mood and helping behavior. 

One reason for holding the notion that being in a good mood leads to pro-social behavior 

is suggested by variant “Mood Maintenance” models (Miller 2009). As the name suggests, under 

variations of this model, being in a good mood causes one to look for ways to maintain or 

amplify the mood. While Mood Maintenance models offer tremendous support to theories 

emphasizing the interaction between goal selection and situation, they are not especially helpful 

in the Isen and Levine case. Doris makes a point when he says that it is not the effect of mood 
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upon helping that is strange, but rather that such a small amount should have such a large 

influence upon mood (Doris 2002: 30). 

Pace Miller’s claim that less-problematic experiments offer the same results as the Isen 

and Levine experiment, Annas’s doubts point to the theoretical difficulty posed by the mood 

experiments. Concluding that people are influenced by factors to which they are totally unaware 

would be an incredible result. While there is a growing body of psychological work investigating 

unconscious processing and prompting, this body of research is, I think, currently too contested 

for use in argument. Even if, like Doris (2009) we accept the findings of Bargh, Chen, and 

Burrows (1996) whereby priming subjects with words of an "elderly" connotation result in a 

slower than normal walking pace, the situationist argument need not rely upon such contested 

material.19 The original battery of the more canonical experiments showcased in Lack of 

Character sufficiently grounds the discussion. Furthermore, regarding the mood experiments 

themselves, showing that people are only reflectively unaware of the factors influencing their 

behavior would be less problematic. Most interpretations of the mood experiments take this 

latter, less problematic approach. Finding the dime introduces subtle adjustments into the goals 

of the subjects. While these adjustments are not reflectively explicit to the subject, they 

nevertheless eventually influences observable behavior. 

Regarding the general strategy of finding fault with individual experiments, it is uncertain 

whether the dismissals of the Isen and Levine “dime” experiment, the Stanford Prison 

Experiment, and the Milgram Experiment could be justified in any case. The reasons for 

rejecting consideration of the mood experiments, the Milgram experiments, and the SPE have 

been shown to be tenable at best, and not wholly decisive. Even if the dismissals are warranted, 

Webber and Annas both acknowledge that due to the range of experiments provided, objections 

to a single experiment, or perhaps several, fail to serve sufficient reason for dismissing Doris’s 

rejections of consistency. Indeed, it is plausible to conclude that even if all but a few of the 

experiments were dismissed, situationism still has recourse to other material to support its 

claims. These include a wealth of anecdotal evidence such as the Genovese murder (discussed in 

Doris 2002: 28-9), the remarks Doris records about Nazis (Doris 2002: 54-60), or Philip 

Zimbardo's observations regarding Abu Ghraib (Zimbardo 2008). Consequently, a critical 
                                                
19 See Abbott (2013) for a recent discussion of the unconscious priming literature and difficulties regarding 
replication. For a preliminary discussion of the controversy involving the replicability of the Bargh et al. 
findings and the related fallout see Jong (2012) and Srivastava (2012). 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approach that addresses Doris’s battery of experiments in its entirety is the most productive 

approach for virtue ethics. The most robust account of character would be one which can afford 

application to as broad a range of situations as is possible. Consequently, this is the strategy that 

will be pursued throughout this thesis. 

 



  
   

 

2b) Second Response: Divide the Cases 

 

A second form of recurrent response to situationism and its supporting experiments is to contest 

the extent to which the experimental settings are “uncontroversial” examples of trait-eliciting 

situations. Here, the experiments are accepted, but their relevance to Doris's operationalization of 

character is questioned. If the experiments fail to provide proper trait-eliciting situations, then 

situationist inferences regarding character are unfounded. The observed irregularity of behavior 

is not due to any fragmentation of the agent, but from regular responses to irregular situations 

that are not actually diagnostic for the intended trait.  

 Contestation of the situationist use of the experiments comes in two forms; either through 

showing the irrelevance of the diagnostic situation to the trait, or, more specifically by allowing 

its relevant to the trait related behavior, but dismissing its relevance to character as a whole due 

to the extraordinary nature of the setting. For example, Webber charges that the Isen Levin 

experiment creates too trivial a situation to be a meaningful test of whether a person would be 

helpful in more critical situations. He writes, "these experiments have involved only relatively 

trivial helping scenarios. From the Isen and Levine experiment we can not conclude that such 

minor situational variations affect the likelihood of responding to someone seeming to be in 

serious distress” (Webber 2006b: 196). However, while dropped folders do not constitute an 

emergency, Doris reminds us that the "cost of action" is also rather limited (Doris 2002: 31). 

Furthermore, as a counterpoint to Webber’s concern, Miller notes that other mood experiments 

involved more serious instances of compassion, such as donating blood or giving a aid to South 

American children (Miller 2009: 163-4). The mood experiments, as a broader experimental 

paradigm, tested helping behavior across a diverse range of helping opportunities, all with mixed 

levels of cost/benefit factors; therefore, it is premature to discount the experiments on the basis 

of triviality.  

 Just as the Isen and Levine experiment faced the charge of creating too trivial and 

mundane a situation for a display of virtue, both Webber (2006b: 197) and Kamtekar (2004: 474) 

argue that some experiments place subjects in contexts too extreme to be used as tests for the 

presence of virtue. One might argue that the Stanford Prison Experiment and the Milgram 

experiment, for instance, are too artificial and removed from everyday contexts to reflect upon 

the subject’s character. Now, I agree that the stability of our behavior has a lot to do with the 
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stability of our accustomed environment, and I will return to this point in chapter 9. However, I 

do not think dismissing the experimental relevance to character due to the experiment's unique 

nature, as a line of argument, is useful for the defense of character. 

 We ought avoid this line of argument because a danger of self-defeat haunts attempts to 

meet the situationist through distinctions between types of situation that influence behavior but 

are, or are not, relevant to character attribution. In order for the reply to work, it must make the 

claim that the uniqueness of the situation explains the irregularity of the subject’s behavior, and 

thus is not a proper test of character. However, insofar as the irregularity of situation is being 

used to explain behavior, the power of the situation is being fully acknowledged in precisely the 

way the reply is meant to avoid. To divide cases is to endorse two classes of situations and index 

traits to one of these classes. For instance, we end up having traits such as "helpful-in-full-blown 

emergency-situations" which are separate from evaluatively related traits such as "helpful-in-

trivial-matters" versions of the trait. The reply localizes traits out of the notions of stability, 

fragmentation, consistency, evaluative integration, and so forth. Any process of sorting out the 

area of ambiguous situations into trait-relevant and aberrant situations entails a pairing of 

situation and trait that concedes Doris’s point about indexing traits to situations. 

 Moreover, the reply assumes that we have an understanding of which situations are 

irregular and which are common, and the reply still allows that irregular situations may trump 

character in terms of explanation, while common situations do not. In anticipation of charges of 

creating bizarre and irrelevant contexts, Milgram replies that all social occasions are unique 

(Milgram 1974: 175). People face many strange and irregular situations outside of experimental 

settings, such as reunions and chance emergencies, and when we speak of a person showing his 

or her true character, it is normally in these situations. Character traits rely upon the uniqueness 

of the situation for their expression. Aristotle writes, “what then are the terrors with which the 

courageous man is concerned? Surely the greatest, because nobody is better able to endure 

dreadful experiences” (Aristotle 2004: 1115a25). Intense experiences make excellent tests of 

character, at least insofar as they test for a strength of character fitting the degree of intensity.  

 Failing at an intense test does not show that a person would fail at a moderate test, either. 

One need not be absolutely courageous to deserve the appellation of “courageous.” One only 

need be courageous enough (Russell 2009: 112-123). However, with the Stanford Prison 

Experiment and Milgram experiments it is the uniqueness of the situation in terms of 
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abnormality, rather than intensity, that is being appealed to in order to excuse the participants. 

For example, in the Milgram experiments most of the emotional strain the subjects experienced 

came from the subjects themselves. The experiment was only as intense as the subjects made it. 

Once subjects "broke the ice" either through disobedience or completion of the experiment, the 

intensity dissipated (Milgram 1974: 152).  

 Aristotle, following the above quote, goes on to claim that death is the most terrifying, 

and thus it seems he has intensity, rather that uniqueness in mind when it comes to tests of 

character. However, it is telling that he asks, “what then are the terrors . . .” thereby indicating 

that it is the uniqueness among equally terrifying situations that are diagnostic of traits. Traits 

require special, unique, circumstances for their identification. Terror encourages a lack of 

courage, and terrifying situations show where the trait of bravery is a suitable explanation for 

brave behavior. This is what Doris means when he claims the experiments to be “diagnostic” of 

trait possession (Doris 2002: 19). They should be bizarre enough to yield a variety of responses, 

and thus allow one type of behavior to be distinguished from another. When there is nothing 

nearby to fear, one cannot tell the brave from the cowardly by observation alone. 

 To use a different example, in ascribing someone the character trait of being practically 

wise we do so in a context where wisdom is required beyond the normal level. If someone says a 

man is wise, and another asks “why?” it seems as if one would need to point to a decision the 

man made that required special consideration. If one said, it takes a lot of wisdom to live the way 

the man does, one become curious as to what sort of situation the man lives in. We would 

imagine that the wise man lives in circumstances where it is easy to go awry. Even if by “wise 

man” we mean someone who lives a mundane life, then in this context, by wise we mean 

something like able to discern things beyond the ability of others in the community. Thus, we 

imagine unique epistemic challenges that stand out from the sorts of puzzles that we can easily 

navigate. These challenges are thus individuated by the situation. 
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2c) Third Response: Pessimism 

 

A further way to accept the experimental findings but deny the relevance of the studies to 

broader accounts of character is to claim that while the experiments do test for helping behavior, 

the fact that people are not helpful is consistent with existent accounts of character. This sort of 

reply is captured by the objection that most, if not all, of the experiments yield findings about the 

subjects rather than providing information about character or virtue as an idea or ideal. Within 

the fields of social and personality psychology, it has been noted that the Milgram experiments, 

for instance, are ambiguous regarding whether they attest to the power of the situation, or the 

widespread presence of the traits of obedience or a willingness to “listen” to the situation (Swann 

& Seyle 2005). It is possible to argue that the experiments primarily show the difficulty of virtue 

and the rarity of it within the subject pool.  

 Vranas expresses a similar point when he claims that the situationist experiments 

primarily show that most people lack character, although the experiments do include a small 

number of consistent individuals (Vranas 2004: 285-6). Likewise, Badhwar argues that the 

experiments primarily show the rarity of virtue and points to a wide spread affliction of 

pusillanimity (Badhwar 2009). If this is the case, then experiments might be taken as compatible 

with globalism regarding character. Recall from the introduction that we are talking about 

character as it can include both positive and negative traits. It may be the case that many of us 

are simply not helpful, and consistently so.  

 I am skeptical of this sort of pessimistic response. First, the experimental evidence is not 

sufficient for trait attribution, only trait falsification. This is especially important regarding the 

Milgram experiments, where the predominance of shocking among the population runs counter 

to the expected individual variation, but is not itself sufficient to attribution a regular disposition 

to any of the experimental participants (see also Sreenivasan 2008). The operational definition 

Doris provides only gives behavior as a necessary, but insufficient sign of trait possession. To 

claim that a certain form of behavior, i.e. pusillanimous behavior, indicates the possession of a 

trait involves a form of affirming the antecedent from the consequent. Making trait attributions 

based of behavior alone is too hasty. Such attributions of vice are simply unfair to the subjects of 

the studies. 

 Secondly, even if we were persuaded to make character attributions on the basis of the 
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experimental evidence, the situationally indexed behavior is not always negative. For example, 

the mood experiments show how active helping behavior is situationally correlated. Moreover, 

some of the Milgram experiments also show how compassionate disobedience was correlated to 

situations, e.g. where the experimenter was not in the same room as the "teacher" subject. In 

experimental variation # 7, where this was the case, we find lower rates of obedience (at 20.5%, 

compared to the baseline of 65.0% obedience). Subjects also cheated and gave lower shocks 

(Milgram 1974: 60-2). Here, somewhat positive behavior can be correlated to situational factors.  

 The assertion that the experiments only show a lack of admirable character, rather than 

character in general, is dismissible because the argument is being descriptive about psychology, 

rather giving normative evaluations. The situationist position here developed is discussing traits 

attribution, not the evaluation of character in terms of virtues. While some of Milgram’s subjects 

disobeyed, it was very difficult before hand to tell who would and who would not behave 

compassionately. If the pessimistic response were viable, we might still expect that such negative 

global traits, and the few who lacked them would be identifiable among a sample population. 

However, we can here repeat the claim that there was little or no correlation to the observed 

subject behavior and the assessments available from pre-experiment screenings or personality 

tests. 

 Finally, the sort of negative traits the pessimistic response suggests would result in 

localized traits. It may be the case that many people are easily swayed by circumstance. Hume 

expresses a thought that repeatedly bears upon this issue when he writes,  

even when an action, as sometimes happens, cannot be particularly accounted for, 
either by the person himself or by others: we know, in general that the characters 
of men are to a certain degree, inconstant and irregular. This is in a manner the 
constant character of human nature (Hume 1967: 88, cited in Moody-Adams 
1991: 119).  

 

Although we may be consistently weak willed, this again would entail that a rejection of global 

trait attribution regarding most other traits is warranted. Therefore, according to the pusillanimity 

response local traits better describe the majority of the population. 

 

Conclusion: 

 

 Situationism argues for localizing our virtues and our vices. Thinking in terms of local 
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traits is more productive towards expectation, prediction, and explanation than is thinking in 

terms of highly complicated global traits and idealized virtues when one removes ideas of 

underlying causes from the deliberations of the agents. Thus, where underlying epistemic access 

towards salient regulating features of one's behavior is lacking, localized traits are superior to 

global traits. If behavior is a necessary sign of character traits qua ethically salient mentally 

grounded dispositions and behavior tracks situations more than expected individual variation, 

then considerations of accuracy suggest we index the traits we possess to situations. We have 

considered arguments against the possible relevance that the social psychology experiments have 

towards accounts of character, and found them insufficient to dismiss the situationist argument. 

At this point, reflection on the matter favors the conclusion that thinking in terms of situations 

and local traits is more accurate than making global trait attributions. There are, however, other 

ways of taking the experiments as relevant to character without understanding this relevance as 

negative. The next chapter examines the two most prominent forms of these alternative accounts. 



 

 

Part II: Empirically Grounded Accounts of Character: Three 

Replies To Situationism 



 

 

Chapter 3: The Phronesis Model 
 
The previous chapters examined the situationist critique of character. Situationists present 

observations from social psychology as counterexamples to assumptions inherent in globalist 

virtue ethics regarding the consistency, stability, and evaluative integration of our ethical 

dispositions. We also examined three counter arguments regarding the relevance that these 

empirical observations have for character exist. The responses to situationism covered so far, 

however, fail to warrant easy dismissal of the situationist challenge. A second, more productive 

response to situationism involves the establishment of empirically sensitive accounts of 

character. We can see two models emerge from among these replies, each with a different 

approach toward reconciling character with situationist social psychology. 

 First, there is what this thesis calls "the phronesis model." In response to situationism, 

some ethicists have renewed their examination of character as a regulatory form of practical 

intelligence. An empirically adequate account of character, it is argued, can be produced if we 

pay special attention to how we perceive situations, as well as how we choose and pursue goals 

(Adams 2006; Annas 2011; Russell 2009; Snow 2010; Webber 2006a, 2006b, 2009). Under this 

approach, social psychology is seen as relevant to virtue ethics. However, interpretation of 

human behavior, the account contends, must proceed from understanding how subjects construe 

situations. This approach, some further argue, finds empirical and theoretical support in the 

cognitive affective personality system, CAPS, model pioneered by Mischel and Shoda (Adams 

2006, Russell 2009, Snow 2010). Utilizing the phronesis model of character ultimately involves 

questioning Doris’s rejection of the “intellectual” type accounts of character as relevant to ethics. 

 A second form of reply to situationism involves admitting that situationism requires us to 

invoke the "socially sustained contribution" of situation to character (Merritt 2000, see also 

Adams 2006, Swanton 2003). Not only does this response argues that character ought be seen as 

a socially dependent aspect of a person, it internalizes the situationist critique, allowing that 

character can be thought of in terms of localized traits. Unlike the phronesis model, the social 

sustenance model restricts the self-sufficiency of global character traits. 

 While elements of both models can be found among most authors, each model can be 
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associated with a distinct approach to relating character to situations.20 The phronesis model 

encourages us to re-interpret behavior so that it can be read as the consistent expression of 

underlying patterns of an individual's deliberation. Nevertheless, as this chapter ultimately 

argues, the phronesis model is unable to establish that these underlying, regulatory dispositions, 

especially regarding our forms of construal and situational encoding, are not themselves subject 

to the situationist critique. Situational factors not only influence our behavior, but also how we 

deliberate. On the other hand, while the social sustenance model of character and situation 

acknowledges the full range of situational influence, in doing so it fails to address how virtue 

ethics is useful to the individual as a means to ensure the staying power of one's traits in 

situations where situational supports fail. Further examining the strengths and weakness of each 

line of response, however, provides a framework for the construction of what I will call an 

"ecological" model of character. In this model global character traits are understood as 

describing both the human subject and the situation. Here, character is understood as an 

environmentally sustained structure expressing how, through choices of projects, we can identify 

ourselves with situations as arrangements of our own possibilities. 

 The traditional conception of character emphasizes the importance that goals, 

interpretations of the world, and behavior all have in forming our dispositions. This involves the 

claim that a person’s character is tied to a person’s sensitivity to certain types of reasons. This 

view is associated with McDowell’s position in “Virtue and Reason” where he writes, 

"knowledge constituted by the reliable sensitivity is a necessary condition for the possession of a 

virtue" (McDowell 1998: 52). Doris repeatedly acknowledges the prominence of such a view 

within virtue ethics (2002: 17-22). As situationists and virtue ethicists acknowledge, knowing 

about a person’s goals and patterns of deliberation takes one a long way towards being able to 

explain and predict behavior (Doris 2002: 220).  

 Ethicists who primarily use the phronesis model try to demonstrate a way in which appeal 

to goals and deliberations can sustain accounts of global character traits when situational 

                                                
20 Adams (2009), for example, sets forth ideas that incorporate aspects of both models. He advocates utilizing a 
CAPS framework to emphasize the role subject construal of situations and goal selection play in character 
construction, while also admitting that character is sustained by our social environment and our social roles. While I 
agree with the moderation of this position, I am not sure if Adams synthesizes these two aspects in the same way as I 
attempt to with the ecological model this thesis advocates. Adams takes both to be viable, but separate aspects of 
character, while I advocate for seeing our very intellectual processes as environmentally sustained due to the content 
and vehicle externalism I present arguments for in chapter 3. 
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influence is seen as operating through the meanings that situations have for the agent. Diagnostic 

situations, they argue, should be understood through how things appear through first person 

construal of the situation. As Milgram writes,  "control the manner in which a man interprets the 

world, and you have gone a long way toward controlling his behavior" (Milgram 1974: 145). The 

power of situations toward influencing behavior predominantly lies in the power of the situation-

as-it-is-perceived because it is ultimately situations as we represent them in our deliberations that 

influence our actions. Therefore, assessing construal is critical for assessing behavior. 
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3a) Reasoning From the Subject's Point of View 

 

The argument begins by noting in addition to its behavioral aspects, character, as a set of 

mentally grounded dispositions, primarily involves our cognitive processes. Here, the strongest 

argument for the phronesis model begins by noting that character is more than a disposition 

towards certain behavior given a certain stimulus. If a person has different inclinations in a given 

situation, then under this model, their character should be understood as a disposition to weigh 

and regulate the competing inclinations in the light of other existing considerations the agent has. 

In his initial work on situationism, Webber calls this approach the "regulatory theory" of 

character (2006b: 205, see also 2006a, 2007, 2009). Under the “regulatory theory” a character 

trait is that which determines the weight of the stimulus and a certain responses to certain 

identified reasons through practices of discernment and practical deliberation.  

 Webber offers experimental results in favor of adopting a regulatory theory of character 

and a related approach to situations by referring to Richard Nisbett and Dov Cohen’s Culture of 

Honor (1996: 42-53) experiments. The experiments provide reason to conclude that we can 

distinguish the sort of response one might have to a situation from any particular behavior that 

might serve to express such a response (Webber 2006b: 209-11). Because Nisbett and Cohen 

measured a variety of responses, including some non-behavioral saliva tests, following initial 

presentation of the control and variable stimulus, Webber notes that the experiments are relevant 

to supporting the existence of regulating global traits conceived in terms of the common 

sensitivities that underlay the various observed token responses. 

 The Culture of Honor subjects were all white male US citizens, forty-two from the North 

and forty-one from the South. The experiments were designed to test for any culturally indexed 

personality differences between northern and southern males, and the results were positive. 

Independent variables in the study included things that, to an outside observer, could be seen as 

potentially precipitating aggressive behavior. For example, all subjects were asked to complete a 

survey, deliver it to a room down the hall, and then return. On the way to deliver the papers, 

subjects encountered an actor at a filing cabinet who had to close the cabinet to let them pass. In 

neutral scenarios the actor let the subjects pass. In variable scenarios, upon the subjects' return 

the actor would insult the subject by giving a shoulder bump to the test subject, and calling him 
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“asshole” while closing the cabinet.21  

 Following exposure to the independent variable, an observer at each end of the corridor 

watched the subject’s subsequent reactions following the possibly insulting prompt. The 

observers did not know the “regional origin” of each subject. The observers would rate and 

record the subject’s perceived emotional reactions on a seven-point scale. Next, the subjects had 

to respond to three stimuli. First, subjects would be asked to form words from several incomplete 

sets of letters, such as “ _ight” or “gu_”. Because the words can be completed with either hostile 

or neutral connotations, such as “fight” or “light," experimenters were looking for a betrayal of 

aggressive thought through how the word was completed. Next, subjects were asked to identify 

emotions from photographs of faces. Here again, ambiguity allowed the subjects to interpret the 

faces as expressing various degrees of hostility. The third task involved completing a story. One 

set of subjects were asked to insert the beginning of a story that ended with the rescue of a man 

by an ambulance crew. Another variation involved finishing a story where a man discovers that 

his friend had made inappropriate advances on his fiancé. Here, experimenters looked for the 

degree to which subjects ended the story with the inclusion of violent content (Nisbett and Cohen 

1996: 43). 

 Following exposure to these variables, Southerners generally responded more 

aggressively to subsequent prompts than did the Northern subjects. Webber specifically appeals 

to the observation that 75 percent of the insulted Southerners finished the story with violence. 

Only 20 percent of the non-insulted Southerners finished the story with similar violence. Among 

the Northerners, there was no correlation between being bumped and how the Northerners 

finished the story. Regional origin seemed to predict the degree that the initial situational 

variable would influence the results gathered from subsequent tasks and observations. Therefore, 

we have some justification for postulating a difference regarding the regulatory dispositions of 

each group. Southerners seem more disposed to become incited by potentially insulting 

incidents. 

 The experiments provide multiple examples where the Southerner's sensitivity is betrayed 

by a number of different behaviors. In a different variation of the experiment, following the 

initial control/variable situation, each subject encountered a large athlete coming down the 

corridor in the opposite direction. Insulted Southerners gave way at an average of three feet from 
                                                
21 All subjects were “thoroughly debriefed and reconciled with the ‘bumper’ “ (Nisbett and Cohen 1996: 43). 
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the approaching athlete, while control Southerners gave way about nine feet away. The 

Northerners gave way at six feet if insulted and five and half feet if in the control group. 

 In a further variation of the experiment, all subjects took saliva tests measuring cortisol 

and testosterone levels before and after the initial variable. (High cortisol levels are correlated 

with stress, anxiety and arousal, while testosterone is associated with aggression.) The insulted 

southerners showed a 79% increase in cortisol, while the control Southerners only showed an 

increase of 42%. Insulted Northerners showed an increase 33%, while the Northern control 

group’s increase was 39%. The testosterone levels increased by 12% and 4% for the variable and 

control Southerners, and 6% and 4% for the Northerners. Again, insulted Southerners 

consistently showed a significant increase in cortisol and testosterone, implying that they 

responded to the initial variable with more aggression than the Northerners.  

 Character traits can be manifest in a variety of ways; however, there were similarities of 

affective response when emphasis is set upon goals, deliberation, regulation, and sensitivity to 

reasons. Southerners displayed a variety of manifestations of what could be taken as a 

disposition to weigh certain considerations, such as having suffered insult, as reason to respond 

differently to further variables. Moreover, as the saliva tests indicate, different groups were more 

or less sensitive to the initial independent variable even when the sensitivity did not manifest in 

overt behavior. We can observe stability in one's inclinations without requiring specific 

behavioral outputs (Webber 2006b: 209-11). In three different variations of the experiment, 

insulted Southerners all behaved differently. The "regulative theory" of character allows us to 

make sense of how different forms of behavior can be can exhibit a unified pattern.  

Russell (2009) and Snow (2010) also provide globalist accounts of character emphasizing 

psychological interpretations of situations in such a way as to capture the strengths of the 

“regulative theory” and sensitivity to reasons during deliberation.22 One potentially strong 

possibility involves developing the notion of character in terms of practical wisdom alongside a 

discussion of the “cognitive-affective processing system,” CAPS, model of personality in a way 

that firmly connects psychological and characterological factors of an agent with the agent’s 

behavior and activity.  

 Webber's use of the Nisbett and Cohen experiment suggests that it is how the various 

subjects interpreted the situation that influenced subsequent activity. The CAPS model develops 
                                                
22  See also Adams (2006), although Adams is less strident in pursuing the globalist thesis. 



54 Chapter 3: The Phronesis Model; 3a) Reasoning From the Subject's Point of View 
  
 

 

this intuition into a direct emphasis on the role construal must occupy in assessing behavior.23 

Assessing situations in terms of the meanings they have for the subjects is a cornerstone of the 

CAPS model (Shoda, Mischel and Wright 1994: 674, Mischel and Shoda 1995, Shoda and 

Mischel 1996). 

  We can begin addressing how accounting for construal helps us disclose consistent 

character traits by focusing on an example from Ross and Nisbett.24 Consider a waiter who treats 

different clientele in seemingly different manners. He is congenial and playful with families, 

haughty with teenagers on dates, and soliticitous and confidential with older women eating 

alone. From one point of view, this behavior is highly divergent; however, the waiter is 

consistently treating each table in a manner as to meet their expectations and secure tips (Russell 

2009: 260). Cross-situational consistency, the regulatory model contends, is evident when we 

classify situations from the agent's point of view and assess behavior accordingly. 

 To bolster the empirical robustness of appealing to patterns of construal, Russell and 

Snow both cite a study by Charles Lord (1982) and his work regarding the distinction between 

‘idiographic’ and ‘nomothetic’ approaches to the indexing of situational consistency.25 

Understanding the waiter as consistently tip-seeking in similar "do-what-is-expected/desired-to-

get-tips situations" is an example of implementing the "idiographic" approach. The 

"idiographic/nomothetic" distinction expresses a pivotal point between situationism and the 

phronesis model. While forms of situational indexing, idiographic and nomothetic, cannot be 

exactly divided between the regulatory model and situationism, we can approximately allocate 

the nomothetic approach to situationism and the ideographic approach to the phronesis model. 

Recall that Doris describes situations as the “environmental features characterizable 

independently of individual psychological particularities” (Doris 2002: 76). Lord, however, 

defines situations as "the subjective construct encompassing a person, a behavior, and a setting" 

(Lord 1982: 1077). I think the difference here is predominantly metaphysical, where Lord uses 

the phrase "subjective construct" because he objects to the possibility of encountering a 

"situation" outside of our own experience of it.  

 Lord's stipulative definition of a situation promotes the idea that the best way to check 

                                                
23 Like Adams, Russell and Snow, Kamtekar (2004: 470) also emphasizes the role construal plays in providing a 
way to assess situations that still places enough emphasis upon the agent for talk of character to remain valuable. 
24 I draw this excellent example from Russell who cites Ross and Nisbett (1991, 164, discussing Cialdini 1998). 
25 see page 15 above. 
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against idiosyncratic ideographic indexing is through checking against group averages of 

classification. Doris does not commit himself to identifying situations beyond their being 

"subjective constructs," however, he emphasizes the role of situations as existing beyond 

"individual psychological particularities." Now, Doris's notion of a situation is not the same as 

using population averages to index situations. The resultant mean, medium or mode of whatever 

indexing involved in getting to a population average might still depend upon individual 

psychological particularities as they are expressed by a majority of the population (for example 

in a community of the insane). However, I think the "ideographic/nomothetic" distinction 

sufficiently expresses the two distinct ways of indexing situations as they might be utilized, 

respectively, by the phronesis model, or situationism. Consequently, as support for preferring 

ideographic construal, it is understandable that the Lord (1982) study reoccurs throughout the 

discussion of character and situations. 

 In his study, Lord claims "an individual will behave consistently across situations that he 

or she perceives as similar" (1982: 1076). His study seeks to not only support this claim, but also 

to further investigate possible "dimensions" of situational similarity. The relevance of this 

inquiry to the present discussion regarding character cannot be understated. Recall that the 

situationist argument depends upon the idea of "diagnostic situations" and objective situational 

variation among evaluatively consistent situations, where both are understood nominally or 

"nomothetically." The Lord study potentially provides the regulatory account with an alternative 

framework for approaching the notion of "diagnostic situations." 

 In the study, Lord looked at four ways to consider situational indexing and similarity. 

First, Lord asked a group of subjects to rank situation pairs on a scale of direct similarity. The 

situation pairs involved various pairing of situations involving conscientiousness, such as 

maintaining tidy notes, desks, closets, personal appearance, handing in assignments promptly, 

and so on. Lord also asked subjects to group these situations in "goal-satisfaction" terms of how 

relevant they were to various ends, such as being well liked, or being conscientious. Next, Lord 

asked subjects to describe the situations in "self-template" terms. This entailed having subjects 

match situations to personality types. For example, in this form of indexing, subjects would give 

replies such as “tidy closets are for ‘tidy people,’" thereby sorting situations by who presumably 

can be found in such situations. Finally, situations can be further sorted on a "template - 

template" basis, where like situations, conceived by different ideographic standards, are 
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nonetheless taken as similar (Lord 1982: 1077-8). Each of these methods represents one possible 

form of ideographic indexing. Again, Lord also utilized a nomothetic approach to find group 

consensus regarding each form of ideographic indexing. This also allowed Lord to check for 

highly idiosyncratic patterns of situational perception. 

 In the study, subjects rated themselves for both the possession of traits and habits related 

to conscientiousness and how consistently they viewed their own conscientious behavior as 

being across situations. Researches would then attempt to make correlations between the 

situation-trait description and the self-ascription. Furthermore, subjects would sort a given list of 

situations according to each of the possible forms of ideographic indexing.26 Finally, subjects 

grouped a set of situations in terms of trait templates, and researchers further grouped additional 

situations for subjects in terms of personality templates (Lord 1982: 1077-82). The importance of 

these observations was to ascertain the subject’s “styles of determining situational similarity” 

(cited in Russell 2009: 265). 

 Next, in three occasions spread out within the academic quarter, researchers observed the 

subjects in the situations from the list. Researchers ranked the “conscientiousness” of the 

subjects, for instance, by checking the tidiness of the subject's closet and desk space, or personal 

appearance (Lord 1982: 1079-80). Then Lord compared the observational data to each of the 

four types of ideographic similarity descriptions and the nomothetic correlates. Further 

comparisons of behavior across situations whose similarity was arrived at through averaging the 

similarity ratings of all the subjects allowed Lord to examine nomothetic behavioral consistency. 

Lord found that the ‘idiographic’ approaches to situations and consistency generated more 

accurate predictions than what he observed when using ‘nomothetic’ indexing. Specifically, 

goal-selection, self-template, and template-template forms of ideographic indexing provide the 

highest correlations to behavioral consistency (Lord 1982: 1083).  

 Regulatory models can appeal to four conclusions that Lord derived from the experiment. 

First, ideographic ratings of consistency were shown as being at least as predictive of behavior as 

the nomothetic ratings, if not more so. Secondly, when the number of goals considered in goal 

orientated situation similarity rankings was increased, predictive ability also increased. Third, 

                                                
26 The "situations" relating to concientiousness were those that could be checked through examining the following: 
closet and desk organization, personal appearance, completion of course reading, timely completion regarding the 
filling out of certain forms, course notes, and a the contents of a general timetable tracking one's activities 
throughout the day (Lord 1982: 1077-8). 



57 Chapter 3: The Phronesis Model; 3a) Reasoning From the Subject's Point of View 
  
 

 

while the success of a ranking system was measured on its average ability to predict subject’s 

behavior, there were subjects for whom different ranking systems yielded different correlations. 

However, where a subject’s consistency was not best explained by goal-oriented situational 

individuation, there was usually a least one other method of individuation out of the four options 

that allowed for a high degree of consistency (Russell 2009: 265-6).  

 Importantly for the phronesis model, the Lord experiment gives reason to think that while 

subjects differ interpersonally in situation-individuation, the same subjects remain consistent 

according to intrapersonal situation-individuation. The observations of fragmentation are 

possibly more a product of observer projection than any subject-internal disintegration. The 

experiment is particularly supportive of this thesis insofar as such regulation is considered in 

terms of the subject's goals and situation individuation. In his review of the situational 

experiments, Russell notes that in most experiments, such as the Milgram experiment, the 

development of the situations was such as to hamper the individual’s ability to arrive at a “stable 

‘definition of the situation’” (Russell 2009: 277 citing Ross and Nisbett 1991, 57f and cross 

referencing Flanagan 1991, 296f and references). This may mean that seemingly "powerful" 

situational archetypes predominately work through undermining the subject's capacity for goal 

selection. When one does not know what is going on, it is hard to decide what to do in a way that 

is consistent with one’s goals.  

 The importance of accounting for construal when assessing dispositions is one aspect of 

the CAPS framework that supports regulatory models of character. A second aspect of the CAPS 

model that supports the regulatory approach is the CAPS proposition that we can think of 

personality in terms of inter-related units, which interact with situations and the situation's 

perceived meaning. For example, Shoda and Mischel (1996) sort such units, or factors, into five 

different categories: encoding, expectations and beliefs, affects, goals and values, and 

competencies and self-regulating plans (Shoda and Mischel 1996: 416).  

 According to Mischel and Shoda, the "encoding" variable stands for how the agent 

"encodes" the world, or what scheme of concepts and constructs the agent uses to asses the self, 

others, events, and situations. Individuals also vary in their expectations and beliefs regarding the 

social world and behavioral consequences. Patterns of affective responses, psychological and 

physiological, play a further role in grounding traits. An individual's particular set of goals and 

values influences other dispositions, as do the individual's competencies, abilities, and "self-



58 Chapter 3: The Phronesis Model; 3a) Reasoning From the Subject's Point of View 
  
 

 

regulatory plans." For example, one might speculate that due to a cultural practice of thinking in 

terms of (i.e. encoding) in terms of "honor" southerners in the Nisbett and Cohen experiment 

responded to initial insults with increased aggressive affect and began to regulate subsequent 

behavior through plans to re-establish themselves. 

One slight problem with the use of the CAPS units is that they can be hard to disentangle. 

For example, how one "encodes" a situation, according to the regulatory plan, is itself deeply 

related to one's goals and the capabilities one can muster in the pursuit of those goals. That said, 

I think these CAPS units are best understood holistically. Although we can either accept of reject 

the specific categorizations used here, reviewing the considerations suggested by Mischel and 

Shoda provides a window into the sorts of grounds with which we might associate stable global 

traits.   

How various situations interact with some of these variables either facilitates, or hinders, 

the activation of other variables. Here, the dynamics of such trait activation are distinct from the 

structure of the trait itself (Mischel and Shoda 1999, cited also in Snow 2010: 20). While trait 

structure is comprised of the "network of interrelated variables," trait dynamics involves 

sensitivity to different reasons (Snow 2010: 20). For example, in the Culture of Honor 

experiment southerners only responded to the secondary prompts as they did due to the process 

instigated by the initial insult. The possession of the unit should not be confused with how the 

network expresses itself through responding to various situations. In other words, the things that 

ground the trait, i.e. certain cognitive affective units, are distinct from the processes involved in 

the trait's particular manifestations. As an analogy, the fragility that is contingent upon a glass's 

having a crystaline molecular structure is conceptually distinct from the dynamic process that 

occurs when a glass is dropped upon a hard surface and shatters.  

How trait structure is conceived represents an important difference between the CAPS 

model and situationism. Situationism postulates fragmentation when behavior fails to exhibit 

consistency in ways stereotypically identifiable with traditional virtues, such as compassion. 

However, as the waiter example shows, one can find a CAPS model structure beneath the 

fragmentation if one identifies "tip-seeking-ness" as a particular trait structure.27 Within the 

CAPS model, various units interact holistically with situational factors to produce behavior, and 
                                                
27 While "tip-seeking-ness" seems to exacerbate Doris's objection that CAPS traits will fail to fit with more 
traditional virtue taxonomies, Snow is quick to rejoin that more traditional traits, such as aggression, withdrawal, 
and compliance are also empirically vindicated in CAPS studies (Snow 2010: 28). 
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interpreting this behavior as consistent or inconsistent partially depends upon one's 

understanding of how these CAPS type units might internally interact. 

 The difference between trait possession and manifestation and the potential gap between 

the two when behavior is viewed out of context can provide false negatives and false positives 

regarding consistency. Russell pointedly notes that consistent behavior, when considered without 

regard to idiographic situational indexing, might be caused by disparate psychological factors 

(Russell 2009: 322). Acting for the right reasons is a requirement of virtue under most accounts 

(Aristotle 2004: 1105a31-3). Actions might appear to be consistently virtuous while not actually 

being examples of an act being done “for the right reasons.” One might consider a man who 

gives consistently to two charities, with the underlying intention of gaining the trust of one of the 

charities in order to facilitate future embezzlement. Surely such a person is not consistently 

generous. The strength of regulatory accounts is that understanding an agent’s goals is a way to 

understand the intentions behind actions.  

 In the CAPS model and the related regulatory approach to character, personality 

structures are given evidence through what Mischel and Shoda call "if . . . then . . . signatures" 

(Russell, 2009: 260-3; Snow, 2010: 20 citing Mischel 1999: 53; Mischel and Shoda 1999: 207-9; 

Shoda, Mischel, and Wright 1994: 674). As Shoda and Mischel write, “in contrast to one that is 

static, [the CAPS model] is intrinsically relational: It must encompass how the individual’s 

thens—the experience and behavior—are meaningfully related to the ifs—the psychological 

conditions in which they occur—over the course of time” (Shoda and Mischel 1996: 415).  For 

instance, we can readily use this schema with our waiter example: if the waiter is serving an 

elder woman, then he is solicitous; if the waiter is serving adolescents, then he is haughty, etc. 

The total pattern of these signatures can be taken as evidence for the cross-situational goals of 

the waiter in a manner that is stable and consistent across varying concrete situations. "If . . .then 

. . ." signatures signify stable patterns of goal selection, deliberation, and the operation of global 

dispositions regarding intelligence. A coherent organization of various "if . . . then . . ." 

signatures towards an agents goals can be seen as evidence for a person's particular, individual 

form of practical intelligence. This is the position broadly endorsed by proponents of accounts 

that fall under the phronesis model, such as those from Russell and Snow.  

While Russell and Snow present similar empirical foundations for their own versions of 

the regulatory response, the two differ regarding what sort of intelligence is central to character. 
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For Snow, character is largely a matter of one's goals and forms of social intelligence. Snow 

defines social intelligence: 

 

Social intelligence is a complex, multidimensional set of knowledge, skills, and 
abilities comprised of perception or insight knowledge, judgment, and behavioral 
ability, used strategically by the agent in the generally successful pursuit of goals 
associated with life tasks, such as family life, career pursuit, and social and civic 
involvement. Social intelligence is shaped and cultivated by the self-reflective 
activities of the agent, such as self-monitoring, planning, and evaluation and can 
be considered a form of expertise. Engagement with life tasks supplies the 
motivation needed for the development of social intelligence (Snow 2010: 74). 
 

Here, we see that Snow envisions social intelligence as a strongly autonomous faculty of goal 

selection and execution; social intelligence is notably a product of self-reflective engagement, 

and represents an autonomous faculty in so far as it is conceived of as ability internal to the 

person. Snow's account relates the various CAPS structures as they relate to ethically salient 

deliberation and choice. Unlike Russell, however, Snow claims that her notion is distinct from 

practical wisdom as social intelligence is primarily concerned with inter-personal relations 

(Snow 2010: 82-3). The depth of considerations and underwriting structures that Snow includes 

in the (above) account of intelligence gives credit to a phronesis model. Importantly, the virtue 

of social intelligence is seen as non-monolithic. Social intelligence not only involves 

confronting a variety of tasks and challenges, it also involves meeting those challenges in a 

variety of context sensitive ways. 

 Snow's definition includes the intelligence required for the "successful pursuit of goals 

associated with life tasks." Now, it is important whether or not this aspect is understood broadly 

enough to ultimately entail practical wisdom, or is left as more narrowly restricted to "self-

reflective" maintenance of one's social relations in the world. I think there are two reasons why 

regulatory models, qua replies to situationism, benefit from taking a broader view towards 

intelligence, one that includes asocial considerations as well.   

 First, if we restrict the character operative notion of  "intelligence of character" primarily 

to social intelligence, rather than the broader notion of practical intelligence, then this 

restriction would work to the detriment of the regulatory account's ability to incorporate the 

CAPS model and the Lord experiment. Interpreting the CAPS model's "personality units" 

holistically increases the CAPS model's ability to provide meaningful explanations of "if . . . 
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then . . ." signatures. For example, one's selection of social goals can be influenced by one's 

abilities; in order to occupy the role of "climbing instructor" one must be capable of climbing 

proficiently. One must also possess a degree of technical knowledge and practical intelligence 

regarding the sport. On the other hand, one can be a good climber without possessing much 

related climbing specific social intelligence. Therefore, one's social intelligence seems 

connected to one's practical intelligence asymmetrically. 

 Furthermore, limiting one's account of the intelligence central to character to terms of 

social intelligence fails to make full use of the forms of ideographic construal Lord identified as 

being predictive of behavioral consistency. Some forms of ideographic situational indexing are 

very reliant upon social cues, such as the "self-template" and the "template-template" forms 

discussed by Lord (1982). Viewing our construal as reliant upon social cues is congenial to 

relating our social intelligence and wisdom regarding one's social roles to character. However, 

other forms of indexing are more socially independent. Indexing situations in terms of its 

practical relevance to our projects, i.e. the "goal-satisfaction" form of ideographic indexing, 

allows of wider application of the importance of first person construal than what pertains to 

social intelligence alone. 

 Beyond these technical concerns, I am worried that by strictly limiting character traits to 

terms of social intelligence, rather than practical intelligence more broadly conceived, we might 

be unnecessarily introducing assumptions regarding the subject matter of ethics. Ethics involves 

more than only interpersonal relations. Snow's notion of social intelligence should, therefore, be 

primarily kept in mind as an illustration of how analogous descriptions of practical intelligence 

can incorporate CAPS considerations. The above quote from Snow provides a good formal 

example of acknowledging the holistically complex aspects of intelligence, and such an 

acknowledgment should be carried over to an account of the character forming nature of 

practical intelligence. 

 Unlike Snow, for Russell character is a matter of practical intelligence, classically 

conceived. Russell claims that, “character is understood as personality considered from an ethical 

point of view, and a virtue as some set of interrelated cognitive-affective process whereby one 

seeks appropriate goals, attends to appropriate feature of situations, etc” (Russell 2009: xii).  

Russell continues, “a virtue theory can also be an adequate theory of virtues as normative 

concepts, as long as such forms or responsiveness to reasons are practically intelligent, adopting 
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right goals, attaching salience correctly, and so on  – that is, as long as phronesis is a crucial part 

of every virtue” (Russell 2009: 242). As with Snow, we can understand practical wisdom, 

phronesis, as being non-monolithic. Practical wisdom consists in "an array of more particular 

practical capacities" (Russell 2009: 20). Here we can refer to Snow's description for an 

elaboration of some of those capacities and abilities.  

As the final step in creating an empirically adequate account of character, the phronesis 

model can exploit the unity of virtues thesis to sustain the contention that consistent patterns of 

deliberation stands as evidence for stable character traits. When situations and behavior are 

understood ideographically, the resultant "if . . . then . . ." signatures show how various CAPS 

units all work together as expressions of an individual's pursuit of different goals. Which goals 

and individual pursues when, and how they are pursued, can in turn be seen as expressing an 

individual's capacity for practical intelligence as a unifying virtue. Therefore, character can be 

seen as an empirically adequate construct, with vindication rising from behavior that is consistent 

with an agent's own interpretation of the situation he finds himself in. 
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3b) Construal on Mt. Everest, a Difficulty With the Phronesis Model 

 

Despite the persuasiveness of appeals to the regulatory role of practical wisdom, Lord's insights 

regarding ideographic forms of situational indexing, and the broader CAPS framework, I do not 

think the considerations marshaled by the phronesis model are, by themselves, sufficient to 

alleviate the concerns about character introduced by situationism. The remaining issue involves 

the degree to which emphasis upon first person construal to supply the "if"s of "if . . . then . . ." 

signatures can mitigate the situationist critique of character. This is not to deny the plausibility of 

the CAPS model, but only to question its utility for character, in all its ethical richness. For 

example, Doris is not hostile to the CAPS approach (2002: 84-5). Nor does Doris deny the 

importance of goals and construal, when it involves identifying aspects of a person's psychology 

(2002:140). Nevertheless, there is significant ambiguity regarding how we understand the role 

construal and encoding have within making trait assessments through diagnostic situations for 

"thick" character traits involving both descriptive and normative aspects. 

 Now, even if we grant that regulatory models of character successfully locate consistent 

behavior patterns in the face of the situationist challenge, the model only succeeds in defending 

an account of character if it does so in a way that confirms consistency while also maintaining 

the ability to make character assessments. For an account of character to include thick 

descriptions of our mentally grounded dispositions, it must retain its ability to help us attribute or 

deny the presence of certain traits against a common background of situations. In other-words, 

globalism about character requires both consistency and the ability to utilize diagnostic 

situations.  

 My concern arises because, as I will presently argue, the normative aspect of "thick" 

character traits depends on the ability to make evaluative assessments through use of nomothetic 

diagnostic situations. Understanding character, in other words, requires reference behavior, 

construal, and the environment conceived of in a way that is free from "individual psychological 

particularities." My contention itself is partially based upon considerations addressed by Russell 

as well. Russell discusses ideographic construal, behavior, and situations in terms of Ross and 

Nisbett's "social psychology tripod" (Russell 2009: 254-62, citing Ross and Nisbett 1991). The 

three legs of the tripod, more specifically, being: a) situations, b) construal, and c) the dynamic 

interplay between situations and persons. I think we can safely agree upon this formula. 
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Moreover, we can agree with Russell that "situations are important to behavior, because 

construal is: agents do not act within situations as against a motionless background, but attach 

meanings to situations and adjust their behaviors in accordance with those meanings" (Russell 

2009: 254, italics in original). As with the tip-seeking-waiter example, once we recognize how 

an agent construes or encodes a situation, we can adjust our own construal of the behavior so as 

to make more sense of it, i.e. the waiter's clientele-inconsistent behavior becomes, to our eyes, 

consistent "tip-seeking" behavior. 

 Problems for phronesis models occur, however, when too much weight is placed upon the 

"construal" leg of the tripod to the detriment of the "nominal" situation leg. Both the situation, 

nominally conceived, and the construal of the situation are necessary elements for understanding 

character; one cannot replace the other. An example of where the two notions are used in 

productive agreement can be found, for instance, if we go back to the Culture of Honor example. 

There, possible character traits are disclosed not simply through agents acting in accordance to 

certain construals, but through how agents differ in their construal of nominally similar 

situations.  

 In the Culture of Honor experiment, we find that it is the way a person construes a 

situation that is part of what counts as evidence for any given trait. We postulate that the 

Southerners viewed certain "nominal" factors as ideographically similar because of how they 

overtly behaved and how they measured on the saliva tests. Here, the phenomenon of construal 

is, for the purpose of trait attribution, functioning as a manifestation of some character trait 

instead of functioning as an epistemic background from which we begin, as observers, to look 

for evidence. Variations in character involve the manifestation of different forms of construal in 

various situations. 

 The Lord experiments, too, should be read as a study into the different forms of 

ideographic construal of similar nominal situations. To quote: 

This result suggests vast individual differences in what individuals pay attention 
to as they move from one situation to another in their everyday lives. It may be 
important to our understanding of how persons classify situations and how they 
translate their perceptions into behavioral consistencies to tailor the frame of 
reference to the individual (i.e., to be even more idiographic than the present 
research) (Lord 1982: 1086). 

  

While Lord suggests inquiry towards even further ideographic research, the point of such 
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research is to understand how construal fits with behavior. Behind this inquiry is the idea that 

there are nominal situations that individuals "move" between and which are subsequently 

"classified" in different ways according various saliencies. Lord is not supporting the claim that 

situations, as conceived within the social psychology tripod, ought be methodologically 

understood from the individual person's point of view. Actually, he makes an opposite claim 

regarding the role of situations in inquiry. To view situations from the agent's point of view and 

then attempt to study how situations are sorted into various ideographic construals would not be 

a possible area of research; there would be nothing unsorted left to sort. Lord utilizes diagnostic 

situations that are relevant to multiple forms of encoding to conduct his research. 

 Russell, on the other hand, verges on collapsing the "situation" leg of the tripod into the 

construal leg. He writes, "the third 'leg' of the situationist [social psychology, not Doris etc.] 

'tripod' has to do with the dynamic interplay between situations and behaviors, where these are 

considered from the agents' point of view" (Russell 2009: 256). Notice how the tripod has shifted 

from "situations, construal, and the dynamic relation between situation and person" (Russell 

2009: 254) to dynamic interplay, construed behavior, and construed situations. It seems as 

though we are losing an important aspect of the tripod construed as an independent component. 

 To illustrate this concern regarding construal and diagnostic situations, we can examine 

and expand upon Doris's discussion of an episode known as the 1996 Mt Everest Disaster.28 The 

episode begins when several parties fall victim to a blizzard while approaching the summit. The 

party is broken up, and several climbers are stranded while suffering from exposure, exhaustion, 

and oxygen depletion. While the actual details are debatable, according the version in Krakauer's 

Into Thin Air (1997), the Fukuoka team climbed pass one or two of the distressed climbers, one 

of whom, Tsewang Paljor, subsequently died before the Fukuoka team returned on their descent.  

 In explanation of why the Fukuoka climbers initially passed by the victim, Krakauer cites 

one of the Fukuoka climbers, Shigekawa, as supposedly saying, "above 8,000 meters is not a 

place where people can afford morality (Krakuaer 1997: 240-1, cited in Doris 2002: 78, and 

Snow 2010: 25). 29 Areas above 8,000 meters are considered to be within what is called "the 

                                                
28 Doris takes the example from Krakauer's (1997) book, Into Thin Air. 
29 In fairness, it must be noted that Shigekawa has since denied making this statement. Whether or not 
Shigekawa ever actually made the remark about "affording morality" is not the point. Krakauer's account 
varies from some of the other accounts collected in the wikipedia entry: 1996 Mt Everest Disaster, 
<http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1996_Everest_disaster#Climbers>. In "Misunderstandings Beyond the North 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death zone" where the air pressure is so low that the human body cannot acclimate, nor digest 

food or water.  The resources required for homeostasis in "the death zone" increase the pressure 

placed upon the self-sufficiency of climbers.  

 Suppose that, for whatever reason, we want to consider the various sorts of character 

traits that might be relevant to high-elevation rescues. For example, from his admittedly warm 

position, Doris condemns the alleged "affording morality" remark as "cretinous" (2002: 78). In 

acknowledging his warm position, Doris is admitting that he is not indexing the situation from 

the climber's point of view.  If we consider the possible situational meaning of the scenario as 

seen through the climber's eyes, our appraisal of what it means to bypass a struggling climber 

might change.  

 There are arguably good reasons for viewing high summits as unique, perhaps even 

morally exculpating, situations. Our appraisal might change if we acknowledge that the bypass 

occurs in the death zone, where any difficulty, including those involved with aiding strangers, 

possibly entails death for oneself, or at the very least the abandonment of a goal for which one 

has already risked one's life and spent tremendous amounts of resources. Secondly, it is 

reasonable that our climber thinks that every climber should accept all risks they expose 

themselves too, and signs a sort of waiver in the social contract. Considerations of compassion 

are silenced, or non-existent, in the meaning of the situation. The end result of changing from a 

nomothetic to an idiographic understanding is that the situation is no longer clearly diagnostic for 

compassion. 

 Reasonable demands on the self-sufficiency of climbers at high altitude make it such that 

the situation is no longer diagnostic for compassion, from some climbers' points of view. It is at 

precisely this point where an over-emphasis on construed situations, to the exclusion of the other 

non-construed-situation tripod leg, introduces a problem for accounts of character. Suppose that 

we follow the regulatory model and endorse all the ingredients of this point of view. Because it is 

no longer evident that the climbing situation counts as diagnostic for compassion, we must admit 

that bypassing dying climbers is not a breach of compassion, in this particular situation. This line 

of thinking, however, makes its very difficult to compare the dispositions of climbers who do not 

help in these situations to the climbers who do, since by knocking out the nominal leg of the 
                                                
Ridge," Sasho defends Shigekawa, claiming the quote is falsely attributed, and that the Fukuoka team did not 
knowingly pass by any distressed climbers in the way Krakauer portrays. Article available at: 
<http://web.archive.org/web/20050224103225/http://www.uiaa.ch/article.aspx?c=226&a=120>. 



67 Chapter 3: The Phronesis Model; 3b) Construal on Mt. Everest . . . 
  
 

 

tripod, we have undermined any shared grounds for comparison. Some climbers do exhibit 

altruism in the "death zone" at great cost to themselves. 

 To see how comparisons are undermined, suppose the climber is regularly compassionate 

below 8,000m but regularly bypasses climbers at higher elevations. Despite his activity above 

8,000m, we must allow that our climber is consistently compassionate. Because elevation 

influences the meaning situations have for our climber we can, following Doris, call this altitude-

indexed-compassion "aipassionate." Since "aipassion" and compassion are both, by hypothesis, 

indexed by the meanings a situation has for the person, at this point we have no reason for not 

equating aipassion with compassion. The aipassionate climber has done nothing to discredit 

himself from being considered compassionate. The only potential difference between our climber 

and "compassionate" climber involves behavior above 8,000m, which, due to first personal 

indexing, has been excluded from providing us with diagnostic situations for compassion.  

 At this point, we encounter the specific problem with ideographic construal; part of what 

makes our character is precisely how we construe nominally similar situations differently. In 

order to recognize this claim, the importance of nominal similarity must be retained. For 

example, there are climbers who do not see the "death zone," areas objectively over 8,000m, as 

situations where considerations of compassion are silenced. Consider, for example, Meagan 

McGrath's rescue of Usha Bista on May 21st 2007, or the rescue of Lincoln Hall by Dan Mazur, 

Andrew Brash, Myles Osborne and Jangbu She on May 26th 2006. Both of these episodes 

occurred in the death zone.30 In addition to brave, we can call these rescuers compassionate as 

well. 

 This ascription is partially due to the fact that these rescues took place in a dangerous 

situation, indeed a situation so dangerous that others construe it as morally exculpating. 

Variations in how the situation is perceived forces us to re-evaluate how we allow an agent's 

recognition of the "death zone" to influence whether or not we, as the makers of character 

assessments, understand the situation itself as diagnostic for certain traits and behaviors.  

 We are now in a position where the "aipassion" of more timid climbers does not equal the 

compassion shown by McGrath. Perhaps the more timid climber is still compassionate enough to 

warrant the trait. This is fine. The important thing, though, is that there is a recognizable 

difference between being "aipassionate" and having the sort of disposition we might attribute to 
                                                
30 <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Everest#Rescues>. 
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McGrath (assuming, for the sake of argument, that she regularly performed such rescues). 

Recognizing the difference, however, requires giving attention to the similarity of the situation, 

as it is nominally conceived. According to the regulatory model, the aipassionate climber did not 

fail any test of character because, from his perspective, there was no test of character; 8,000m is 

in the "morality free zone." Comparison to how other heroic climbers saw the situation causes us 

to not only question the aipassionista's behavior, but his very construal of the situation. Because 

the death zone silenced the climber's reasons for compassion, we are inclined to reverse our 

judgment regarding the scope of his consistency, despite the claim that character is to be 

understood as involving the "dynamic interplay between situation and behavior, where these are 

considered from the agent's point of view" (Russell 2009: 256). In other words, the situationist 

use of diagnostic situations, nominally conceived, is a necessary aspect of understanding 

character. 

 The issue here is not whether failure to rescue the climber was "cretinous" or not. Being 

above 8,000m does bring important considerations into play. The issue is about what sort of 

position we, as observers, need to occupy in order to make any intelligible comparison between 

the acts of ignoring, or rescuing, a climber at that elevation. If we index the situations from the 

climber's perspectives, then there are two different circumstances for two different climbers. One 

sees the situation as one where reasons to rescue climbers are silenced by practical concerns of 

survival, while the other sees the situation in reverse terms. Now, it can be very reasonable to 

abstain from rescues in cases where there is excessive cost to the individual; indeed, potential 

rescuers must avoid placing themselves in excessive danger and thereby creating a situation that 

requires additional rescues, or worse. Nevertheless, there is some inter-individual variation 

regarding whether a situation is seen as appropriate for intervention or not. And this seems like 

an ethically relevant difference regarding the way two individuals view the same situation. 

However, if we not only refer the importance of construal, but also further use ideographic 

indexing to sort the situations as we, as observers understand them, then what we have are two 

different situations. In doing this, we lose grounds for comparing behavior. At a broader level, 

this means that in order to make character evaluations, we need to think through how different 

people, in action, thought, and feeling, respond differently in similar situations.  

 The problem with overly emphasizing construal is that how one sees a situation is as 

much a product of character as what one does in the situation. Recourse to the subject's point of 
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view in making evaluations of consistency does not alleviate issues of regularity; rather, it 

simply adds a layer of complexity that, itself, can be assessed through a method that uses 

diagnostic situations. Furthermore, this complexity and privacy exacerbates ethical discourse's 

ability to address our intelligible interactions with and in the public world. Using construal to 

relate regulating traits and behavior to situations fails to move attributions of consistency beyond 

its starting point. The situationist can simply repeat the original contention, and challenge the 

consistency of the goal selection based index of the situation relative to other possible goals the 

situation might afford. Recall from the discussion of the mood experiments that the experiments 

do not challenge character simply by showing that mood effects behavior, but through showing 

how such a seemingly insignificant variable can unexpectedly effect both mood and behavior.  

 Construal is not an antecedent to behavior based upon prior goals; rather, construal is 

often a product of the behavior encouraged by the situation. There is a dynamic interplay 

between the situation, the behavior, and the agent's construal. This point is given empirical 

support through an experiment conducted by Latané and Darley which focuses on the cyclical 

nature of construal and how it influences, and is influenced by, one's behavior (1970). 

Particularly, Latané and Darley offer evidence for the idea that behavior might influence one’s 

sensitivity to reasons.  

 In an experiment conducted to examine correlations between perception of a problem and 

the subject's feelings of responsibility, subjects were led to believe in the occurrence of fight 

between children in an adjacent area behind a loosely closed curtain. Subjects were told that a 

different experiment was being conducted behind the curtain. In control cases, the subjects were 

specifically told that some children behind the curtain were alone. In variable cases, subjects 

were told that the children were under supervision.  

 Once left alone, subjects then heard, from behind the curtain, playback from the 

recording of a fight, which was meant to sound, to the subjects, like a fight between the children 

in the adjacent room. Many subjects did not intervene. In post-experiment interviews, 75 % of 

the non-interveners in the control scenario, where the children were understood as being alone, 

said they did not believe the fight to be real. In a second variation of the experiment, where some 

subjects were led to believe that the children were supervised, thereby alleviating responsibility 

to intervene, only 12% of the subjects disbelieved in the fight. For many participants, whether or 

not hearing a fight would amount to perceiving a reason to intervene, and this had an effect upon 
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whether or not the subjects construed the recording as a fight in the first place. Latané and Darley 

write:  

the results of this experiment suggest that individuals, through a process of 
rationalization, may inhibit their own response to an emergency in which they feel 
conflict about intervening by distorting their perceptions of the situation so as to 
believe that no emergency is in fact occurring. They can thus remain guiltlessly 
aloof (Latané and Darley 1970: 85). 

  

Latané and Darley label this form of decision making "cycling." In such cases, while our 

perception of the situation informs our deliberative reception of the situation, at the very same 

moment our deliberation is influencing how the situation is construed. Latané and Darley not 

only contrast this view to incidents of direct decision-making, they also contrast cycling to a 

picture of linear reasoning and perception itself.31 The challenged assumption is that we first 

encounter a situation, then interpret it through our construal, and subsequently act. Importantly, 

following this assumption experience of a construed situation precedes action.  

 Latané and Darley ask us to consider a person who discovers a smoking building. The 

challenged linear view might describe the internal monologue of an inactive bystander thus: 

 'The smoke coming out of that isolated that building means it's on fire.'  
 'I don't want deal with this, it could be embarrassing.' 
 'I'll just wait and see if someone else takes care of it.' 
 
While it is admittedly unlikely that even a bystander's internal monologue is as explicit as this 

example suggests, the point lies in how it represents the episode in a perceive, think, plan, 

sequence. In this imaginary example, perception of a situation precedes subsequent belief 

formation inherent to the goal-construal-behavior approach to character. However, Latané and 

Darley write, "the trouble with this [the linear] view is that the bystander is not committed to his 

decision until and unless he finally steps forward to help" (Latané and Darley 1970: 122). Latané 

and Darley suggest that a more accurate depiction of construal, action, and decision goes as 

follows:  

 "The smoke coming from out of that isolated building means it's on fire.'  
 'My God, I ought to run in and try to save anybody who's inside.'  
 'That seems like an awful risk- I wonder if it is really on fire'" 
        (Latané and Darley 1970: 122). 

                                                
31 Harman objects to a similarly linear account of belief, desire, then action in Change in View (1988) and 
"Reasoning, Meaning, and Mind" (1999). 
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The decision and action procedure is more holistic, to the point where it is potentially circular. 

One consequence of this is that, as Latané and Darley found, non-interfering subjects typically 

responded early or not at all (Latané and Darley 1970: 122). A second consequence of the 

cycling phenomenon is that construal occurs as a part of character, and is, itself, not 

rationalizable from outside its own dynamic process.  

 The original assessment of the situation becomes a contributing factor to the problem of 

the agent’s hesitant behavior. This difficulty then influences the agent to keep re-assessing the 

original problematic assessment of the situation until a non-problematic assessment and 

construal is entertained, where upon the cycling ceases, having produce an un-problematic 

perception of the situation and thus an sincerely endorsed, post hoc explanation of why the agent 

behaved a certain way. Construal itself is a product of trait expression whose forms can be 

localized to certain situations. 

 As Latané and Darley suggest, the phenomenon is, in all likelihood, widely prevalent 

among individuals, especially during potentially stressful situations. Here, cycling, like Sartrean 

bad-faith, is presented as a prevalent phenomenon of self-deception. This self-deception is a 

product of the very process of interpreting our environment and is not a deliberate activity. We 

might think of the cycling phenomenon as being a perspectival state. In this regard, engaging in 

cyclical construal exhibits the same sort of identification/occupation asymmetry that Williams 

identifies in the case of anoxia [altitude sickness], dreaming, and death. One possible symptom 

of anoxia is that we are unable to recognize that we are under its influence. The overconfidence 

and befuddlement beguile us into thinking we are neither overconfident nor befuddled. When 

outside the state, we can tell we are outside the state, but while occupying a token state, we are 

unable to tell that we are in that state (Williams 1979b: 310-1). Likewise, subjects can be 

unaware that they are construing situations in a cyclical manner. For example, in the Bystander 

experiments, Latané and Darley found that subjects denied being influenced by the presence of 

others.  

 Now, I do not intend to use the presence of cyclical construal as evidence for condemning 

the whole population of bad faith. The phenomenon of cycling presents a problem for virtue 

ethical replies that overly emphasize understanding situations from the agent's point of view for 

several other reasons. For one, the possibility of cyclical construal illustrates the difficulty of 
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addressing how subjects view a situation in a way that facilitates trait assessment. While we 

routinely may think that we first perceive a situation and then develop a response, this is not 

necessarily the case. How we perceive situations, and the resultant experiences, are born 

simultaneously with how we are motivated to behave, think, or feel in response.  

 Furthermore, the cognitively pervasive aspect of construal means that it, in itself, is 

precisely not a factor that occurs from within a subject's perception of the situation. Regarding 

dreams, the difference between being in a state and out of the state does not only deal with 

recognition of that state, but, by implication, with our ability to explain and rationalize the 

occupation as well. Williams writes, "from the perspective of waking we can explain dreaming, 

and this is an important asymmetry" (Williams 1979b: 313 italics in original). The asymmetry 

Williams notes regarding dreaming equally applies to our ability to rationalize the process from 

the point of view within the process itself. Consequently, once a situation is experienced as 

within an agent's uniquely personal point of view, any character mechanisms in play have 

already begun manifesting their influence. Indexing situations from the agent's point of view, 

therefore, generates a false picture of stability and consistency because the situations are, under 

this approach, indexed in a way congenial to the very behavior that rises from it. Rather than do 

this, we must, to some greater extent, examine the total situation and how it relates to the agent's 

very process of construal and interpretation.32 

 The situationist contends that the trade off between empirical and normative adequacy of 

character accounts arises because the very notion of diagnostic situations is undermined by 

allowing for a plurality of ideographical options for indexing situations into intelligible patterns 

of conduct. The resultant global notions have less explanatory and predictive power than 

recourse to local traits and situational influence. For example, rather than appeal to the aipassion-

trait structure to explain our climber's behavior, it is more direct to simply point to the very same 

situational factor which demarcates the aipassion-trait in the first place, namely that "the climber 

doesn't help people in the death zone." It may be that the experiments, seen through the subject's 

eyes, do point towards global traits, but these global traits are either so context sensitive that their 

                                                
32 When I first encountered Latane and Darley's notion of "cycling" I took the observations to support utilizing the 
agent's perspective to account for the consistency of character, as researched and discussed in my (2009) MA. I 
think what I had originally picked up on was simply the ubiquity of construal and the fact that it is goal-sensitive. 
However, as explained, I now believe the phenomenon to show how even our patterns of construal, like other 
manifestations of character traits, are capable of either being global or local. 
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behavioral patterns are significantly erratic, relative, or removed from the "thick" character traits 

virtue ethics aims to provide.33 Indeed if it is permissible to allow trait attribution in such cases, 

then the trait attribution becomes meaningless in terms of its relationship to the agent’s activity 

in world. 

                                                
33 As Nomy Arpaly describes, an agent’s behavior typically has a coherent unity, although it might a writer like 
Balzac 30 pages to describe this coherency (Arpaly 2005: 643-4). 
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Chapter 4: The Socially Sustaining Contribution Model 
  

In the previous section, we saw how the phronesis model of character provides one possible 

response to situationism. The response can find support in the CAPS model, which demonstrates 

how goals, deliberations, and construal produce the observable patterns we take for signs of 

character. The phronesis approach looks at behavior as a) shaped by one's goals and deliberative 

patterns and b) as enacted within a situation, considered from the agent's point of view, which 

enables behavioral interpretations that conserve global consistency. The response preserves 

globalism because it assumes that our practical intelligence interacts with situations, but is not 

itself susceptible to fragmentation; our goals, supposedly, remain somewhat consistent across 

varying contexts. Within this model, there is a strong tendency towards emphasizing the self-

sufficiency of deliberation and goal selection.  

 This section looks at an alternative account of character, a model the emphasizes the 

socially sustained contribution to character. The social sustenance model is primarily distinct 

from the previously examined account because it gives a diminished role to the self-sufficiency 

of mentally grounded traits in the production of character.  
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4a) The Externalization of Character 

 

 The phronesis model attempts to preserve the notion of character by isolating the 

deliberative aspect of individuals from situational interference. To described similar approaches, 

Merritt (2000) introduces the term “motivational self-sufficiency of character,” and we can use 

her term to describe the aspect of character assumed by the phronesis model. Merritt writes, "a 

conception of character advances a strong ideal of MSC [motivational self-sufficiency of 

character] to the degree that it calls for the possession of the motivational structure of virtue to 

be, in maturity and under normal circumstances, independent of factors outside oneself, such as 

particular social relationships and settings" (Merritt 2000: 365). If we extend the notion of 

motivation self-sufficiency from virtue to character traits in general, we find that through 

reliance upon an individual's practical or social intelligence, motivational self-sufficiency plays a 

central role in the phronesis model's account of character as a whole. 

 The phronesis model, especially in the versions found in Russell (2009) and Snow 

(2010), incorporate the motivational self-sufficiency of character to a high degree. For example, 

appeal to construal creates a character/situation dichotomy whereby the environmental factors 

relevant to behavior and character operate through an intermediate phenomenon, i.e. the agent's 

construed representation of the world (Russell 2009: 254; Snow 2010: 90-1). This construal, 

however, is to be understood in terms of the array of goals and skills that the agent brings to the 

situational context. Now, Russell cites Merritt (2000) and agrees with her regarding the impact 

that social influences have upon our responses to situations (Russell 2009: 327-8). However, the 

responses and related character traits are still, due to Russell's emphasis on practical reason, seen 

as separate modules that interact with situations, rather than as partially constituted by the 

situation itself. The waiter is understood as pursuing tips before he encounters the elderly couple 

and then pragmatically adjusting his is behavior.  

 The phronesis model's use of practical intelligence, conceived of as involving their 

autonomous faculty of goal selection and deliberation, increases the separation between character 

and situation. Even if the two are admittedly involved in "dynamic interplay," (Russell 2009: 

256) character is still understood as the product of self-sufficient volition as it operates with and 

upon a situational stage. Unless other considerations supplement this appeal to goals and 

construal, such an approach fails to account for how our very goal selections and construals are 
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themselves subject to situational fragmentation. Recall the discussion of the mood experiments 

in Doris (2002) and Miller (2009), as well as the "cycling" phenomenon discussed by Latané and 

Darley (1970). 

 As an alternative to models of character that emphasize individual self-sufficiency, one 

can find accounts of character more fitting to what was earlier introduced as a "social sustenance 

model." This thesis will primarily introduce this model by drawing upon themes from Merritt 

(2000) and Adams (2006). Identifying an inter-dependent form of character begins, for Merritt, 

by accepting the situationist fragmentation of internal dispositions. Still, she thinks it possible to 

encounter stable character patterns, and maintain an ethic of virtue. This is possible, according to 

Merritt, because the regularities of our social settings and relationships ensure the local-traits are 

regularly manifested. Merritt explains: 

Some of the situation-specific dispositions that seem to do the most explanatory 
work in accounting for behavioral consistency are directed most immediately 
toward the particular social relationships and settings that hold importance in a 
person’s life. Second, these sorts of dispositions are remarkably subject to 
alteration and modification, depending on the social expectations that are most 
palpably in force for a person over a given period of time. For instance, a 
particular relationship or setting may decline in importance in a person’s life, to 
the point where the situation-specific dispositions supported by his participation 
in it cease to be active or even cease to exist. Or in the opposite case, increased 
importance of a particular relationship or setting in a person’s life could bring into 
being, or strengthen, related situation-specific dispositions. I call this the 
sustaining social contribution to character (Merritt 2000: 373-4). 
 

Many of our dispositions are grounded in our social relationships. The sort of localized 

dispositions suggested by the situationist literature seem to be of this sort. Therefore, according 

to Merritt, if an account of character recognizes the “sustaining social contribution” to character  

that is supplied by situations, then the account has a strong chance of fitting alongside the 

general situationist thesis.  

 Merritt (2009) further argues how situational dependence and situationism should be 

internalized within practically viable accounts of character development. For example, Merritt 

cites the "Michelangelo Phenomenon" whereby closely knit couples grow to sculpt each other's 

"dispositions, values, and behavioral tendencies" through their expectations for one another. In 

healthy relationships, this process builds a positive socially sustained character (Merritt 2009: 36 

citing Drigotas et al. 1999). Our character is as much a product of our relations as it is our 



Chapter 4: The Socially Sustaining . . . Model; 4a) The Externalization 77 

 

mentally grounded goals and deliberations.  

 An underlying ingredient in establishing the compatibility of situationism with forms of 

character that emphasize the sustaining social contribution to character, as opposed to forms 

emphasizing self-sufficient motivation, involves the broader issue of that with which character 

should be concerned. Merritt, for example, contrasts the views of Hume and Aristotle (Merritt 

2000: 375-81). For present purposes, Merritt's intended distinction is more important than the 

exegetical accuracy of to whom she attributes the views. That said, Merritt identifies Aristotelian 

accounts of character with a concern that virtuous actions issue from a "firm and unchangeable 

character" (Merritt 2000: 375-6, citing Aristotle Nic. Ethics, 1105a). She contrasts this purpose 

with Hume's interest in character, which primarily occurs in terms of a person's ability to become 

"someone with whom it would be reasonable to want to live in every kind of cooperative social 

relation" (Merritt 2000: 379, citing Hume Treatise of Human Nature: 606). The former 

understands excellent character in terms of one's inner strength of discernment; the latter 

understands excellent character in terms of one's outer form. Here, by outer form I mean the 

capacity to engage in agreeable and admirable social interactions.  

 Merritt reads Hume, and thus socially reliant accounts of character, as understanding 

character to be that which involves "admirable structure[s] of motivation" regardless of whether 

the disposition springs from an individual's "self-sufficiently sustained psychological form" or 

from situational influences (Merritt 2000: 378). Whether or not compassion arises from inner 

dispositions or situational influences, such as finding a dime, are largely irrelevant to the stability 

and consistency of the final outer form. Localism about traits is not seen as threat to character, or 

character's relevance to our living socially acceptable lives in stable situations. The social 

sustenance model suggests that trait attribution is warranted when the trait is stable, even if the 

trait stability and consistency is dependent upon the stability and consistency of one's situation.  

 The inter-relation between goals and one's situation entail some commonalities between 

social sustenance based inter-dependence models and the phronesis model. Our goals, our social 

positioning, and our situation are all interrelated. Normally, a mountain climber only finds 

herself on Mt Everest as part of a climbing team because of how her climbing goals have 

influenced her activities. Moreover, as Annas (2011) observes, as we adopt new aspirations, 

goals, forms of deliberation, and thus mentally grounded character traits, we enter into new 

communities of people who share similar reasons (and distance ourselves, to some extent, from 
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those communities whose reasons we leave behind). This is why climbers often find themselves 

with other climbers in the Himalayas and not among those in the lowlands who are antagonistic 

to mountaineering.  

 Although there is a strong relationship between goals and situations, this relationship 

should not be taken as a sign that the phronesis model and the social sustenance model are 

necessarily two sides of the same coin. There is an important potential difference between the 

models. The difference is that the interdependence model understands situationally produced 

traits as contributing to the makeup of our character itself, rather an as acting as a distinct 

supplement to a more volitionally grounded set of dispositions. The two models appear to differ 

regarding the grounding of character, i.e. whether mental dispositions exhaust character or 

whether character is partially grounded by factors external to the mental. In regulatory models, 

situations and mentally grounded character traits cooperate to influence behavior. In the 

interdependence models, situations and mentally grounded dispositions cooperate to produce a 

broader, more inclusive notion of character. 

 Similarly to Merritt, Robert M. Adams also views character including and extending 

beyond what is motivationally self-sufficient. In addition to a variety of one’s “motives, 

principled policies, beliefs, as well as modular and probabilistic behavioral dispositions” there is 

another important dimension to character. As Adams writes, "affiliations and social roles play an 

important part in constituting moral character" (Adams 2006: 138). Affiliations not only interact 

with character, they actually help constitute character, such that they can, themselves, be taken as 

traits of character. Here, Adams goes beyond reminding us that one's social life not only shapes 

the situations in which one enters; it plays in the important role of shaping which situations are 

“regular” for any given person. One’s social life not only influences the situation that one is in, 

and one’s familiarity with the situation, it also structures the situation and the context of our 

dispositions.  

 Adams argues that in so far as social affiliations and roles constitute character they also 

undermine the dichotomy between character and situation. Adams indicates two ways in which a 

broader external notion of character extends beyond an individual and the motivationally self-

sufficient aspects of character. First, one's social affiliations extend one's character if the 

affiliated institution has particular aims that are not fully attainable or even understood by those 

who support the institution. Adams writes, 
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Religious and political identities provide a way of sharing in the (real or 
supposed) excellence of a larger way of being for the good than could be 
sustained by one's own individual resources alone. That is undoubtedly part of the 
appeal of such identities. In such contexts, the value of what we are for affects, 
though it does not totally determine, the value of what I am for . . . And your 
cognitive grasp of the supposed goods that you are for may be much less than the 
grasp you assume the leaders of your church or party have of them (Adams 2006: 
139 italics in original).34 

 
We are not in full control of the values and activities of the institutions we affiliate with, yet we 

are nevertheless responsible for and share in the value of the institution. 

 Adams suggests that the second manner in which character is external regards how our 

roles influence the expectations and conventions that govern our behavior. If a priest and a 

hedonistic socialite both walk into a bar, they might be in same setting, i.e. the bar, but they are 

in very different situations due to their social roles (Adams 2006: 141). Not only does the social 

backdrop influence other's assessments and interpretations of behavior in such situations, 

knowledge of the expectations others have for the roles we occupy influences how we behave 

(even if only when we are around the people with those expectations). To expand upon Adams's 

example, we might acknowledge that what counts as "compassionate" behavior can differ 

between individuals in different roles. Likewise, the very same behavior by different role 

occupants, even in the same situation, can hold different moral significance due to the different 

social positions of the actors. Thus character, according to Adams, is to a degree external to the 

individual and socially sustained. 

 

                                                
34 Here Adams footnotes Richard Boyd for encouraging him to pursue an "externalism about moral character, 
analogous to . . . 'externalism about the mental'" (Adams 2006: 139‐40). 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4b) The Dissipation of Dispositions 

 

Despite creating a notion of character that retains a high degree of stability, the social sustenance 

model, as constructed from the views of Merritt and Adams, entails endorsing a localized view 

of traits and incorporating much of the situationist thesis. This is why, Annas, despite her 

observations regarding communities of reasons, is a critic of the inter-dependence model, 

claiming that it only offers "a reduced conception of virtue" (Annas 2003: 25). Likewise, Snow 

refers to Merritt's (2000) response to situationism as a "second best" approach (Snow 2010: 7). 

Even if we admit that character is largely social sustained, and that it is important to take 

situations seriously, there is still no substitution for the role of individual choice. The centrality 

of mentally grounded character traits and motivational self-sufficiency is quintessential to an 

ethic that uses character to explain, predict, and guide how we navigate our social and asocial 

environments. If the outer form of our character is socially sustained, then self-reliant sound 

practical reasoning regarding how we manage our social interactions is all the more important.  

 Ideally, virtue ethics should help us navigate solitary challenges in isolated situations. 

One example includes situations like those Reinhold Messner must have faced in 1978 on Nanga 

Parbat during the first solo climb to a summit above 8,000m. Sartre provides another example of 

the inescapability of individual choice, of direct relevance to the cultivation of socially sustained 

character. Sartre (1973: 30-3) asks us to imagine a young man who must decide between to 

joining the French resistance or remaining at home and care for his mother. Suppose that the 

young man has two places to turn for advice, a politically neutral priest or a priest who is 

involved in the resistance. Sartre's protagonist has two options for social sustenance, although he 

may only consult one. The centrality of motivational self-sufficiency in our decisions is made 

apparent when we recognize that by choosing whom to consult that young man basically 

chooses, for himself, what social role to occupy. Because individual choice is inescapable, 

mentally grounded dispositions and practical wisdom must stand at the core of an account of 

character. 

 Ultimately, it is the externalism entailed by reliance upon the social sustenance of 

character that conflicts with our notion of character as fundamentally involving autonomous 

choice through its relationship to mentally grounded dispositions. The social sustenance model is 

limited insofar as it places much of the explanatory and predictively powerful aspects of ethical 



Chapter 4: The Socially Sustaining . . . Model; 4b) The Dissipation of Dispositions 81 

 

behavior outside of the deliberative capacities of the agent. Doris notes the effects of this 

externalization: 

Socially sustained virtues are dispositions; in the relevant eliciting conditions, 
they will reliably manifest themselves. The trouble is that the relevant eliciting 
conditions must be specified in a very restrictive way: The relevant conditions are 
limited to those where the facilitating social apparatus is in place. So socially 
sustained dispositions are not virtues in the sense of robust traits; they may 
dissipate, cloudlike, if the social sustenance runs dry. (Doris 2002: 90). 

   

Beyond its empirical challenge, situationism presents the challenge of reconciling two aims of an 

account of character. To change metaphors, the social sustenance model absorbs situationism 

into virtue ethics like a solvent, undermining reasons why virtue ethical discourse is preferable to 

talk of situational influence. An account of character should preserve the mentally grounded 

nature of choice and intelligence. That is the project I will develop over the remainder of this 

thesis. 
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Chapter 5: An Ecological Model of Inter-dependence and Regulation 
 

Both the phronesis model and the social sustenance model constitute progress towards 

reconciling virtue ethics with situationism. Our goals and construal can have a major stabilizing 

affect on our patterns of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors, i.e. our character. However, indexing 

situations from the agent's point of view introduces problems with the quality of consistency one 

finds. Very often it is not how an agent responds to the subjective meaning of a situation that 

matters, it is the subjective meaning itself that reflects that person’s prior character. The social 

sustenance model builds upon this consideration, and attempts to include social situations within 

the constitution of character, but at the cost of the role that individual choice and one's internal 

resources play within virtue ethics. This section introduces the possibility of utilizing the 

strengths of both approaches and avoiding their shortcomings through a unified model of inter-

dependence and regulation. Specifically, by drawing upon broadly Sartrean considerations this 

section suggests how we can directly relate projects and situational possibilities to character. The 

central tenet of the ecological model is that character is a product of how, through our choice of 

projects, we identify with certain situations as arrangements of our own possibilities. Character is 

an environmentally sustained structure describing both an organism and its situation. 

 The ecological model shares the social sustenance model's claim that both the person and 

factors external to the person constitute character. Thus, the ecological model benefits from an 

analogous ability to subsume situationally derived behavioral influences into the scope of 

character. The primary differences between the ecological model and the social sustenance 

model are twofold. First, the situationally derived constituents are not restricted to "socially 

sustained contributions" but include asocial considerations as well. From here and throughout the 

remainder of the thesis, the term "environment" will refer to the social, physical, and biotic 

surroundings of an individual (thus the term "environment" will have a more general extension 

than what is associated with "environmentalism" as an ethical or political position). Secondly, 

the external structures and factors that constitute character under the social sustenance model are 

also seen, under the ecological model, as aspects of the mental grounding of character. By 

preserving the idea that character traits are mentally grounded dispositions, the ecological model 

overlaps with the phronesis model. The ecological model's commitment to the claim that 

character traits are mentally grounded dispositions enables the model to defend "environmentally 
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sustained contributions" to character from the objection the social sustenance model faces, 

namely that the resultant traits are inferior or second rate characterological dispositions. 

 The next chapter combats this criticism by questioning the assumption that mental 

dispositions must be internal. Ultimately, the harmonious synthesis between the models turns on 

the claim that external, environmentally sustained contributions to character qualify as being part 

of one's mentally grounded dispositions. The ecological model's unique claim is motivated by a 

generally Sartrean notion of character and sustained by externalist considerations regarding 

mental content and processes.  

 Webber presents Sartre's account of character as being based upon one's projects 

(Webber 2006a, 2009).35 A Sartrean, project-based, account of character means that character 

traits influence how we experience the world through its presentation of various opportunities, 

obstacles, requirements, and prohibitions to our aims. Consequently, our character can appear to 

us primarily as the particular way our world appears to us (Webber 2013:b). Rather than suggest 

we view character only in terms of one's projects, the view here is that character is a product of 

the situational embeddedness we endorse through adopting certain projects. Our character is 

presented to us through our situation and involves our experienced field of possibilities. 

 The idea that character involves our experienced field of possibilities can be divided into 

weaker and stronger versions. The ecological model is distinct from the weaker thesis that 

character is an expression of the situations we endorse through projects. This weaker thesis is 

still an expression of the phronesis model, whereby character is a pattern born by the individual 

through certain cognitive structures that take place primarily within the head of the individual. 

The central thesis of the ecological model, however, expresses a stronger version of the Sartrean 

externalist view. This view explicitly rejects cognitive internalism and embraces the social 

sustenance model's move of dissolving dispositional possession, cloudlike, into the broader 

environment. Again, the ecological model avoids worries that this weakens character because the 

                                                
35 Webber (2006a), writes, "The broadly Sartrean view of character, then, is that one’s behaviour responds to 
the invitations and demands that the world seems to present, but that these 
invitations and demands are themselves determined by one’s projects" (Webber 2006a: 110). That Sartre had 
an account of character as constituted by our projects, and that this contributed to virtue ethical rejoinders to 
situationism was the central thesis of my (Gould 2009) research master's dissertation. Ironically, following 
exposure to virtue ethical writings on the topic from 2009 to present, I have become increasingly skeptical of 
virtue ethical approaches which do not include the strongly relational aspect of environmentally sustained 
character. I have tried to articulate some of these reasons in the previous sections. Moreover, externalist 
considerations have led me to believe that projects are best thought of environmentally. 
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mind is likewise dispersed into the environment. The externalism of the mental found in Sartre 

allows character to be simultaneously environmentally sustained and mentally grounded. 

 The internalism/externalism debate is rarely related to the virtue ethics/situationist 

debate, and introducing the issue in this way can strike some as a radical move. However, in 

addition to Webber's use of Sartre, there are instances where other writers begin to broach the 

issue of externalism in the context of virtue ethics. Harman, unlike Webber, briefly cites Sartre 

as denying the existence of character traits (Harman 2009: 235-6). While both Harman and 

Webber understand Sartre as denying the existence of fixed, behavior determining internal 

character traits, the two differ given that Webber sees Sartre as also positively advancing an 

externalist account of character. Signs of combinations between character and externalism can be 

found beyond discussions of Sartre. Although he does not bring up the topic of character, 

Christopher Peacocke notes the relevance of "externalist explanation" for "subpersonal 

psychology" (Peacocke 1993). In Virtue Ethics, Swanton briskly dismisses situationism through 

appeal to Merritt's position (Swanton 2003: 30-3). Elsewhere, in rejecting idea of the mind as a 

"logic machine" (Swanton 2003: 276-9) she appeals to Clark's strongly externalist Being There 

(1997). Her current work on "Heideggerian Environmental Virtue Ethics" (2010) also presents an 

externalist view. Likewise, Edward Slingerland credits the relevance of philosophy of the mind 

to issues of character when he addresses situationism by primarily attacking a "disembodied, 

rationalist model of the self," and offers insights drawn from Mencius towards a defense of 

virtue ethics (Slingerland 2011: 81).  

 Adams explicitly suggests an externalism about character analogous to cognitive 

externalism, although he notes a disanalogy in so far as he understands cognitive externalism as 

reliant upon linguistic convention. For Adams, character is not conventional in the way that a 

language is (Adams 2006: fn 49; 139-140). The disanalogy noted by Adams is not as apparent in 

the ecological model's use of externalism. This thesis presents cognitive externalism about 

content and processes in such a way that downplays the reliance upon the conventional nature of 

language. The ecological model pursues a more active externalism that emphasizes the 

functional and phenomenological role the environment plays in our conscious lives. Although 

Putnam's semantic externalism will be mined for its contributions toward understanding how we 

identify and individuate mental content, the overall externalism of the ecological model shares 

more similarities to a Sartrean externalism than with an externalism based upon social 
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convention. (I will not, here, evaluate Adams's controversial view that a deep conventionality 

underpins externalism as this goes beyond the scope of this thesis.) 

 In his writing, Sartre consistently raises several key considerations that underwrite the 

ecological model of character and its externalist interpretation. The first consideration is Sartre's 

thesis regarding the purely outward facing direction of consciousness (Sartre 1956: 32). Sartre 

takes Brentano's thesis, that all consciousness is intentional, to its logical extreme. For Sartre, 

consciousness is absolutely defined by intentionality towards external objects (Sartre 1956: 38, 

40). There is no self nor self-reference within the activity of consciousness. All self-reference 

occurs in the same manner as thoughts of a mountain, as a thing confronting and enticing 

consciousness. For this reason, in Being and Nothingness Sartre repeatedly refers to 

consciousness as a "nothing."  Building upon his version of the Brentano thesis Sartre claims 

consciousness always experiences the world through projects. Sartre writes, "[a person] looking 

deep into itself as the consciousness of being there will never discover anything but motivations" 

(Sartre 1956: 132). This means that a Sartrean account of character must address the mentally 

grounded aspect of character in terms of projects.  

 The second consideration, which expands upon the phronesis model, is that not only do 

one's projects influence how one sees the world, but also that one's experience of the world is 

always mediated through how possibilities relate to our projects (Sartre 1966: 73, 141, 158, 292, 

564, 647). Construal is, according to Sartre, both a ubiquitous aspect of our experience and 

related to our goals. Sartre offers the example of what one might think upon viewing a rugged 

mountain crag. A mountaineer sees a steep mountain as “scalable” or “not-scalable” depending 

upon her projects, skills, and other instruments. In an important passage of Being and 

Nothingness, Sartre writes: 

In particular the coefficient of adversity in things can not be an argument against 
our freedom, for it is by us - i.e., by the preliminary positing of an end - that this 
coefficient of adversity arises. A particular crag, which manifests a profound 
resistance if I wish to displace it, will be, on the contrary, a valuable aid if I want 
to climb upon it in order to view the countryside. In itself - if one can even 
imagine what a crag can be in itself - it is neutral; that is, it waits to be illuminated 
by an end in order to manifest itself as adverse or helpful. Again, it can manifest 
itself in one or the other way only within an instrumental-complex which is 
already established. Without picks and piolets, paths already worn, and a 
technique of climbing, the crag would be neither easy nor difficult to climb; the 
question would not be posited, it would not support any relation of any kind with 
the technique of mountain climbing. Thus although brute things (what Heidegger 
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calls "brute existents") can from the start limit our freedom of action, it is our 
freedom itself which must constitute the framework, the technique, and the ends 
in relation to which they will manifest themselves as limits. (Sartre 1966: 620). 

 

If we choose to climb and are successful, it is the mountain that raises us up once we begin 

setting foot upon it. Furthermore, this question of difficulty, and seeing in its terms, only occurs 

in the context of thinking about the project of climbing the mountain. For the hiker with no 

interest or curiosity in climbing, the mountain is not thought of as either “scalable” or “not-

scalable” (Sartre 1966: 620-9). 

 Sartre thinks of our regulatory plans in terms of choosing which possibilities to actualize. 

This brings us to the third source of Sartrean support for the ecological model. The third 

consideration is Sartre's position that the motivational cognitive structure, what Sartre calls the 

"mobile" and the motivationally relevant features of the situation, such as possibilities and 

threats, the "motif" are two sides of the same coin. Webber voices a similar understanding; each 

implies the other when referred to in the course of explaining action (Webber 2006a: 106). For 

example, if we ask why Mallory climbed Mount Everest, a mobile explanation is that "as a 

mountaineer, he likes to climb great mountains." Here, features of the mountain, such as its 

greatness, as assumed. A motif explanation, on the other face of things, assumes the mobile, as 

expressed by Mallory's own explanation for climbing Mount Everest: "because it's there." Not 

only do situations appear in the light of projects, our projects take shape and are accessible 

through situations.  

 The reason why the mobile and the motif are two sides of the same coin is not only that 

they cooperate in explanation; moreover, Sartre, especially in The Transcendence of the Ego, 

defends an externalism about intentional mental states as a whole. For any project to be 

conceived, its conception manifests itself through reference to utilization (and other relations) 

with real or imagined environmental possibilities. Reading Sartre as an externalist helps us make 

sense of passages like the following remarks regarding the mobile and the motif, which Hazel 

Barnes has translated as "motive" and "cause" (to my mind unhelpfully): 

The motive is understood only by the end . . . it is only because I escape the in-
itself by nihilating myself toward my possibilities that the in-itself can take on 
value as cause or motive. Causes and motives only have meaning inside a 
projected ensemble of non-existents. And this ensemble is ultimately myself as 
transcendence; it is Me in so far as I have to be myself outside of myself" (Sartre 
1966: 564). 
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Sartre continues to identify consciousness with the possibilities existing in the environment, 

writing, "the world (is) mine because it is haunted by “possibles,” and the consciousness of each 

of these is a possible self-consciousness which I am " (Sartre 1966: 158). Acknowledging 

construal is not a prerequisite for interpreting behavior and understanding character. Rather, 

one's perception of the world is itself constitutive of one's character. In a sense, we do not stand 

behind our point of view; we are our point of view.  

 Given these considerations, when Sartre claims, “the alarm which rings in the morning 

refers to the possibility of my going to work, which is my possibility” (Sartre 1966: 75), I 

understand Sartre as proclaiming that character exists not as a pattern of the thoughts, feelings, 

and behaviors attributed to isolated agent, traditionally conceived, but rather as they are 

attributed to a coupled system made up of the organism in its environmental niche.  

 

Summary 

 

 Two important themes have emerged from the responses to the situationist critique of 

character. Each model offers insightful contributions to the discussion; however, the 

considerations each theme brings to bear are, by themselves, insufficient to sustain an account of 

global character traits. The first theme involves emphasizing the character-forming role of 

regulatory traits and plans. Projects and goals can significantly structure behavior. Responses 

pursuing this line of thought, which is here called the phronesis model, further aim at reconciling 

postulation of global traits with empirical evidence through emphasizing the necessity of 

indexing situations from the point of view of the subject under consideration. Several authors, 

such as Adams (2006), Russell (2009), and Snow (2010) utilize a "CAPS model" psychology to 

support their approach to character and situations. Recourse to CAPS model psychology affords 

an enhanced understanding of behavior and makes space for interpretations of behavior so that it 

can achieve a degree of cross-situational stability. However, appeal to first person construal of 

situations still fails to sustain global trait postulation once varying behaviors are evaluated and 

compared. This worry is not necessarily a problem for the CAPS model itself, since the model 

generally aims at offering a descriptive account. The difficulty with evaluation is a problem for 

accounts of character that hope to offer normative qualifications of character in addition to the 
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descriptive adequacy the CAPS model affords. An individual's pattern of construing situations is 

no less immune to situation induced fragmentation than is behavior. 

 The second approach to situationism involves embracing the highly interrelated aspects 

of character and situation. Here, character is taken as socially sustained (Merritt 2000, Adams 

2006). Under this view, characterological stability, consistency, and evaluative integration are 

possible, but their existence is dependent upon an agent's interactions within situations that are 

conducive to such qualities of character. While the social sustenance model of interdependence 

between character and situation is capable of answering to the situationist empirical catalogue, it 

places globalist virtue ethicists in an awkward position because individual character development 

no longer involves the cultivation of robust and stable mentally grounded character traits. 

 Because both models provide sophisticated and reasonable responses to situationism, at 

this point inquiry calls for a third model combining the strengths of each theme. The ecological 

model attempts to do so by suggesting how situational factors and regulating constructs 

collaborate to produce character. Here, character is re-conceptualized as expressing how, through 

various chosen projects, aims, and goals we identify with, endorse, reject, or modify the different 

arrays of possibilities situations present us with. Under this model, character not only describes 

the inner workings of an individual, it also casts its description over both the individual and the 

situation. Such a re-conceptualization, furthermore, is warranted because it more accurately 

portrays the broad, world involving nature of mentally grounded dispositions.  

 The next part of the thesis examines the externalist claims underpinning the unified 

model's approach to mentally grounded dispositional traits of character to show how our mental 

dispositions are, at heart, environmentally related. 
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Part III: Wide/Narrow Psychology and the Formulation of 

Situationism 
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Chapter 6: A Psychologically "Wide" Account of Character 
 

Both the phronesis model and the social sustenance model fail to reconcile conflicting intuitions 

about global traits and personal stability with the situationist critique. While stressing the 

importance of how agents perceive situations can contribute to our understanding of how 

behavior might coincide with stable dispositions, the phronesis model struggles to account for 

the fact that our construals are, themselves, situationally influenced. Without incorporation of 

wide psychology, use of CAPS modeling and the assessing behavior from the agent's point of 

view simply pushes the possible influence of situations to a higher level of abstraction (see 

section 3b). 

On the other hand, the social sustenance model fully embraces the power of situations in 

influencing our thoughts, feelings, and behavior. However, it seems as though this approach risks 

dissipating the notion of characterological dispositions to such a degree that the very mental 

grounding of character is challenged. Within the social sustenance model, reference to character 

only derivatively proceeds along mentally ground traits, because traits are only given the air of 

global stability due to the social sustaining contribution of external situational influences. 

Situational variation, consequently, can both sustain and dissipate such traits. Attempts to defend 

a more robust view of character fail to address the situationist critique when they rely upon a 

strict separation of the mind from the situation. Through the introduction of the ecological 

model, chapter 5 explicitly rejects the assumption that mentally grounded character traits must be 

seen as separate from situation of the individual. 

 The ecological model is similar to the social sustenance model insofar as it recognizes the 

power of situational influence on both our behavior and our practical reasoning. However, the 

ecological model does not share one of the downsides of the latter; i.e. a reduced role of the 

mental within the architecture of character. The aim of the following chapters is to show that the 

externalization of character is not, in fact, incompatible with an account of character based upon 

mental dispositions. This will be done through the development of the ecological model and a 

psychologically "wide" account of character. 

 Incorporating psychologically "wide" character traits into the ecological model alters the 

debate between characterological accounts and situationism by setting it against a backdrop of 

wide psychology. This challenges the assumption that mentally grounded character traits are 
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somehow exclusively internal to the individual and operate in terms correctly described by 

narrow psychology. When we assume individuals are acting under such narrow psychological 

descriptions, i.e. with beliefs, desires, and other motivations all existing “within the head” in 

self-enclosed, solipsistic units, then both accounts of practical reasoning and situational influence 

tacitly commit themselves to input/output models of thought. The assumption involves the view 

that when we encounter situations, sense data is converted into mental representations, which 

construe the input from situations due to the influence of other operant mental dispositions. The 

output of these internal processes occurs in the form of behavior or adjustments to one's planning 

in the form of deliberations (see Hornsby 1986).  

 The consequence of viewing the mind through such an input/output account is a view of 

character in which character contracts and fragments due to external situational variations. This 

causes alarm, and not only because it threatens the viability of virtue ethics; fragmentation 

contradicts our own experiences of characterological stability, consistency, and evaluative 

integration. Many of us view our behavior in a more integrated light than the situationist position 

presents it as being. 

 An account of character explicitly premised on the necessity of ascribing wide 

psychological states in psychological explanations utilizes the inter-dependence of cognition and 

the environment to provide a richer account of individual and situational interaction, and thus 

character. According to the ecological model, mentally grounded traits are not susceptible to 

externally induced fragmentation because situational variation is no longer considered as 

variation from “outside”. The mental/situation dichotomy is replaced with a psychologically 

wide account of character. Here, character is understood as operating over both the individual 

and the situational environment. Consequently, the ecological model has the ability to reconcile 

intuitions regarding global traits where the other two models fail.  

 Within the ecological model, character is a product of how, through our choice of 

projects, we identify with certain situations as arrangements of possibilities. The situations we 

find ourselves in influence the projects we choose, or how we pursue the projects we have. The 

situations identified with can be actual or possible. Under the ecological model, the character 

associated with individuals is expressed by precisely how they interact with the situations they 

seek out or encounter in their lives. Situations not only influence character; within the ecological 

model situations play a role equal to the individual in sustaining the character normally 
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associated with the individual. Situations play this characterological role because of their active 

role in sustaining the content of the organism's mental life. A situated organism's possibilities are 

bound to how it directly perceives situational demands and is able to act upon them. The 

psychologically wide account of character offered by the ecological model describes both the 

individual and the situation. 

 Two inter-related arguments support viewing character in psychologically wide terms. 

The first argument, developed in chapter 6 section a, utilizes the idea of content externalism by 

noting that if the semantic meaning of a propositional attitude is external, then individuating such 

attitudes requires reference to the physical and social environment. Turning to Putnam's famous 

Twin Earth argument, we encounter the claim that the content of propositional mental states is 

best individuated in terms of wide content; i.e. the content is not internal and "meanings just ain't 

in the head" (Putnam 1973: 704). Some of the mental states whose functional roles ground 

character, such as beliefs and desires, are propositional attitudes. 

 Ultimately, I take this to imply that "character just ain't in the head, either." Putnam's 

arguments for content externalism are relevant to our notion of character because they entail that 

the functional role of some mental states is determined externally. Character is not solely the 

product of the agent's narrow mental states. To the degree that mentally grounded dispositions 

involve propositional attitudes about goals, reasons, and such, reference to the mental aspects of 

character will reflect this externalism. In order for us to recognize and individuate them, 

propositional attitudes and the character traits that we describe through reference to these 

attitudes require acknowledgement of the environmental features constitutive of their content. 

 After setting aside the issue of content externalism to introduce a second argument from 

vehicle externalism and the extended mind hypothesis (chapter 6 section b), chapter 7 draws 

upon considerations regarding the nature of dispositions to bolster both externalist arguments. In 

light of various metaphysical issues involving the counterfactual conditional form we give to 

dispositions, the chapter proceeds to show how mental dispositions are necessarily grounded 

upon that which determines the functional roles whose patterns of operation the disposition 

expresses. This consideration rounds out the content externalism argument for wide character by 

showing how mentally grounded dispositions extend in line with the semantic meaning of the 

propositional attitudes which serve as their basis and which we rely upon to articulate these 

dispositions as aspects of the mental. 



Chapter 6: A Psychologically Wide Account of Character 93 

 

 The second externalist argument in this current chapter involves vehicle externalism, and 

the idea that the organism and the environment constitute a coupled system that can be seen as 

that which carries the functional properties grounding mental dispositions (section 6b). Content 

externalism can be further expanded when one considers the "extended mind" hypothesis of 

Clark and Chalmers (2008). Here, the vehicle of consciousness is understood as including both 

the organism and the environmental features sustaining cognitive processes. The same 

considerations that give rise to viewing dispositions as expressions of the functional roles of 

certain sets of property bases further entail that dispositions are best thought of as being based 

upon intrinsic properties, rather than upon relational properties. Therefore, if, as the extended 

mind hypothesis suggests, our relations to the environment help comprise the mind, then 

mentally grounded dispositions must be seen as expressing properties intrinsic to the 

organism/environment unit, rather than relational properties of one isolated aspect of this larger, 

coupled system. Consequently, character becomes extended in terms of both content, and the 

processes regulating this content. 

 After developing these two interrelated externalist arguments, chapter 8 re-examines the 

issue of how we can index situations. Rather than advocate either ideographic or nomothetic 

indexing standards, the chapter suggests we can index situations in terms of the affordances, 

possibilities, and the co-efficients of adversity situations objectively present to different 

organisms relative to the diverse range of various abilities that each has. Viewing situations in 

the primarily practical terms of affordances further means that the extension of the mental into 

the environment also occurs through practically oriented mental states.  

 Character, the pattern of a person's thoughts, feelings, and behaviors, is necessarily bound 

to the situational possibilities as they exist for, and are perceived by, the agent. Consequently, the 

sorts of mental dispositions that ground a psychologically wide account of character are of the 

same kind as those advocated by the phronesis model. Character, more specifically, is grounded 

by how dispositions express the functional roles of the agent's mental states, such as one's 

beliefs, desires, and feelings, insofar as these relate to our behavior regulating projects (see also 

Webber 2013a). Environmentally grounded character is based upon the mental activities that 

deal with goals, projects, and deliberations. Externalism about both the content and the vehicles 

of consciousness expand the scope of the mental, thereby expanding what counts as the causal 

basis for characterological dispositions. The final result is a psychologically "wide" account of 
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character. Our situations and environment are a part of our character. 

 The ecological model is a development from the externalism about mental content and 

processes. As such, the arguments set forth in favor of externalism intimately shape how the 

ecological model's account of character should be conceived. This chapters set forth these 

arguments, but it also recognizes that the topic of cognitive externalism is extremely broad and 

complex (see Lau and Deutsch 2010; Brown 2011 for introductory discussions). Therefore, 

although some of the central arguments for externalism will be presented, the current task of this 

thesis is not to offer a defense of externalism, but rather to develop an account of character that 

accepts such externalism as correct as a premise. The issue for this thesis regards how we might 

conceive of character if we adopt a view of the mind that incorporates situations into the very 

structure of the mental. 

 The incorporation of situations into what we might have previously considered to be the 

character of an individual involves a significant reconceptualization of ourselves. Character is no 

longer to be conceived as something we possess as individual organisms. Rather, we participate 

in a unique character that describes both the organism and the situation. To illustrate, Clark and 

Chalmers suggest that externalism entails a psychologically wide account of character in the 

following passage: 

 

As with any reconception of ourselves, this view will have obvious consequences 
for philosophical view of the mind and for the methodology of research in 
cognitive science, but there will also be effects in the moral and social domains. It 
may be, for example, that in some cases interfering with someone's environment 
will have the same moral significance as interfering with their person . . . In any 
case, once the hegemony of skin and skull is usurped, we may be able to see 
ourselves more truly as creatures of the world (Clark and Chalmers 2008: 562).  

 

The ecological model takes Clark and Chalmers's externalist suggestion and develops it into the 

psychologically wide account of character. 

 A psychologically wide account of character makes use of the distinction between 

"narrow" and "wide" content (McGinn 1989, see also Rowlands 2003: 109). Reference to 

"narrow" content entails individuating different thoughts independently from reference to the 

actual object the content describes. For example, if we said, "Muir thought the Yosemite Valley 

was carved by glaciations," the narrow content would be purely encapsulated by the occurrences 
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in Muir's head. Muir, for example, might be hallucinating, there being no Yosemite Valley 

outside of his own mind. These solipsistic thoughts, one might initially think, can be identified 

by looking at how Muir's hypothesis relates to and has meaning for his other mental states. 

Thoughts thus conceived are known as "narrow" content: the intra-individual cognitive role that 

is the special concern of the science of psychology. Alternately, one makes reference to the 

"wide" content of a thought when one intends to identify the content through reference to what 

occurs outside of Muir's head. For example if Emerson, sitting atop Glacier Point overlooking 

the valley, asked what Muir was thinking about, and one simply gestured towards the valley and 

said "this," one would be appealing to the "wide" content of Muir's thoughts.   

 According to a psychologically "wide" account of character, "wide" mental content 

serves as the mental ground for characterological dispositions. The expansion of mental content 

disperses what can count as within the structure of character beyond the individual. For one, this 

means that situational interaction with our thoughts, feelings and behaviors should not be seen as 

only occurring through the mediation of representations of the environment. The character 

associated with any individual is a direct product of various social and environmental situations 

to the degree the individual is embedded in such arrangements. For example, features of the 

Yosemite Valley become a part of the character associated with Muir, the southwest dessert 

sustains the character associated with Edward Abbey, likewise with Walden Pond and Thoreau 

or Paris and Sartre. The wide character of these people is systematically interdependent with 

their environments and situational niches. For other individuals less iconically associated with a 

famous location, the character they claim for themselves, under the ecological model, is best 

thought of as including our home, occupational workplace, and our usual haunts of recreation 

along with their associated cultures.  

 The ethically salient traits of character are accessible primarily through reference to these 

externally individuated features of our environment. These are ethically salient environmental 

factors such as our reasons and our possibilities of action as reflected in our projects. In the 

Transcendence of the Ego Sartre presents a phenomenological argument for conscious activity as 

always occurring in relation to the demands an agent perceives in the world. In  the ecological 

model defended here, this means that the actions expressive of character always involve 

conscious attention towards the world. To illustrate this thesis, Sartre describes the 

phenomenology of compassion for a friend, Peter. Directly citing Aristotle's contention that "the 
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desirable is that which moves the desiring," Sartre describes the initial aid-giving episode as a 

perception of "Peter-having-to-be-helped." Moreover, this aspect dominates consciousness; no 

self-reference occurs to consciousness. (Sartre 1956: 56). Sartre writes: 

There is no me: I am in the presence of Peter's suffering just as I am in the 
presence of the color of this inkstand; there is an objective world of things and 
actions, done or to be done, and the actions come to adhere as qualities to the 
things which call for them (Sartre 1956: 52). 

 

Our actions are a product of the meaning situations have for people. Here, Sartre is in-consistent 

with the account of construal advocated by the CAPS model. The agent's motivational state, the 

mobile, is understandable only in terms of the motif, i.e. certain features the agent recognizes as 

present within the situation. 

 Viewing broad, environmentally referring content as indispensible for understanding an 

agent's mental states moves the ecological model far along the path towards answering the 

situationist challenge. Just as choice and phronesis play a crucial role for sustaining character 

under the regulatory/practical wisdom model of character, the psychologically wide account of 

character depends on certain concepts for expressing what sustains the dispositional patterns of 

character. In addition to Sartre's initial analysis, seeing Peter as having to be helped involves the 

recognition that it is possible to help Peter, which in turn presupposes a certain relationship 

between the rescuer and the environment. Suppose, for example, that, after passing the Hillary 

Step, and beginning the summit traverse within the 8,000m plus "death zone" on Mount Everest, 

a heroic climber encounters a weakened and struggling Peter. Our climber sees the situation 

described, with Peter falling into the center of it, as laden with coefficients of adversity. The 

environment is a hostile one for Peter, whose possibilities for survival are weak. Unlike the 

aipassionate climber who views altitudes over 8,000m as exempting interpersonal concern, our 

heroic climber views the situation as McGrath saw it, whereby the rescue of Peter is not futile 

and dangerous, but rather possible and ethically required. Due to different sensitivities to such 

possibilities, she sees Peter as having to be saved. 

 The entire episode of seeing "Peter as having-to-be-saved" and the consequent actions 

take place in an environment thoroughly construed, and the construal is both interpreted and 

explained in terms of projects and possibilities. The entire descriptive structure that constitutes 

the agent’s environment is approached through a three-way relationship between the projects of 
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the agent, the abilities of the agent, and structures of the world as they facilitate or deny the 

agent's success. An agent's abilities and the world interlock, yielding a set of possibilities in a 

given situation that is unique for every agent. An integral aspect of this intimacy is the degree to 

which the content of mental states is not only world directed, but also world including. 
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6a) Content Externalism 

 

Content externalism is based upon the claim that most, if not all, of our mental content occurs 

through "wide" or "broad" mental states. Once more, here wide content is taken to mean mental 

content individuated in terms of the referred to features of the world. Narrow content is, by 

contrast, intra-individual cognitive role. The discussion of wide mental states became a focused 

topic for discussion following two papers by Hilary Putnam, "Meaning and Reference" (1973) 

and "The meaning of "meaning" (1975). In these papers, Putnam sets out his famous Twin Earth 

thought experiment as support for the conclusion that the meaning of a term depends on factors 

external to the thinker (1973: 700-2). 

 Putnam's position is relevant because the semantic externalism that he developed 

provides the basis for the content externalism utilized by the ecological model. Externalism 

places the ecological model in a special position to develop a psychologically wide account of 

character through appeal to the notion of "wide" mental content. The psychologically wide 

account of character includes both the individual and the individual's social and environmental 

niche. One reason it does this is because the mental grounds for character, according to 

externalist arguments, involve reference to wide mental states. 

 In the thought experiment, we are invited to imagine two nearly identical Earths. On 

Twin Earth there is a twin for every person. They are not exactly identical, as it turns out, but 

they are solipsistically identical insofar as no difference can be detected with reference to the 

person alone (where Putnam intends to pick out what he calls “methodological solipsism”). The 

reason for qualifying "identical" is that on Twin Earth instead of H20 there is a different 

compound with a complex structure Putnam abbreviates as XYZ. XYZ is functionally identical 

to water in every way except for the very underlying chemical constitution that would allow it to 

be differentiated as a different stuff or substance. This, difference, however, is the only 

difference between Twin Earth and Earth. On Twin Earth, the word "water," therefore, is used in 

the same way we use it, although it refers to XYZ. On Earth, "this is water" means "this is H2O," 

while on Twin Earth "this is water,” means, "this is XYZ” if one were to hold up samples of the 

two stuffs and point to them. Consequently, Putnam arrives at the conclusion that the meaning of 

a term transcends the intended meaning as it occurs in the mind of the person. The “meanings” of 

propositional attitudes, according to Putnam, are as much a product of the environment as it is 
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the person who uses the proposition as the truth conditions of the propositional attitude depend 

on the external environment. 

 Putnam offers a more terrestrial example to emphasize the role a person's social and 

environmental situation plays in the establishment of a term's extension. Although he has 

undoubtedly learned the difference by now, in his second example Putnam invites us to imagine 

that he does not know how to distinguish a beech tree from an elm tree. 36 For him the words 

have the same intensions, but differ in extension (Putnam 1973: 704). Playing upon Putnam's 

invitation, I paraphrase his point. The two terms, for Putnam, refer equally to some fuzzy genus 

of deciduous tree. Putnam's uses of “beech” and “elm” have the same intension. Suppose for the 

sake of explanation that Shelly is also ignorant of the difference, and Thoreau is not. Now, as 

Thoreau knows, the extension of "beech" is not the same as the extension of "elm." And so, 

Shelly's extension of "beech" is not the same as Putnam's extension of "elm." However, this 

difference can not be explained by a difference between the concepts held by Shelly and Putnam; 

for both, "elm" and "beech" just correspond to a loose concept for some deciduous trees. And so, 

it is also possible that, without differing in the relevant psychological states, Shelly could mean 

"beech" when he says "elm" while Putnam could mean "elm" when he says "elm." Because the 

change in meaning can occur without a difference in relevant psychological states, in concluding 

this thought experiment, Putnam announces his famous declaration of semantic externalism, 

"'meanings" just ain't in the head" (Putnam 1973: 704). According to Putnam's hypothesis, 

Thoreau is carrying his share of the sociolinguistic division of labor by knowing the difference 

between trees called "elm" and trees called "beech." The meaning of those two words is thus in 

the community and the trees, rather than the individual minds of Putnam or Shelly.   

 The ecological model extends the idea of semantic externalism into content externalism 

by following the interpretation of Putnam's position presented by Colin McGinn (1989) and 

Mark Rowlands (2008).37 We can talk about mental content in two ways. Mental content can, in 

                                                
36One way to distinguish the two is by looking at the base of the leaves. Beeches have a more heart-shaped and 
balanced base; each side is symetrical. Elm trees have asymetric bases. To remember the difference, think "beech" 
has two vowels that balance, while "elm" is off balance. 
37 An alternative way to arrive at content externalism is through the phenomenology that Sartre presents in The 
Transcendence of the Ego (1956). Briefly, Sartre argues that a rigorous examination of introspection shows that we 
can never grasp any aspect of consciousness beyond the external, intentional object of consciousness. Consciousness 
is "absorbed" by its intentional object. Sartre further argues that the mental is nothing above and beyond the unified 
pattern of abstracted conscious experiences. Consequently, parsimony entails that we simply take the content of 
mental states as precisely the very same objects which absorb our intentional conscious experiences. 
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one manner of speaking, be individuated "narrowly" in terms of the relationships the content 

holds with the other mental states and behaviors of the person whose content it is. For a 

simplistic example, we know there are differences between Aldo's beliefs that "the wolf has a 

green fire in her eyes" and his belief that "we share a biotic community with wolves" because 

these beliefs influence the other thoughts, feelings, and actions of Aldo in different ways. Here, 

supposedly, belief individuation is not appealing to anything beyond Aldo and his other 

thoughts, feelings, and actions. Mental content can also be individuated through reference to the 

object mentioned in the content. For example, Aldo's two beliefs are different because one 

describes a wolf in Arizona, while the other describes the basis for the Land Ethic. Mental states, 

when individuated in this regard, are known as "wide" mental states.  

 Content externalism utilizes "individuation dependence," insofar as the functional 

difference between narrow contents is dependent upon their wide meanings (Rowlands 2008: 

106-17). Narrow psychological states have the relationships to other states that they do precisely 

because their contents have the features that they have. But here, if we accept semantic 

externalism, then individuation dependence about narrow content entails that narrow content is 

an abstraction from wide content and explanatorily dependent on it. Philip Pettit and John 

McDowell present the view:  

from this standpoint, the postulation of 'narrow content' in some forms . . . will 
look like a self-deceptive attempt to conceal the disappearance of the cognitive 
subject from the picture . . . We can no longer regard the social and physical 
environment as simply surrounding the psychological subject. Rather, we have to 
accept that contextual facts inextricably permeate the field of psychological 
investigation, even when what is under study is the psychological organization of 
an individual (Pettit and McDowell 1986: 14). 

  

Under this interpretation, the Twin Earth thought experiment has the same effect on the mental 

as Doris claims situationism has for character; dissipation, "cloudlike", into the broader 

environment. Because narrow content has been demonstrated to be inadequate for psychological 

explanations, the prediction of behavior must appeal to wide mental states. The idea of a purely 

narrow intra-individual cognitive role is a myth.  
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6b) The Extended Mind Hypothesis 

 

Content externalism supports the ecological model by simultaneously sustaining a functionalistic 

account of dispositions while allowing for radical environmental dependence regarding the 

content of our standing beliefs, desires, and other attitudes. Not only are narrow states 

unintelligible and in need of replacement by a wide construal of the attitudes, the cognitive 

processing serving as the vehicle for such states often depends upon the environment of the 

organism. These dispositions, being based on the content of mental states, are dispositions of the 

organism/environment unit rather than the organism conceived in a methodologically solipsistic 

way. While few would deny that our environments provide information that influences how we 

think, Clark and Chalmers give reason to describe the environment as actively taking part in 

cognitive processes. 

 In "The Extended Mind" (2008), Clark and Chalmers show how situational features play 

an active, rather than passive, role in cognition. Clark and Chalmers invite us to imagine three 

different examples of how one might complete a simple cognitive task (Clark and Chalmers 

2008: 555-6). The first case involves seeing a shape on a screen and determining whether it 

would fit into a similarly shaped socket. To accomplish this task, the subject must use his 

imagination to rotate the shape. Secondly, imagine the same task, although now the subject has 

the option of rotating the shape on the screen by pressing a button. Assume the shapes to be so 

complicated that using the button is faster than trying to rotate the shape in the mind's eye. 

Finally, imagine the subject has a neural implant that can be activated by choice to rotate the 

shape's image as fast as using the button in the previous case.  

 Now, Clark and Chalmers claim that each example uses the same degree of cognition. 

The first, old-fashioned case is the paradigmatic one. The neural implant uses the brain to the 

same extent, and so should be equally included. The button case is the same as the neural implant 

case, except that the rotation mechanism is outside the skull. Whether or not a process occurs 

within the skull is an arbitrary point in determining the kind of process it is. They write: 

 

epistemic action, we suggest, demands spread of epistemic credit. If, as we 
confront some task, a part of the world functions as a process which, were it done 
in the head, we would have no hesitation in recognizing as part of the cognitive 
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process, then that part of the world is (so we claim) part of the cognitive process. 
Cognitive processes ain't (all) in the head! (Clark and Chalmers 2008: 556). 
 

Here, the parenthetical "all" in the above reference to Putnam’s well known quotation is telling. 

Extended processes occur in both the head and in the surroundings. Therefore, the features of the 

world bearing these processes are credited as part of the mental vehicle just as much as are 

features internal to the organism. Very often we utilize various parts of the world to complete 

cognitive tasks. We can imagine this as occurring in the button case above, as well as other 

instances that Clark and Chalmers borrow for examples, such as the use of pen and paper to 

solve complicated equations (McClelland 1986, Clark 1989, see also Noë 2009), re-arranging 

scrabble tiles to discover possible plays (Kirsch 1995), or the use of instruments such as the slide 

rule (Hutchins 1995). We can call these sorts of cases instances of extended cognitive processes.  

 The extended mind hypothesis postulates "active externalism" and involves "here-and-

now" cooperation between systems, rather than a passive relationship of content to background 

contexts (Clark and Chalmers 2008: 556). Consequently, Clark and Chalmers extrapolate their 

claim from processing to a claim about the mind. To illustrate this position, Clark and Chalmers 

offer a vignette of an Alzheimer's patient, Otto, whose primary vehicle for recalling information 

is his notebook. Otto automatically refers to the notebook to navigate cities; for example he 

refers to the notebook to recall the location of a museum on 53rd Street. Otto uses his notebook 

so regularly separating his beliefs from the contents of the book unnecessarily complicates 

understanding Otto (Clark and Chalmers 2008: 558-9).  

 Under normal dispositional attributions of belief, such as being disposed to avow the 

belief following normal prompts, Otto's dispositions include whatever is written in the notebook. 

In Putnam's style, Clark and Chalmers further ask us to consider a Twin Otto, who writes down 

that the museum in on 51st street, rather than on 53rd. Because Twin Otto is disposed to 

ultimately answer "on 51st Street" when asked where the museum is, it makes sense to say that 

Twin Otto believes it is on 51st. Here, although the dispositional belief is different, the difference 

lies in the notebooks, rather than the narrow contents. "In these cases, a belief is simply not in the 

head" (Clark and Chalmers 2008: 560). Clark and Chalmers conclude: 

 
what this comes to is that Otto himself is best regarded as an extended system, a 
coupling of biological organism and external resources. To consistently resist this 
conclusion, we would have to shrink the self into a mere bundle of occurrent 
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states, severely threatening its deep psychological continuity. Far better to take 
the broader view, and see agents themselves as spread into the world (Clark and 
Chalmers 2008: 562). 

  
Extending the vehicle of cognitive processes across multiple items, such as the brain and one's 

notebook, or one's smartphone, involves conceptualizing cognition as a product of a coupled 

system.  

 Clark and Chalmers's argument is a specific example of a more general coupled systems 

argument. Clark and Chalmers write, "the human organism is linked with an external entity in a 

two-way interaction, creating a coupled system that can be seen as a cognitive system in its own 

right," and "this sort of coupled process counts equally well as a cognitive process, whether or 

not it is wholly in the head" (Clark and Chalmers 2008: 556). Generally, coupled systems 

arguments begin by identifying two operational systems, but then unifies them by showing a 

sufficient degree of functional inter-dependence between the systems, or what Michael Wheeler 

calls "non-trivial causal spread" (Wheeler 2005: 207). The functional role of the cranial aspect 

contributing to the process links relational properties to the environmental contributor, and vice 

versa.  

 The notion of a coupled system employed here can be explained by looking at two things 

whose functional properties collude to yield the function of the larger unit. For example, a key 

and lock fit together to form a single working mechanism. In the case of a padlock, for example, 

this unit has a U-shaped arm that opens or closes onto the unit's body. However, the unit's ability 

to open, or close, can be temporarily disabled by disassembling the unit, namely, by removing 

the part that holds certain mechanisms out of the way of the arm's motion. Many locks are built 

so that disassembling them is incredibly simple; one merely removes the key. Lock/key units are 

so easily decoupled that we fall into the habit of treating each as an isolated individual, rather 

than as a part of a whole. Consequently, we can re-conceptualize the working unit as a coupled 

system comprised by the lock and the key. 

 That the argument for the extended mind hypothesis relies upon a coupled systems 

argument is fortuitous for the ecological model because the coupled systems argument can be 

bolstered by some of the same considerations regarding the nature of mental dispositions that 

support other aspects of the model. Latter, in chapter 7 section a, we will examine the nature of 

dispositions and the possibility of extrinsic dispositions, i.e. dispositions that are based upon an 
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object's relational properties. Inquiry into the metaphysical and epistemic nature gives reason to 

bar extrinsic dispositions from our ontology. Generally, their postulation rests upon a confusion 

regarding how dispositions relate to background conditions. To alleviate this sort of confusion, 

by contrast, the ecological model invokes what might be called the key principle: 

 

All apparent instances of extrinsic dispositions are re-describable as dispositions 
intrinsic to a coupled system. 

 

The key principle has broad application not only to the issue of extrinsic dispositions but also for 

how we discuss character and the nature of its mental grounding.  A fuller account of its validity 

will be presented in the latter section on "the nature of mental dispositions." For here and now, 

the key principle serves as a useful heuristic for conceiving how we can understand the 

organism/environment coupling observed by Clark and Chalmers's extended mind argument. 

 The status of Clark and Chalmers’s argument is, as with Putnam's, still a matter of 

ongoing scholarly debate. As I cautioned above, any attempt to fully defend either form of 

externalism would require an additional thesis dedicated solely to that task. Nonetheless, because 

considerations for and against the extended mind hypothesis and the use of coupled systems 

arguments overlap with issues regarding character in several important ways, it is worthwhile to 

address two generally representative arguments raised against the extended mind hypothesis.  

 We can begin by examining some objections Brie Gertler (2007) raises against the 

extended mind hypothesis. Gertler's primary objection to the hypothesis follows from a 

distinction she draws between "occurrent" and "standing" beliefs; standing beliefs being 

dispositions, while occurrent beliefs being states of consciousness (Gertler 2007: 193). Rather 

radically, in order to reject the extended mind hypothesis Gertler primarily associates the mind 

with occurrent beliefs, which, unlike standing beliefs, Gertler takes as inappropriate objects for 

expansion into the world. Critiquing Gertler's argument is useful because it cuts through some of 

the issues underlying the extend mind hypothesis and allows me to address other concerns that 

recur throughout a broadly Sartrean approach to the mind, especially regarding the nature of 

introspection and the relationship between consciousness and the mental. 

 In order to cast some initial doubt on the extended mind hypothesis, Gertler highlights 

two "worrisome" consequences of mental extension. The first "worrisome" consequence is the 

severe limit the extended mind hypothesis places on introspection. Gertler writes, "it is 
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commonly held that, in general, a subject can determine his or her own belief and desires by 

using a method that others cannot use . . . Let us use the term 'introspection' to refer to this 

method" (Gertler 2007: 194). Mental extension limits the privilege of introspection to 

ascertaining one's beliefs beyond what is possibly know from the outside; anyone can check 

[some of] Otto's beliefs by checking his notebook. Gertler recognizes that the extended mind 

hypothesis can maintain the privilege of introspection for occurrent beliefs, but for Gertler, 

anyone who thinks "introspectibility" is crucial to our concept of the mental, and not just 

regarding occurrent, but standing beliefs, will have reason to doubt the extended mind 

hypothesis.  

 Gertler's second worry regards the potential "proliferation of action" that follows from the 

extended mind hypothesis. Gertler thinks that if the mind and agency is extended, then any 

action an extension does can be attributed to the more traditionally conceived actor. For example, 

she invites us to imagine that instead of a notebook, Otto has something digital (we could 

imagine a smartphone) into which he records his beliefs and desires for storage. Now, we can 

further imagine that this device can be plugged into a robot that uses the device as its brain. 

Suppose Otto gives the robot instructions for making banana bread for Tuesday morning, and 

while he sleeps Monday night the robot makes the bread. Gertler contends that if the extended 

mind hypothesis were true, then we should think of Otto as having made banana bread, a 

conclusion Gertler finds absurd (Gertler 2007: 196-7). 

 According to Gertler, the source of the absurdities within the extended mind hypothesis 

depends upon its use of "standing" beliefs as constituents of the mental; therefore, Gertler rejects 

the idea that standing beliefs are part of the mind (Gertler 2007: 202-5). According to Gertler, 

"the mind is made up entirely of occurrent states and conscious processes" (Gertler 2007: 203). 

Gertler admits that this is a somewhat radical contention, although she finds it less radical than 

position we would be in were to accept the consequences of the introspection and proliferation 

entailments she sees as following from the extended mind argument. 

 Following the Clark and Chalmers passage cited above, Gertler acknowledges that 

denying standing beliefs as contributing to the mind entails reducing the mind into a bundle of 

occurrent states with little deep psychological continuity (Gertler 2007: 203, citing Clark and 

Chalmers 2008: 562 in Lycan and Prinz, Clark and Chalmers 2007: 190 in Gertler and Shapiro). 

Gertler claims that while the mind is taken up as a bundle of occurrent states, these dis-
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continuous states combine to form a pattern that possesses the emergent "psychological 

continuity" many people take as necessary for a reasonable conception of the self. She writes 

"[there is a] continuity that is responsible for the fact that the succession of wildly varying, 

seemingly unrelated states is fully explainable. The factors that explain it are underlying physical 

states and processes" (Gertler 2007: 205). The mind, according to Gertler, is not partially 

organized by environmental features. Rather, the mind refers to internal, psychologically 

supported occurrent conscious states. 

 Gertler's rejection of the mentality of standing beliefs, and her sole reliance upon 

physically grounded, narrow explanations for the unity of the mind opens her to precisely the 

sort of criticism Philip Pettit and Jennifer Hornsby leveled at narrow functionalism, namely that 

it does not provide meaningful explanations of behavior qua the activity of agents. The unity of 

underlying physical states and processes, if restricted to internal states, (for simplicity's sake 

think "neurological states") fails to achieve the sort of psychological unity Gertler needs to avoid 

fragmentation of the mind.  

 Pettit, for example, holds that broad explanation is indispensible. The neurological, or 

function carrying bases of thought serve as preconditions for intentional states, but are not 

themselves these states. Here, Pettit distinguishes between idea of pattern qua regularizing notion 

and action explanation qua rationalization (Pettit 1986: 53-8). Consistent neural processes may 

play a critical role in producing the phenomenon we know as organized thoughts, but these 

physical bases are not what enable us to make sense of a particular agent's entertaining of certain 

thoughts, feelings, or actions.  Intentional states, for Pettit, occupy rationalizing, rather than 

regularizing, roles. In its reliance upon the causal roles of bases, the sort of reduction Gertler 

appeals to conflates regularization with rationalization, at the expense of losing sight of the 

importance of intentional acts. Action explanation, according to Pettit, is an endeavor of 

identifying what sorts of behavior make sense given certain beliefs, desires, and situational 

features.  

   Hornsby offers similar considerations that critique narrowly physicalist accounts of 

behavior. According to her, the indispensability of broadness, and the individuation dependence 

of narrow states upon psychologically wide mental content, challenges (some) physicalist 

accounts, namely, those in which beliefs and desires are functional states of the brain. 

Functionalism, according to Hornsby, does not make reference to anything outside the agent's 
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body. We can call this "narrow functionalism" to distinguish it from the "wide functionalism" we 

will examine shortly. Of narrow functionalism, Hornsby writes:  

 

if mental states are to be thought of as dispositions of any sort (or if you prefer, as 
states that are parts of systems that exhibit an overall structure), then, to the extent 
that they are dispositions to behave (or states connected systematically with ways 
of behaving), the relevant notion of behavior is the broad one that . . . the 
functionalists left behind (Hornsby 1986: 107). 

 

Behavior, as an intelligible, purposeful activity, requires contextualization within a system that 

exceeds the internal functions of the neurological processes involved in its physiological 

manifestations. If Gertler wants to replace the unifying role of standing beliefs with appeal to 

underlying physical basis, then she risks losing the ability to think of humans in terms of agency. 

 Adopting Hornsby's argument in response to Gertler's attack on standing beliefs does not 

commit the ecological model, and its use of broad explanation, to a rejection of physicalism, per 

se. It merely entails that psychological explanation, in all its broad complexity, must be found 

"elsewhere than at the junction between the central nervous system and the world" (Hornsby, 

1986: 115). This means that there is potentially a way in which externalism can be seen as 

compatible with physicalism. As Pettit notes, physical systems can, at least plausibly, sustain 

intentional systems (Pettit 1986: 53). Furthermore, the ecological model is compatible with the 

"wide arm functionalism" associated with Harman (1999), who, like Hornsby, rejects restricting 

explanations to what occurs within the head alone (while remaining functionalist). While a full 

consideration of these wider issues about the ontology of the mental falls outside the scope of 

this thesis I will briefly describe Harman’s views.  

 Harman views psychological explanations as wide explanations that appeal to 

environmental situations (Harman 1999: 235). Moreover, Harman endorses Dennett's claim that 

psychological explanation is explanation within an "intentional system" and "for any system to 

be called Intentional it must be capable of discriminating and reacting to fairly complex features 

of its environment" (Harman 1999: 236). He also endorses the view the belief and desires require 

a teleological system (Harman 1999: 237). The result of these views is a "wide arm 

functionalism" that utilizes the broadness inherent in the ecological model without entailing the 
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rejection of either physicalism or functionalism within metaphysics.38 

 Harman gives the example of hand-eye coordination used in drawing a picture (Harman 

1999: 239). This requires wide functional explanation regarding how hand movements interact 

with artistic mediums and the emerging lines on the paper. The only caveat is that the physical 

system that is being understood functionally does not stop at the agent's skin. One can combine 

"wide functionalism" and physicalism by acknowledging extension of processes beyond the 

cranium and skin of organism. The skin, after all, is not an absolute barrier between the brain and 

the world; at the very least, sense organs provide multiple pathways whereby environmental 

information connects seamlessly with neurological events, behavior, and action. Even a brain in 

a vat, Harman writes, must be understood as "part of a person in the relevant environment" 

(Harman 1999: 243).  

 Harman's position highlights an important aspect of functionalism, namely, that it is a 

heuristic enterprise. Broad explanation is indispensible for functionalism because it fixes the 

context of inquiry itself. Harman writes, "narrow functionalism is not really functionalism, since 

it has no way to capture the relevant functions" (Harman 1999: 241). For example, all sorts of 

currents and energies flow into a radio receiver, but knowing the functional identification of the 

receiver means knowing which currents are salient to functional explanation and the radio's 

operation.   

 Gertler's rejection of the extended mind hypothesis in favor of narrow functionalism 

entails forfeiting the ability to contextualize, and therefore rationalize, the behavior of agents. In 

a final defense of the extended mind hypothesis against Gertler's objections, we can question the 

degree to which the conclusions regarding introspection and the proliferation of action that we 

might draw from the extended mind hypothesis are, indeed, absurd.  

 Ironically, taking the mind as consisting of occurrent states, rather than the transcendent 

unities of such states, causes more problems for introspection than the extended mind hypothesis. 

If occurrent states constituted the mind, we could only attribute occurrent states to ourselves. 

However, the instant we try to reflect upon our occurrent state, our occurrent state changes into 

the one doing the reflecting; the state never remains accessible to its own intentional direction. 

Sartre is explicit on this point: 
                                                
38 The ecological model is not necessarily committed to physicalist functionalism; however, keeping as many 
various metaphysical options as possible is a way to increase the plausibility of the account of character 
explored here. 
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All reflecting consciousness is, indeed, in itself unreflected, and a new act of the 
third degree is necessary to posit it [and turn it into/replace it with, a reflected 
upon state]. Moreover, there is no infinite regress here, since a consciousness has 
no need at all of a reflecting consciousness in order to be consciousness of itself. 
It simply does not posit itself as an object (Sartre 1956: 45).  

 

If reflecting consciousness is the occurrent consciousness during introspection, and this 

consciousness does not posit itself as an object, then the possibility of introspection into the mind 

requires that we view the mind in terms of standing mental states, rather than as occurrent 

conscious states. Therefore, the extended mind argument does not commit us to any uniquely 

worrying conclusions regarding introspection. The extended mind hypothesis only further 

removes a privilege that introspection never legitimately had in the first place.  

 Two points can also be made in order to deflate the supposed proliferation of action that 

follows from the extended mind hypothesis. First, devices such as banana bread baking robots 

are easily unimaginable; we have had similar devices for some time, in the form of automated 

bread makers and coffee makers. But here, we find no deep absurdity in saying that a person 

made bread even if the baking was done by automation over night. Moreover, technically 

speaking, we should not give sole credit to Otto for baking the banana bread. Remember the 

point of Clark and Chalmers’s the parenthetical "all" flagged in the earlier discussion; namely 

that the mind isn't (all) in the head. Both the organism and the environment share credit for the 

mental processes postulated by the extended mind hypothesis. In the bread example, Otto and the 

robot make the bread together as a coupled system. We regularly form coupled systems with our 

environment, including our appliances. While we regularly claim sole credit for the ends of such 

teamwork, this is primarily because, in most discursive contexts, the appliances are something 

we take for granted. 

 Returning to the idea of coupled systems brings us to a second objection to the extended 

mind hypothesis. Frederick Adams and Kenneth Aizawa object to the extended mind hypothesis 

by claiming it falls for what they call the "coupling-constitution fallacy," whereby one moves 

"from the observation that process X is in some way causally connected (coupled) to a process Y 

of type phi to the conclusion that X is part of a process of type phi" (Adams and Aizawa 2007: 

8). Now, I agree with Adams and Aizawa that the causal connection of one thing to another does 

not necessarily mean that the first is part of the same entity as the second; of course there are 
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interactions which do not constitute coupled systems. However, noting that not all cases of 

interactions are cases of coupled systems does not preclude one from allowing that there are 

some legitimate cases of coupling. The difference regards whether or not it makes more sense to 

see a case of "non-trivial causal spread" as intrinsic to a larger unity. 

 John Haugeland gives an example of a coupled system which Adams and Aizawa parody 

in attempt to show the absurdity of over-extending coupled systems arguments. We can examine 

Adams and Aizawa's comparison to help further identify legitimate cases of coupled systems. 

The passage by Haugeland is this: 

 

If ... there is a constant close coupling between the ant and the details of the beach 
surface, and if this coupling is crucial in determining the actual path, then, for 
purposes of understanding the path, the ant and beach must be regarded more as 
an integrated unit than as a pair of distinct components. This is the simplest 
archetype of what I mean by intimacy (Haugeland 1998: 217).  

 

By "intimacy" I understand Haugeland as describing the participation in a larger coupled unit. 

Here, the ant and its surroundings constitute a coupled system responsible for shape of the ant's 

meandering. In response to the above remarks, Adams and Aizawa write, "substitute “bowling 

ball” for “ant” and “alley” for “beach” and you are well on your way to committing Haugeland 

to something rather wild" (Adams and Aizawa 2007: 14). Adams and Aizawa further write: 

 

It is the interaction between the spinning bowling ball and the surface of the alley 
that between them lead to all the pins falling. Still, the process of the ball’s 
spinning does not extend into the surface of the alley or the pins. There is no 
“extended bowling ball” meshing with the alley nor do we see any particular 
intimacy between a bowling ball and the alley (Adams and Aizawa 2007: 14). 

 
There surely is no extended bowling ball required to knock down pins. Nonetheless, I think it is a 

mistake to view Adams and Aizawa's analogy as illustrative of how Haugeland's ant story entails 

a "coupling-constitution fallacy." The mistake depends upon a confusion regarding how we 

relate background conditions to dispositional operations. Adams and Aizawa are overlooking the 

critical, interpretive role the attribution of coupled systems plays in making certain phenomenon 

intelligible.  

 For example, Haugeland's passage specifically states, "for purposes of understanding the 

path, the ant and beach must be regarded more as an integrated unit." That said, there is still no 
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"extended ant" required for understanding the ant's path in Haugeland's passage, just as there is 

"no extended bowling ball" in the bowling example. If two individually identifiable systems are 

coupled, this does not mean that the resultant coupled system is merely an extension of one or 

the other systems. Rather, the emergent coupled system is, itself, the cumulative unit of all the 

relevant operative factors required to provide a meaningful explanation of the phenomenon under 

inquiry. 

 Suppose that in addition to rejection the notion of "an extended bowling ball" we also 

normally do not use the lane/ball interaction as reason to postulate a coupled system. The reason 

we do not, however, would not be that attributing coupled systems to systems with non-trivial 

causal spread is a mistaken endeavor. Rather, the bowling ball case does not strike us as an 

instance of a coupled system because the lane's causal contribution is, for most purposes of 

understanding, trivial.39 The platform of the alley is so uniform that the action of the ball is 

reliably ascertainable by reference to the ball alone. The flat alley surface is very close to being a 

material approximation of an ideal condition (to be further discussed in section 3d). Admittedly, 

each lane, at least on the microscopic level, is unique. However, for most of us, conceptually 

including the lane's potential irregularities into our understanding the ball's motion is 

unnecessary to our purpose of bowling. 

 Unlike the regularity of bowling lanes, in Haugeland's example the complexity of the 

beach's texture and the ant's traverse makes it such that the relational properties involved are too 

salient and variable to ignore. The ant's path is unexplainable without direct reference to the 

surface of the beach. Therefore, the disposition to travel a certain path can either be understood 

in terms of extrinsic, relational properties qualifying the ant's locomotion, or as a intrinsic 

dispositions to the coupled system constituted by the ant and the beach. On grounds of the key 

principle, whereby extrinsic dispositions are best understood as intrinsic to a broader system, the 

intimacy of the ant and the beach regarding path production is warranted. Therefore, we have a 

viable example of a coupled system. 

                                                
39 It is possible to imagine fanciful cases where the lane's contribution might seem like the dominant feature of 
explanation. For example, consider the following, brief, tale: In an village that has never heard of bowling, a wizard 
sets ten bowling pins on top of a tall pillar. While no villager can come within 60 ft of the pins, the wizard promises 
a treasure to whomever can displace the pins by knocking them down with a heavy ball. Several villagers try to 
throw the ball at the pins, but the pillar is too high for the throws to reach. A villager named Jim, however, builds an 
additional platform 60 ft from, and level to, the pillar. Jim connects the two by a 60 ft, 41.5 inch wide plank. By 
rolling the ball down the plank, Jim knocks down the pins. Substitute "lane" for plank, and I think it reasonable to 
say, "Jim used the lane to knock down the pins." 
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 Haugeland's example falls much closer to capturing the nature of mental states than does 

the bowling example. Mental states are dispositions, but they are dispositions that involve 

exceedingly fluid interaction with large variety of complex situations. Likewise, the most elegant 

way to account for an organism's embedded cognitive processes is to allow that the environment 

is furnishing part of the vehicle for the broader cognitive system. 

 Recall the statement concerning the coupling of Otto with his notebook, that "to 

consistently resist this conclusion, we would have to shrink the self into a mere bundle of 

occurrent states, severely threatening its deep psychological continuity" (Clark and Chalmers 

2008: 562). Issues regarding fragmentation have already been addressed in terms of Gertler's 

attempted rejection of the extended mind hypothesis. The unity of agency established through 

intentionality entails that an extended notion of the self and mind is carried by the unity of the 

environment and organism. The next section further examines the relationship between 

wide/narrow psychology, fragmentation, and character. 



  113 

 

Chapter 7: Wide/Narrow Psychology and Situationism 
 

Clark and Chalmers claim that denying the prevalence of coupled systems within cognition 

entails shrinking the self into a mere bundle of states. Furthermore, as discussion of Gertler's 

rejection of the extended mind hypothesis suggests, issues regarding the fragmentation of 

individuals can have as much to do with underlying assumptions regarding the nature of mental 

dispositions as it does empirical evidence. At this point, it is far to say that the viability of 

different responses to character not only hangs upon the explicit content; background 

assumptions regarding dispositions, mind, and situation are pivotal.  

 This section uses Upton's book length discussion of character, Situational Traits of 

Character: Dispositional Foundations and Implications for Moral Psychology and Friendship 

(2009b), as an example of how one's approach to mental dispositions can ultimately influence 

one's approach to character. In this book Upton presents an account of character as something 

made up of both traditionally conceived global traits as well as more contextually sensitive 

"situational traits." Unlike Doris (2002), Upton does not base her inclusion of context sensitive 

traits upon social psychology. Rather, Upton argues for the inclusion of situational traits from an 

input/output model of dispositions set against background assumptions regarding internal 

"frames of mind."  

 Upton's view ultimately relies upon the notion of an action independent "inner" self and 

an input/output notion of the mental. She writes, "evidence strongly suggests the existence of 

agents who genuinely care about honesty, understand the nature of its value, reason about 

honesty in virtuous ways, and yet, struggle to manifest their inner virtue behaviorally" (Upton 

2009b: 85). Upton's use of "inner virtue," and its contrast of other negatively tinged mental 

features and behavior implies that Upton utilizes narrow psychology in her model of the mental. 

Upton further uses the term "frame of mind" to cover mentally grounding features of a character 

trait such as "beliefs, desires, reasons, willpower, attitudes, emotions, patterns of deliberation, 

and perceptual sensitivities" (Upton 2009b: 6). 

 Upton seems to think that the phrase "frame of mind" expresses a set of mental features, 

rather than the entirety of one's mental state. For example, she holds that a person could be in the 

appropriate frame of mind while also instantiating other negatively tinged mental features. Here, 

behavior is seen as the output of the net sum of internal functions given some input into the 
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mental. If action-inhibiting-mental-features are sufficiently overpowered by the appropriate 

frame of mind, then action is the resultant output. As a consequence of her view regarding 

"frames of mind," Upton rejects a unity of the virtues thesis, notably, the role of practical 

wisdom for the possession of virtue (Upton 2009b: 7). She takes the unity of the virtues in 

phronesis position to hold that the virtuous agent knows which act to perform when and that the 

agent knows which frame of mind is appropriate for her traits. This, she holds, is implausible. 

 The impact of a methodologically solipsistic criterion of individuation can also be seen in 

Upton's use of dispositions to argue for a localization of character traits. Upton's “disposition 

argument” for situational traits begins by observing that character traits have a formal structure 

analogous to dispositions, broadly conceived.  According to Upton, a thing is a disposition if it 1) 

has a ground from which it is based, 2) somehow mediates between input and output events, and 

3) is sensitive to background conditions (Upton 2009b: 27). Upton asserts that these all hold of 

character traits. The frame of mind of the agent is the ground, the trait's influence over behavior 

given some stimulus satisfies the second requirement, and the sensitivity of the mind to 

background considerations satisfies the third criterion. 

 The input/output model of mental dispositions requires that in order accurately to 

describe a disposition we must rigorously stipulate the applicable range of eliciting conditions 

and manifestations. Contextualized character traits are presented as more accurate depictions of 

dispositions and manifestations than broader, more compressed globalized dispositions (Upton 

2009b: 43). This is fine; however, Upton seems to think that a situationally indexed disposition is 

the "real disposition predicate" while broader versions are not (Upton 2009b: 43). We will 

resume discussion of Upton's specific approach to dispositions later in the following section. For 

now, it is merely necessary to mark that the basis of Upton's psychological view is the 

assumption that a sharp, metaphysical divide can be drawn between a) the functional properties 

of the dispositional bearer and b) the situational conditions that elicit certain manifestations.   

 Upton's view can be diametrically opposed to the claims D. C. Russell makes regarding 

dispositions. Russell questions utilizing dispositions in accounts of character precisely on the 

grounds that it divorces the agents from the world. According to Russell, an account of character 

emphasizing deliberation, construal, and ideographic patterns of consistency entails a rejection of 

traits as dispositions (Russell 2009: 242). Russell claims that the situationist experiments lead 

one to reject “dispositionist” accounts of personality whereby, in Russell’s terms, personality is 
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considered to be “one’s unique aggregate of psychological tendencies to engage in certain types 

of stereotypical behaviors” (Russell 2009: 241-2). Rather than criticizing “direct behavioral 

dispositions,” or “behavioral” accounts of character traits, it seems as if Russell is setting his 

sights on dispositions in general. Unfortunately, Russell abstains from giving a thorough 

presentation of the different possible notions of “disposition” that are available. For the time 

being, noting Russell’s distinction between his own account and dispostionalist accounts will be 

sufficient to express Russell’s response to situational social psychology and the fragmentation of 

character. 

 Russell writes, “the dispositionist’s purpose . . . is to explain such patterns by identifying 

what it is about persons in virtue of which such patterns obtain” (Russell 2009: 247). An 

example of this is using Upton's utilization of the construct "frame of mind" to serve as the 

support for character patterns. However, such attempts fail to explain behavior because too 

strong a distinction is made between an agent's internal dispositions the agent’s situation. Here, 

we might recall the distinction between regularizing and rationalizing features. We can read 

Russell as objecting to dispositionalism because it attempts to provide a regularizing response to 

requests for rationalizing explanations. Unlike explaining things in terms of interactions in the 

world, dispositionalism, as Russell objects to it, attempts to limit the explanation to features of 

the agent as abstracted away from the world in terms of narrow psychology.  

 Consider once again the tip seeking waiter’s adoption of various demeanors towards 

different clientele. In these cases, framing the context in terms of the agent’s point of view 

allows one to read the agent’s behavior in terms of deliberation, goal selection, and consistent 

steps towards such a goal. The waiter’s actions need not be understood as exhibiting knee-jerk 

dispositions. Rather, we should interpret the waiter’s behavior as deliberate actions that utilize 

various features of the waiter’s environment. In failing to do this, narrow dispositionalism only 

offers partial accounts insofar as it ignores the phenomenal, motivational features of context and 

other aspects of wide psychology. 

 Postulation of intrinsic dispositions, for Russell, promotes viewing abnormal behavior as 

merely a distortion of what the narrow psychologist would postulate as one's regular 

dispositions; out of character behavior is a “noise” rather than an integral part of the agent. While 

dispositional accounts aim at capturing a limited range of causes for behavior and often factor 

out variation as noise, non-dispositionalist accounts, according to Russell, look for causes of 
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behavior within the larger context of an agent’s situated practical deliberation. Variations of 

behavior are thus interpreted as clues to an agent’s underlying goals and deliberative processes, 

rather than as merely noise to be discounted.    

 While the use of dispositions can lead to the postulation of internal substrates for 

character patterns, this need not be the case. Within metaphysics, there is a wide variety of views 

of how dispositions are seen as relating to eliciting circumstances, manifestations, background 

conditions, and the various conditionals that seem to relate these different elements. Utilizing a 

dispositional analysis of character can allow us to distinguish between the roles that mental states 

and their causes play in our expectations and understandings of behavior without necessitating a 

constitutive inner/outer distinction. This is possible if we adopt a less problematic functionalist 

account of dispositions, such as the account Mumford (1996, 1998) specifically developed in 

order to accommodate the complications brought on by variations of background conditions. The 

fit between Mumford's account of dispositions and a Sartrean account of character is also noted 

by Webber, who contends that dispositions need not be thought of simply as reactions to a causal 

stimulus (Webber 2013a). The next section explores how a functionalist account of dispositions 

deals with background conditions and dispositional interference, ultimately in a way that can 

sustain an notion of character traits while navigating between Russell's objections to 

dispositionalism and the fragmentation that Upton's account of dispositions entails. 
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7a) The Nature of Mental Dispositions 

 

Investigating mental dispositions begins by examining attempts at giving a counterfactual, 

conditional, analysis of dispositions in general. Attempts to provide both the necessary and 

sufficient conditions for the presence of a disposition are fraught with objections based on 

plausible counter examples. To resolve these difficulties this thesis adopts a functionalist 

solution. This solution interprets dispositions as the functional roles of an object's property bases, 

which are in turn picked out as relevant for the sort of context implied by the inquiry motivating 

dispositional attribution. Such an approach can maintain the necessarily epistemic distinction 

between dispositions and their circumstances while also allowing for a constitutive interactive 

holism between the two. It thereby provides an account of dispositions that sustains the character 

traits of a psychologically wide account of character. 

 The connection between dispositions and counterfactual conditionals seems intuitively 

plausible. To say that a glass is fragile is to say that it would break if it were struck. The breaking 

is normally called the “manifestation” of the disposition and striking called the “eliciting 

conditions”. An account of dispositions ought to capture the idea that a fragile glass is a glass 

disposed to break were it struck and that a glass can be fragile even if it is never struck. A 

preliminary attempt at such a counterfactual bi-conditional analysis can be stated thus:  

 

“An object is disposed to M when C iff it would M if it were the case that C”40 

 

This counterfactual conditional expresses a connection between a things being in a certain 

circumstance C and the episodic expression of M.41 Due to the clause “that an object is disposed 

to M when C . . .” traits are considered as localized to a situation to the extent that the relevant 

circumstance is specified. In terms of character, one might say a waiter has a solicitous-when-

serving-the-elderly local dispositional trait if and only if the following holds: “If a waiter is 

serving elderly clientele, then the waiter is solicitous.” The solicitous disposition, global or local, 

exists beyond its manifestation, for example while the waiter is sleeping. The manifestation of 

                                                
40 Fara 2005: 42 
41 Throughout this chapter, I intend to remain neutral as to whether the dispositions in consideration are 
“sure‐fire” or probabilistic. The following claims are intended to apply to both equally with little or no 
required adjustments. 
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any disposition is not the same as its possession.  

Charles Martin (1994) offers a class of counterexamples to counterfactual bi-conditional 

accounts that involve what he calls "finks." Finks render bi-conditional analysis of events 

insufficient for understanding a disposition. Imagine a wire disposed to conduct electricity. 

Consider the disposition of a wire to be live when in contact with a conductor as described as a 

counterfactual bi-conditional: 

 

 “The wire is live iff it would M (conduct electrical current from the wire to the 

conductor) were it the case that C (the wire contacts a conductor).” 

 

This statement seemingly describes the wire’s disposition to go live when it contacts a 

conductor. However, one could imagine an “electro-fink” machine that detects when a conductor 

is about to contact an otherwise dead wire and instantaneously ensures that a charge is given to 

the wire. Here, the presence of a charge in the wire is independent of the wire’s own, internal 

disposition. The fink spoils the bi-conditional operator in counterfactual claim. Moreover, the 

“electro-fink” might operate on a reverse cycle ensuring a wire is dead only when a conductor 

attaches to the wire, and at all other times the wire is the same as any other live wire. Here, one 

wants to say the wire is disposed to conduct electricity, but will not exhibit expected 

manifestations due to the reverse fink. Again, the fink ensures the falsity of the dispositional bi-

conditional, while not providing a change to the wire itself.  

I would further argue that finkishness occurs in cases of character. Sometimes a person 

may take up a new social role, by joining a group, or entering into a relationship that seems to 

influence their behavior in ways discordant with previous patterns and values. For instance, 

imagine a friendly man who is told by an experimenter to be staunch and callous rather than 

friendly in an experiment. Perhaps every time he is about act upon his kind-hearted inclinations, 

the experimenter scowls at him and ensures he act callously. His subsequent behavior would not 

display the manifestations of magnanimity, although one is tempted to say that he is still 

“friendly-at-heart”. In this case, the experimenter is functionally similar to a fink on reverse.42  

                                                
42 Anticipating the discussion of causal bases, one might say that the conditional describing magnanimity and 
the effectiveness of the fink would be false due to pusillanimity, or some other feature of the agent. Badhwar 
(2009) attempts to make such a point regarding pusillanimity and the Milgram Experiments. I think such a 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The general form of finking is such that a change in the object’s circumstance affects the 

outcome of its supposed disposition. The effect of this change can be understood in several ways. 

One way to understand the relationship between finks and counterfactuals is to hold that 

dispositions are only intrinsic and claim that finks show that the counterfactual must be bolstered 

by some clause prohibiting interference by outside factors. On the other hand, it seems as though 

finks show that it is possible that the object undergoes a change in dispositions without 

undergoing any change in its internal properties. Therefore, this second option suggests that 

finkishness may seem to push for the possibility of dispositions not solely dependent upon 

intrinsic properties, i.e. extrinsic dispositions.  

 If a person wanted to maintain something similar to the counterfactual analysis in the face 

of finks while also denying the existence of extrinsic dispositions it may be tempting to follow 

the first option and argue that dispositional counterfactuals should be read has having an implied 

“all things being equal” clause. However, ceterus paribus clauses do not salvage counterfactual 

analysis of intrinsic dispositions from being undermined by finking (Martin 1994: 6, Mumford 

1996: 88, Lewis 1997: 157-8, McKitrick 1999: throughout, Fara 2005: 52). The phrase “all 

things being equal” carries inherent recourse to an artificially definitive notion of potential 

situations relevant to any dispositional attribution, (A). In Mumford’s terms, “such a clause 

would have to rule out all the possible relevant factors to the truth of (A)” (1996: 88).  A 

dispositional attribution buttressed with a ceterus paribus clause becomes tautological. 

The complexities of life and action always outstrip the ability to cover all factors and our 

ability to know when one is, in fact, covering all factors. Either the factors to be ruled out are 

general or specific to the disposition. However, the only way to determine which circumstantial 

factors are specifically relevant to conceptualizing a specific disposition requires the notion of 

the disposition the account is intended to supply. If a general “cases of finking aside” clause is 

added, the conditional becomes vacuous to the extent that it attempts to outrun possible counter 

examples. This is because the only way to guarantee that counter examples are outrun is to 

reduce the conditional to something like: 

An object is disposed to R when S iff it has an intrinsic property B such that, if it were the 
case that S, and if the object were to retain B, and nothing were to keep R from occurring, 
then the object would R when S because it has B. 

                                                
reply is sound in the case of some, but not all, of the obedient subjects, and that the experiments are not so 
easily dismissed. 
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The above analysis ultimately states that "R" would occur unless it would not occur because 

something stopped it from occurring. But this is true of any occurrence, and thus fails to give an 

account of dispositions per se. The clause "and nothing were to keep R from occurring" must be 

interpreted as exhaustive of any potential fink or interference for the clause to function as a pre-

emptive ceterus paribus. However, unless other substantive considerations are brought to bear, 

the clause cannot specify how some circumstantial considerations warrant exemption while 

others do not. Therefore, any relevant change in circumstance is subject to exclusion from 

relevance for dispositional attribution. Under such an analysis the following becomes completely 

legitimate: “B is courageous, but she has never behaved even remotely courageously because 

circumstances always have (and potentially always will) prevent her from showing her courage.” 

Without further specifications regarding the scope of what circumstances can be excluded and 

what cannot, the addition of a ceterus paribus clause risks eliminating all factors relevant to the 

truth of dispositional attribution. 

It is highly intuitively plausible that the conditions of an initiating cause are relevant to 

the manifestation of a disposition and that some counter examples are too far fetched to be 

considered legitimate counter examples. However, the insertion of a ceterus paribus, on its own, 

is insufficient for counterfactual bi-conditional claims technically to capture the everyday use of 

dispositional language.  Instead, we can draw inspiration from Mumford (1996, 1998) and 

suggest that the conditional need only hold in “ideal conditions” without having recourse to a 

ceteris paribus clause. This strategy involves a shift from bi-conditional, counterfactual analysis 

of dispositions and towards discussions of the causal basis of the disposition and our warranted 

expectations. Dispositions are redefined as functional attributions used to express inferred 

patterns of behavior. For a thing to have a disposition is for it to have a set of properties that 

causes the relevant effect (Mumford 1996). Dispositional attributions point to the functional role 

an object’s properties play in certain circumstances. 

 To clarify the relationship between functionalist accounts of dispositions and “ideal 

conditions” consider the Maxwell-Boltzmann ideal gas model. The ideal gas is a theoretical 

construct that can "stand in" for most other gases when calculations regarding volume, pressure, 

and temperature are to be done. Ideal gas, by definition, always expands at a rate governed by the 

equation PV=nRT. The only factors allowable in equating the expansion of the ideal gas are the 
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following: P pressure, V volume, N gas constant (8.314472 J-K-1/mol-1), R amount in moles, 

and T absolute temperature. Air can be treated as an ideal gas, with slight, but existent margin of 

error, in most basic calculations concerning volume, pressure, amount in moles, and temperature. 

The margin of error is due to variations in the conditions. Any compound of air will expand at 

the same rate, more or less, as an ideal gas, except in the presence of any limiting factors, 

including such factors as extremely low temperatures or high pressures. The ideal gas, as a 

theoretical model, is defined such that there can be no such interfering factors. Therefore, 

another way of understanding “ideal gas” is as a functional model of behavior in ideal 

conditions. 

 Under a functionalist account, a thing's dispositions express the functional roles played 

by its properties. For example, because the molecular bonds in glass break in a chain reaction we 

say glass is fragile. Fragility simply expresses the functional role of the molecular structure. 

Mumford claims that according to a functionalist account of dispositions, dispositional 

attribution implicitly rules out cases, call them "b) cases", that keep the disposition from being 

present. For example, to say a match is flammable is to say it will light, which is to imply that it 

is not wet or in a vacuum, etc. Water changes the functional role of the phosphorous in a dry 

match head by suffocating the free oxygen necessary for combustion; consequently, wet matches 

are not disposed to light when struck. 

 Mumford argues that finking cases, where the disposition is present while the conditional 

is false, are also ruled out by conceptual necessity. This is so because finks work by quickly 

instantiating b) cases (Mumford 1996: 90-2). Thus, under a functionalist account, the disposition 

comes and goes as rapidly as the fink operates. If a fink rarely interferes with a wire’s 

conductivity, the wire is as good as if it were live, even if there is no absolute guarantee of 

conductivity. Whether or not finks play an “entrenched” or a  “transient” role in the life of an 

object greatly affects the degree to which dispositional attribution is reasonable and warranted 

(Fara 2005: 76-7).  

 Return to the Milgram style case of the finkish experimenter. The functionalist account 

entails that the man does lose his magnanimity when he consistently behaves callously and when 

such callousness can be expected to be his normal, predictable behavior, even when such 

behavior is a result of his experimenter’s glares. If experimenter were always present, then 
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expectations of magnanimity would be unwarranted.43  

 Mumford notes that the functionalist account does not entail that all cases where the 

relevant conditional for a dispositional may be true are cases of dispositions (Mumford 1996: 

92). This is another strength of his account. An object may break in certain circumstances 

without being fragile. Behavior in line with a relevant conditional is necessary, but insufficient, 

for trait attribution. When applied to character, the connection between behavior and any given 

disposition is not absolute, due to the fact that any given incident of behavior is now insufficient 

of trait attribution. As Aristotle is often quoted, “one swallow does not make a summer” 

(Aristotle 2004: 1098a19). Administering a single series of shocks does not make a person cruel. 

 According to a functionalist account of dispositions, the conditional provides evidence 

for, but does not constitute, the disposition. This feature captures claims made by people from 

both sides of the situationism/virtue ethics discussion. Doris writes, “so understood [as involving 

dispositions to behavior] trait attribution is associated with a conditional” (Doris 2002: 15-16, 

italics added). This notion is also exhibited by CAPS “if . . . then . . . signatures”. The use of the 

term “signature” is telling. “If . . . then . . . “ signatures do not constitute traits, but rather provide 

evidence for trait attribution (Russell 2009: 261, cf Mischel and Shoda 1995: 258). “If . . . then . . 

.” signatures are inferred patterns that rely upon a person’s behaviors as such behavior is 

influenced by the aspects of the person. Likewise, under the functionalist account, dispositions 

are themselves derivative of their bases.   

 To say that dispositions are inferred from patterns of “if . . .then . . . “ signatures is not to 

say that dispositions do not exist. Melodies are patterns constructed from series of notes, and 

melodies exist.44 Dennett (1991) argues that patterns exist when they can have explanatory and 

predictive power, even when such patterns are probabilistic and compressed. Following 

Dennett’s lead, I take it that dispositional attribution is warranted if the object’s properties have a 

functional role that provides an acceptable level of prediction and explanation. Dispositions are 

compressed patterns inferred from their array of bases and the incidents affected by such bases. 

                                                
43 The relevance of the “entrenched” and “transcient” distinction is hinted at in the contention that many 
experiments involved situations which are too dissimilar to the normal context of a person’s life to provide 
much information regarding trait attribution (Kamtekar 2004: 474, Webber 2006: 197, and Screenivasan 
2008). 
44 This example is taken from Webber’s “Sartre’s Theory of Character” (2006b: 103). Webber's use of he 
example is analogous to my current use; Webber uses it show that Sartre does not claim that ego does not 
exist when he claims that the ego is a construct from a series of states and activities. See also Moris (1985: 
184). Sartre discusses melodies at Sartre 1956: 77. 
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If a person behaves in a pattern of compassionate activity, then the disposition “compassionate” 

can be used to pick out this pattern. However, if a person rarely behaves compassionately, then 

attribution of the disposition “compassionate” would lack explanatory power, and to this extent 

one could say that attribution of the disposition is not warranted.  

 Aristotle remarks that "like activities produce like dispositions" (Aristotle 2004: 

1103b20). According to Aristotle, our dispositions are not groundless; they are products of the 

habits and actions they reflect. Continuing, he writes, "hence we must give our activities a 

certain quality, because it is their characteristics that determine the resulting dispositions" 

(Aristotle 2004: 1103b21-2).45 The qualities of dispositions are expressions of transcendent 

unities projected from underlying occurrences. Under this reading, dispositions are seen as 

having a source that can be conceptually distinguished from the dispositional pattern one 

encounters when explaining behavior. 

 The functional account of dispositions presented within the ecological model stipulates 

that dispositions require a distinct causal base. Prior, Pargetter, and Jackson (1982) offer one of 

the few explicit defenses for the claim that all dispositions have conceptually distinct causal 

bases. They claim that if something is the case, such as some object's possession of a disposition, 

then there must be a further something, a ground, that makes this the case. Furthermore, because 

dispositions fall under a more general claim of the  multiple-realizability of the mental, the 

ground must be distinct from the disposition (Prior, Pargetter, and Jackson 1982: 251-5). Michael 

Smith and Daniel Stoljar further argue that if bare, ungrounded dispositions were possible, then 

cases where the object does not have the disposition but the eliciting conditions occur would be 

more similar to cases where a disposition is in eliciting circumstances and manifests than are 

cases where the disposition is present but dormant. Bare dispositions entail cases where things 

would be barely true, i.e. true, but for no discernible reason. They claim this is absurd, and thus 

deny the existence of bare dispositions (Smith and Stoljar 1998: 89-95).  

Molnar (2003) and McKitrick (2003b) offer rebuttals of both arguments, arguing that 

some dispositions may provide their own base but be otherwise basic and un-explainable. 

Molnar, for example, argues that the dispositions of structure-less sub-atomic particles are likely 

to be ungrounded, while the dispositions of complex objected are grounded (Molnar 2003: 128-

                                                
45 Rather anachronistically, we can read Aristotle as expressing the Sartrean insight regarding the nature of 
"qualities" discussed in the Transcendence of the Ego. 
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31). The objects and bare dispositions utilized here are objects that stand at the edge of 

explanation. Bare dispositions are dispositions for which no explanation can be given. While 

these might occur at the most fundamental level of scientific inquiry it is difficult to see how the 

same claim can be extended to the dispositions involved in human behavior. If such dispositions 

are understood as bare dispositions one has given up on the attempt to explain and understand the 

bases of behavior. Taking characterological dispositions as bare entails failing to provide any 

empirical adequacy for an account of character. 

The grounded-ness of some dispositions sharpens one consideration that has to be 

accommodated in the construction of any plausible argument regarding the existence of character 

traits. A dispositional trait attribution can be shown to be warranted if there is some rationalizing 

feature of the agent such that the property can be shown to influence the behavior of the agent to 

act in certain ways in certain eliciting conditions. If dispositions are understood functionally, 

then the possibility of interfering considerations is ruled out a priori by stipulation that there is 

some property that is causally sufficient to affect behavior. If the properties have explanatory and 

predictive power, then the functional role they play likewise has sufficient power to warrant 

dispositional attribution. Therefore, to establish the existence of character traits, one strategy is to 

locate some feature of agency that by necessity provides consistency and stability to behavior. 

The issue of determining the scope of character traits, global or local, is then related to 

determining the scope of the influence that certain properties have in organizing behavior. 

 At this point, we return to the issue of coupled systems. The ecological model presents 

dispositions as the functional roles of an object’s properties, or bases. This notion leaves open 

the possibility that the bases might be an object’s relational properties, which brings us to the 

second possible way of dealing with finks. If the disposition of any given object depends upon 

some of the object’s relational properties, among others, then the disposition can change without 

the object’s undergoing any change in its intrinsic properties. Call any disposition whose 

possession depends on more than just an object's intrinsic properties an “extrinsic disposition.”  

One motivation for considering whether extrinsic dispositions exist and whether there can 

be extrinsic character traits is suggested by Adams (2006). As discussed earlier (chapter 2 

section b) Adams suggests that character, in so far as it is a product of one’s social affiliations, 

may be external (Adams 2006: 138-143). The actions of the groups we affiliate with may 

influence our character in ways beyond our control. In so far as character involves dispositions, 
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allowing that dispositions may be extrinsic weakens arguments against character that are based 

upon changes of “if . . . then . . .” patterns which do not seem to involve a change in the agent. 

Moreover, the dichotomy between character and situation may be illusory to the extent that 

character is an extrinsic matter (see also Adams 2006: 141). However, the ecological model 

urges that if character is to a degree extrinsic, then this extrinsicality should be accounted for in 

terms of coupled systems and wide psychology rather than taking as basic the idea of an extrinsic 

disposition.  

McKitrick is a friend of extrinsic dispositions, although she does not explicitly apply 

them to character.46 She argues that dispositions reliant upon the intrinsic properties of their 

bearers, like a glass's fragility and crystaline structure, are not necessarily representative of all 

dispositions. There might be relevant relational properties for some dispositions beyond the 

circumstances and initiating causes that thereby sustain extrinsic dispositions (McKitrick 1999: 

92-3). She suggests these examples: 1) the disposition of a key to turn locks, 2) weight, 3) 

vulnerability, 4) visibility, and 5) recognizability (McKitrick 1999: 93-108, 2003a: 159-163). 

 I agree that these all appear to be dispositions whose existence depends upon more than 

an object’s intrinsic properties. In each case, it is the object’s relation to another thing or class of 

things that determines the extrinsic disposition.47 The relevant partners might be: 1) certain locks, 

2) the mass of planetary objects, 3) attackers, 4) onlookers, or 5) previous acquaintances. Given 

the relational aspect of extrinsic dispositions, such dispositions are derivative of intrinsic 

properties responsible for the relevant relationships. While extrinsic dispositions can meet the 

necessary requirements for dispositions, their extrinsic nature precludes the possibility of 

providing sufficient conditions for their attribution.  

Consider keys, again.48 One potential example of an extrinsic disposition is a key's power 

to open locks. A key can lose the dispositional power to open a door without undergoing any 
                                                
46 McKitrick (1999) further claims that extrinsic dispositions have bases in extrinsic properties that are to be 
conceived of in contrast to relational properties. I disagree, and claim that all bases are either further 
dispositions, intrinsic, or relational properties because I reject the claim that an object can have extrinsic 
properties outside and beyond its relational properties. Molnar (2003) holds a similar view. McKitrick 
(2003a) seems to have revised her view regarding her rejection of an extrinsic/relational isomorphism.  
47 Contessa (2012) claims that extrinsic dispositions can have intrinsic bases, although I read his argument as 
being more appropriate to the claim that qualifying for participation in a relational property can be based 
upon an object's intrinsic properties, i.e. keeping features of the lock as simply an assumed constant, a key has 
the relational properties it does in virtue of its intrinsic properties. 
48 McKitrick (1999, 2003a), references Shoemaker’s "Causality and Properties" (1980) discussion of keys to 
introduce the notion. Molnar (2003) refers to Boyle’s discussions of keys in The Origin of Forms and Qualities 
According to Corpuscular Philosophy (1666), and Works (1965) to introduce the topic. 
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other change in its intrinsic properties. The loss of the relational property of fitting the lock 

attached to the door is sufficient for the change in the disposition. However, a key’s extrinsic 

power to open a door is derivative upon the relation between shape of the key and the lock. 

Extrinsic dispositions depend upon relational properties. The relational properties depend upon 

congruence. Congruence, being comparative, ultimately supervenes upon the non-relational 

properties of the relata (Molnar 2003: 105). Extrinsic dispositions can only be instantiated to a 

thing if there is some feature of that thing which supports the instantiation. Therefore, extrinsic 

dispositions are derivative.  

 Taken alone, the derivative nature of extrinsic dispositions does not necessarily mean that 

they do not exist. Melodies are derivatives of notes, but melodies exist. Indeed, the functional 

account of dispositions allows the possibility that all dispositions, or at least all dispositions of 

complex objects, are derivative. According to the functionalism advocated here, the presence of a 

disposition, intrinsic or extrinsic, depends upon the functional role a property complex 

instantiates, nothing more. I am doubtful, however, that reference to extrinsic dispositions is 

consistent with viewing dispositions as primarily a way in which we pick out the functional roles 

of an object's properties. Extrinsic dispositions, by the very nature of their extrinsicality, do not 

pick out functional roles born by the properties of that to which the disposition is attributed. 

As McKitrick notes, the relevance of something depends upon our interests and epistemic 

situations. “[F]or most key users, the extrinsic disposition is the most salient” (McKitrick 2003a: 

167-8). How a key gets along in its ability to open doors is more salient than underlying match 

between its shape and a lock. The derivate nature of extrinsic dispositions does not rule them out; 

however, the extrinsicality of the disposition entails a divorce between the conditional necessary 

for attribution and the explanatory and predictive power that provides sufficient reason for 

dispositional attribution. Extrinsic dispositions can entail a conditional, but the presence of a 

relevant conditional is only necessary, but not sufficient for dispositional attribution. For 

instance, deviant causal chains are unlikely foundations for dispositions (Mumford 1996: 92).  

 If disposition attribution is based upon explanatory and predictive power then the 

attribution of extrinsic dispositions is warranted only if it provides such power. Unfortunately, 

extrinsic dispositions, being extrinsic, preclude the possibility of providing any explanation or 

prediction that simultaneously remains based solely upon the object’s extrinsic properties while 

also focusing upon the object whose activities are being explained. For example, we can't explain 
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why a key will not open a door by saying, “because the key has lost the power to open the 

door."49  All the explanatory work must be done in terms of intrinsic properties of the key, the 

lock, or the sum of the two. Consequently, the reason for dispositional attribution is not met by 

extrinsic dispositions.  

 Moreover, the potential salience of an extrinsic disposition fails to provide justification 

for its attribution. Person P might carry a very cumbersome key for a year without trying it in a 

lock that has changed with P’s knowing it. Here, the key’s nonexistent “disposition to open the 

door” is salient, but absent. Salience is not sufficient for dispositional attribution. While extrinsic 

dispositions may be possible, there is little reason to attribute them to anything, and should thus 

be ruled out on grounds of philosophical parsimony. Extrinsic, dispositional character traits fail 

to carry explanatory or predictive power, and therefore represent a dead end. Consequently, such 

considerations provide support for the key principle, as it was introduced in chapter 6 section b 

(above): 

 
All apparent instances of extrinsic dispositions are re-describable as dispositions 

intrinsic to a coupled system. 

 

A more suitable approach to the issue of relational properties and dispositions is to conclude that 

what appears to be an extrinsic disposition is actually the intrinsic disposition of a broader 

coupled system.  

 Identifying the justification for dispositional attributions is crucial for progress in debates 

regarding the existence of character and the degree to which a trait can be global or local. 

Participants in the debate cannot take for granted an understanding of a disposition in terms of 

simple counterfactual analysis. Rather than view the connection between dispositions and 

conditionals in terms of a bi-conditional, a functionalist account provides a more practical 

approach for the purposes of character trait attribution. Under the advocated functionalist view, 

the presence of a conditional to express the functional role of a set of properties is necessary for 

                                                
49 Admittedly, we could imagine a magical key, for which such a statement may, in certain circumstances 
provide an explanation of failed door openings. However, an important part of this idea is that the key is 
understood as magical, i.e. in self‐possession of some "power" that is not grounded on any relationship to the 
door. In this case the key would still not possess an extrinsic disposition; rather, it would have possessed a 
"bare disposition." 
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dispositional attribution and the sufficient conditions for dispositional ascription are met in so far 

as such a conditional provides explanatory and predictive power.  

 With a functionalist account of dispositions in place, we can return to our analysis of 

Upton's account of character. There are some important differences between the functionalist 

account provided above and the account utilized by Upton in Situational Traits of Character. 

Recall, the account of dispositions that Upton uses to support her notion of situationally indexed 

character traits: a disposition must meet the following conditions 1) has a ground from which it is 

based, 2) somehow mediates between input and output events, and 3) is sensitive to background 

conditions (Upton 2009b: 27). Upton further advocates utilizing Elizabeth Prior's (1985) account 

of dispositions, which Upton understands as claiming that in order to deal with finking cases, 

dispositions ought to be indexed to just those cases in which they do obtain. Here, only objects 

that would manifest the relevant trait in expectedly trait eliciting circumstances have the 

disposition. However, we must not conclude that "expectedly trait eliciting circumstances" can 

only refer to circumstances that do not interfere with the manifestation. If such "expectedly trait 

eliciting circumstances" are understood as entailing that the object would display the trait-

relevant manifestation, then all objects would manifest the disposition simply by virtue of their 

being in a circumstance where we expected them to do so. Conceptually relating background 

conditions to eliciting conditions, based upon the potential unity of their causal roles, is useful 

only if some other factor is kept in mind which allows us to distinguish the two.  

 Upton notes that qua disposition, contextualized dispositions are circular under a 

conditional analysis (Upton 2009b: 42).  Due to the similarity of casual roles, the absence of 

background conditions or the absence of eliciting conditions is compatible with the possession of 

an un-manifested disposition. Finks change the circumstance, as well as the eliciting event, and 

thus are irrelevant to fink-free-contextualized dispositions. I have no objections to Prior's very 

helpful insights here.  

 Contextualized character traits are presented as simply more accurate depictions of 

dispositions and manifestations than broader, more compressed globalized dispositions that 

operate over an implied epistemic saliency (Upton 2009b: 43). This is fine; however, Upton 

seems to think that regularizing causal dispositions provide the most accurate form of 

rationalizing dispositional attribution. The view that the more accurate a regularizing disposition, 

the more real it is, and hence useful as a rationalizing disposition is problematic. As it will be 
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argued, this view is problematic because we can excessively index dispositions to the point 

where the disposition disappears and in is, instead, replaced by a token causal chain. 

 We should maintain a distinction between the background conditions of the eliciting 

circumstance and the background conditions of the disposition. This distinction is easily 

overlooked because similar roles between a) the epistemic roles of eliciting conditions and b) 

background circumstances cause the two to be conflated. In order to avoid triviality, the 

contextualist account must allow for the specification of an eliciting event that may or may not 

occur within a context. If eliciting events and background conditions are run together, then one 

can say that some object has a specific disposition if the object regularly displays the 

manifestation in a certain set of circumstances, where the circumstances are understood as being 

such that nothing, including a lack of an eliciting circumstance, prevents the object from 

displaying the manifestation. This conflation is not damning to Prior's account; rather it is 

damaging to Upton's attempt to mark Mumford and Prior's accounts as incompatible. The 

functionalist account of dispositions describes a necessary aspect of dispositions, namely that it 

provide explanatory and predictive power through reference to the functional roles played by an 

objects' property bases across multiple possible instances of the relevant eliciting circumstances.  

 Emphasizing the epistemic and observer relative aspects of a disposition may seem like 

attaching to too costly a fictionalist price for the acceptance of the necessity of separating 

eliciting and background conditions based upon their different epistemic roles. However, the cost 

of not doing this is not only a circular vacuity, but also a loss of dispositions altogether. Upton 

contends that as one identifies the true causal roles that elicit a disposition, one moves closer to a 

grasp of the real disposition. So, the antecedent of the dispositional conditional must be as 

causally specific as possible, while the manifestation is left as a broad type of occurrence.  

 We can use an example to illustrate this point. Suppose a glass, for instance, has the 

disposition dropped-from-a-height-of-two-meters-onto-a-wooden-floor-on-earth-fragile iff when 

dropped thusly, it breaks. Notice, however, that despite the rigorous sensitivity to causal 

specificity, the consequent manifestation is left as a vague class of happenings. Now, if we were 

to be as detailed with the manifestation as we were with the antecedent, then one must specify 

the consequent breakage as, say, "breaking into 10 pieces with a shattering ring in the tone of C." 

The metaphysical class of consequent occurrences is no longer a "manifestation." The word 

"manifestation" is transformed into a mere example of an "effect." The entire description has 



Chapter 7: Wide/Narrow Psychology and Situationism; 7a) The Nature of Mental Dispositions 130 

 

been reduced to referring to a single occurrence. If the manifestation is specified to the point of 

being a singular event, the disposition disappears.  

 If the conditional account is specified at both ends, one ends up with the Humean 

problem of explaining causality, rather than the different philosophical problem of the nature of 

dispositions. Furthermore, this specificity is unavoidable without allowing that dispositions have 

epistemic roles and qualities over and above their causal ones. Dispositional attributions bear the 

mark of the expectations of she who attributes them. The goal of finding "real" dispositions 

through specification is based upon identifying relevant causal features of the eliciting conditions 

and background conditions. This can only be done by relating them to the consequent 

manifestation; otherwise, there is no ground for the condition's relevance.  But the relevance is 

only traceable depending upon what sort of manifestation one is looking for.  

 To avoid overly indexing the manifestation and turning it into a singular, unrepeatable 

event, the disposition must be left vague and sensitive to the particular epistemic context of the 

inquirer. (The minute one distinguishes "breaking into 10 pieces with a shattering ring in the tone 

of C" from other forms of breaking, or even cracking, one has already picked out which causal 

aspects to ignore or not.) Likewise, in finking and other variable conflation cases presented by 

Martin, the epistemic difference between eliciting and background conditions has already been 

picked out. This is why certain elicited manifestations seem to come out as false positives for 

dispositional attribution. The "dead-wire" holds a charge, but not in the way that we meant it to. 

We want dispositions, not mere cause-effect correlations, and this is only possible when the 

manifestation is not indexed directly to its occurent situation. Identifying causally relevant 

background conditions with eliciting conditions without making a distinction between the two on 

epistemic grounds entails falling into a trivial claim of the form: "the object will do such and 

such when triggered iff the object does such and such when triggered."   

 The distinction between background conditions and eliciting events is necessary for non-

triviality, but is best understood in terms of how the relationships between the eliciting event and 

the object's causal bases operate. Finking and masking are a problem for particular conceptions 

of background conditions and a conditional understanding of the 2nd criteria, that dispositions 
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are a mediator between inputs and outputs.50 Use of "ideal conditions" should not be thought of 

as a ceterus paribus phrase circumscribing circumstances; rather, "ideal conditions" play a part 

in how any given disposition is functionally defined (Mumford 1996). Dispositional attribution to 

an object is warranted if the object's properties have the appropriate functional roles for the 

disposition in question.  

 So, the "ideal condition" move made by functionalist accounts, then, is not designed to 

address issues with Upton's 3rd criteria for dispositions a sensitivity to background conditions, 

but rather the 2nd. The functionalist account of dispositions is designed to address issues with 

input/output models. Dispositions do not mediate between inputs and outputs; rather, they 

express the sorts of interactions objects have with their environments. This move is compatible 

with Prior's move of localizing dispositions for greater accuracy. In fact, this move is necessary 

for saving a form of Upton's 2nd criteria following a contextualist localization of a disposition. 

Contextualist dispositional attributions only avoid triviality if the background consideration of 

the manifestation is functionally defined while also maintaining a distinction between eliciting 

conditions and background circumstances of the object's possession of the disposition. 

Dispositional attributions are not, pace Upton, solely concerned with accurately capturing causal 

correlations; they are heuristics, epistemic tools for the purpose of capturing causal expectations 

in a usefully compressed manner. 

 Functionalism about dispositions does not reduce dispositions into narrow, input/output 

causal mediators. The conclusion that the indispensability of broad states and broad explanation 

poses a problem for functionalist explanation presents the functionalist approach inherent in the 

ecological model in a misleading light. Functionalist methodology does not require law-like 

regularity in its pattern attributions. As Doris and Adams note, psychological dispositions are at 

best only probabilistic (Doris 2002: 19; Adams 2006:122). Webber notes that character 

influences, but does not determine, behavior (Webber 2006a: 101).  

 Appeal to dispositions does not require that we view the world at what Dennett calls the 

"bitmap" level (Dennett 1991). We can maintain belief in, and the use of, functionally conceived 

dispositions without requiring that cause necessitate effect (Mumford and Anjum 2011: 67-8). 

We do not have to read dispositions as being sure-fire. Rather, dispositions express our best 
                                                
50 As a reminder, according to Upton, a thing is a disposition if it 1) has a ground from which it is based, 2) 
somehow mediates between input and output events, and 3) is sensitive to background conditions (Upton 
2009: 27). 
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attempts at understanding how a thing relates to its environment. Stephen Mumford and Rani Lill 

Anjum write:  

Causal powers do certainly dispose towards some outcome, so we have more than 
contingency and not everything is loose and separate. But dispositions do not 
necessitate any outcome either. What occurs will be dependent on the 
circumstances and what other powers are also operating. So we have less than 
pure necessity. What better name could we find for the modality involved in 
causation than 'dispositionality'? (Mumford and Anjum 2011: 68). 

 
In all but idealized, artificial conditions, there are always more powers at play than the ones we 

want to identify for our relevant inquiries. For example, turning the heater up may increase a 

room's heat, but the extent to which it does can be altered if a window is open (Mumford and 

Anjum 2011: 67). Anthropogenic carbon emissions play a large role in climate change, even if 

local weather patterns do not always show the temperature increases a naive person would expect 

under a simplistic model of climate and global warming. According to a functionalism about 

dispositions, the relevant powers at play are given prominence by considerations of the particular 

inquiry whereby we ask which functional roles best explain and predict events framed in a 

certain light. 

 Functionalism about dispositions enables an understanding of mental dispositions that fits 

with CAPS modeling and avoids Russell's contentions with "dispositionism." Dispositions need 

not be seen as direct tendencies towards stereotypic, environmentally dismissive patterns. Nor 

does conceptual use of dispositions force an account of character to ignore divergences of 

behavior as mere "noise." Moreover, functionalism regarding dispositions affords utilization of 

wide functionalism and application of "the key principle" to issues of character and situation. 

Many of the relational, local-dispositions described within Upton or Doris's accounts can be 

thought of in terms of how an agent interacts with important aspects of her environment.  

 Along Sartrean lines, functionalism about dispositions enables re-coupling “mobile” and 

“motif” explanations of behavior. We can give rationalizing explanations by referring to how our 

plans, desires, and abilities interact with the environmental features that speak to these things, i.e. 

the possibilities and affordances we encounter in the world. When situations are conceived of as 

arrangements of possibilities, as in Sartre's example of the mountain, it becomes apparent how a 

person's internally conceived character traits and situations form a mobile/motif unity.
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Chapter 8: Sartrean Ecological Psychology, Affordances, and Environmental 

Dependence 
 

The Sartrean externalism of the ecological model not only involves a reconceptualization of 

character, it also entails a specific view of how we are to understand what "situations" are. In 

"Situationism and the Concept of a Situation," Kristján Kristjánsson (2011) observes that within 

social psychology, the person/situation dichotomy, and related issues of behavioral influence 

have long since settled into a productively moderate position. This moderate interpretation is 

expressed by the Kurt Lewin's canonical B=f(S,P) equation stating that behavior is a function of 

the person and the situation.51 Despite this progress in other fields, the analogous debate within 

philosophy fails to enjoy a similar degree of convergence on a single favored account of a 

“situation”.  

 One reason why the character debate fails to share in this convergence is because, within 

the character debate, exposition of what is generally meant by "situation" is usually lacking. 

While much attention has been paid to how we ought index situations, following ideographic or 

nomothetic approaches, little attention has been given to what the word "situation" refers to in 

the first place. Under the ecological model, situations are best understood as arrangements of 

possibilities and affordances. Simultaneously offering an account of both character and situations 

is both a strength and a requirement of the ecological model of character. 

 Articulating the rationale for viewing situations as arrangement of possibilities and 

affordance can start from observations on how the term "situation" has been more loosely used. 

For example, Doris describes situations as “environmental features characterizable independently 

of individual psychological particularities” (Doris 2002: 76). Here, as in elsewhere, the term 

“situation” is being used generally to mean something similar to a “state of affairs,” a 

“circumstance,” or even an “event.” Physical objects can partially construct situations, but 

situations are usually not understood as being singular physical objects themselves. A situation 

points to a part of a world, or possible world. Situations can be, and often are, somehow spatially 

and temporally bounded, meaning they can have their own horizons, fuzzy or sharp, and on 

occasion these horizons can move. Situations can overlap, or be nested inside other situations. 

                                                
51 Kristjánsson refers to the "judicious conclusion" of Lewin on pages 10, 13, and 16. 
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The entire world, and its past, present, and future can be thought of as one Great Situation,52 but 

the finding of a dime can also be thought of as a distinct situation. Many of the same questions 

that can be asked about “events” and “states of affairs” can be asked about “situations.” Such 

questions include inquiries regarding modality, existence, whether or not situations can re-occur, 

and questions regarding their relation to possible things called “facts.” 

 The situationist argument rides on the idea that experimental population samples show 

innocuous situational variables typically to override personal variables within diagnostic 

situations, thereby, through extrapolation, showing a widespread fragmentation, or even lack of 

character, in the general population. Several authors attempt to show how changes in the 

situational variable change the arrangement of salient reasons within the situation, thus, from the 

ideographic "agent's point of view," changing the domain of the diagnostic (Sabini and Silver 

2005, Adams 2006, Russell 2009, Snow 2010, Thomas 2011). In the light of our various 

concerns, we construe situations in such a way as to illuminate various aspects of them as 

reasons. It less the power of the situation than it is the power of what people make of situations 

that seems to influence behavior (Kelly et al. 2003).  

 However, under this approach the cost of empirical adequacy is normative adequacy. The 

situationists claim that ideographic indexing of situations causes problems for our employment 

of virtue ethical ascriptions as guiding devices precisely because it is the power of what people 

make of situations that influences their associated behavior. The situationist argues that a 

descriptive account of situations is necessary in evaluating character because it provides a 

baseline for comparing different construals and how these, themselves, may be situationally 

influenced. This is illustrated in ch2, above, through the comparison between the aipassionate 

climber and the heroic climber. The aipassionate climber saw elevations above 8,000m as not 

requiring compassion, while the heroic climber did not let the elevation deter her from rescuing a 

suffering climber. 

 Kristjánsson's notion that some situations hinder or sustain the instantiation of different 

virtues is congenial to viewing situations in terms of coefficients of adversity. Kristjánsson 

presents this approach through his discussion of Harry Reis’s work (Kristjánsson 2011: 19). Reis 

suggests that "situations should be conceptualized as affordances,” and that different features of 

                                                
52 The Great Situation might be similar to the one Great Fact that Donald Davidson refers to with his 
"slingshot" argument (Davidson 1969). 
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situations provide different contexts for the pursuit of different goals and opportunities (Reis 

2008: 311, 316).  

 Affordances are one of the central concepts within the Gibsonian school of ecological 

psychology.53 Gibson writes, "the affordances of the environment are what it offers the animal, 

what it provides or furnishes, either for good or ill" (J.J. Gibson 1986: 127). Affordances refer to 

the "offerings of nature . . . [the] possibilities or opportunities" (J.J. Gibson 1986:18-9). Like 

Sartre, Gibson held that our experience of the world always occurs through perception of 

possibilities and affordances. An important aspect of affordances is that they "point both ways, to 

the environment and to the observer" (J.J. Gibson 1986: 129).  For example, a fox can only hide 

in a hole if the hole can hide a fox. Affordances contain a reference to, but are not constituted by 

the peculiarities of an observer (J.J. Gibson 1986: 137). Again, we can deduce the abilities of an 

animal by knowing what affordances are offered to it by some particular environment. The 

notion that affordances point two ways is expressed by James Greeno as "neither an affordance 

nor an ability is specifiable in the absence of specifying the other" (Greeno 1994: 338).  

 Reis's support for thinking of situations in terms of affordances stems from his adherence 

to four principles, the first three of which are particularly relevant to our own inquiry. First, that 

the conceptual analysis of situations should focus on the objective properties of situations. 

Secondly, the "interpersonal core of everyday life provides some of the most influential features 

of situations." Third, that this core should be studied by examining the effect of social relations 

upon social-psychological phenomena (Reis 2008: 312).54 In An Atlas of Interpersonal Situations 

(2003) Reis et al. credit affordances as capturing the above principles, as well as the insights of 

Lewin and Ross and Nisbett. Moreover, affordances are a necessary part of understanding the 

CAPS approach and its frequently employed concept of "if . . .then" signatures. Mischel and 

Shoda, following Ross and Nisbett, agree that the antecedent "if" be taken relative to the agent. 

For Reis, situations are able to maintain their objectivity and behavioral influencing features 

through the presence of invariable features of objects, which stand as the objects of an agent's 

construal (Reis 2008: 313-5).  

                                                
53 Gibson himself gives inspirational credit for the concept to gestalt psychologist Kurt Koffka and use of 
"demand character" in Principles of Gestalt Psychology (1935), (Gibbson 1979: 138). 
54 Reis also lists a fourth principle, that a more rigorous concept of "situation" will improve itself within the 
social sciences. Although initially this "principle" looks more like a motivating reason for searching for any 
definition of situation, one can read it as acknowledging that "situation" as a concept will always evolve with 
our continual intellectual progress and inquiry. 
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  The call for indexing situations in terms of possibilities is further supported by research 

undertaken elsewhere in the social sciences. Kristjánsson concludes that "the results of all the 

variants of the descriptive approach [to defining situations] seem to indicate that people (and 

dictionaries!) understand the essence of situations to lie in affordances of human goals" 

(Kristjánsson 2011: 18). Reis finds support for situations as affordances in the work of many of 

the key figures of social psychology, such the research program of Ross and Nisbett who claimed 

that "the social context creates potent forces producing or constraining behavior" (Reis 2008: 

312, citing Ross and Nisbett 1991: 9). More support within the field can be found from 

Zebrowitz and Collins, who claim that situations are social affordances representing 

"opportunities for acting, interacting, and being acted upon that others provide" (Zebrowitz and 

Collins 1997: 217, cited in Reis 2008: 316). Moreover, the work of Edward and Templeton 

(2002) supports the idea that most people index situations in terms of positivity or negativity, 

how much effort it takes to deal with a situation's constraints, and whether or not a situation 

hinders or facilitates goal-oriented behavior (cited in Reis 2008: 315).55 

 Reis claims that the term "situation" as it was first used within social psychology by Kurt 

Lewin was meant to entail precisely the same complementarity of person and situation that is 

captured by the notion of an affordance. As Reis notes, Lewin was responsible for introducing 

the keystone equation B = f(P, S) such that behavior is a function of the person and the situation. 

Moreover, foreshadowing both ecological psychology and other current externalist themes, 

Lewin also claimed that S = f(P,B) and P = f(S,B). "The person and his environment have to be 

considered as one constellation of interdependent factors" (Reis 2008: 313, citing Lewin 1999a: 

239-40).56 With the basic notion of affordances in place, the ecological model can develop a 

Sartrean version of ecological psychology and utilize this view to address situations and 

situationism. 

                                                
55 Although I am not sure what to think of the academic merit of the following suggestion, from 2011 until the 
current moment (spring 2013) I have consistently translated most occurrences of the word "situation" as I 
encounter it in everyday life into the phrase "arrangement of affordances." This habit has not led to any loss 
of meaning for the original statements. Indeed, thinking in such terms has, I believe, been beneficial. 
Consequently, this experience has solidified by adherence to this section's claim that situations are best 
thought of in terms of affordances. 
56 In a separate paper, I argue that Lewin's philosophy of science provides methodological justification for 
utilizing something like Mumford's (1996) functionalism about dispositions to address person/situation 
interactions ("Fragile Dispositions" presented 64th Annual Northwest Philosophy Conference, Oregon State 
University, Oct 2012). 
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 Kristjánsson correctly recognizes that for Sartre, a situation is that which offers 

"invitations and demands" in the form of "motifs," environmentally grounded reasons for action 

(Kristjánsson 2011: 23, and Sartre 1966: 575-6). We've already seen that according to Sartre, we 

organize the world in which we find ourselves into situations via the various "possibles" and "co-

efficients of adversity and utility" such settings offer our projects (Sartre 1966: 73, 141, 564, 

647). For Sartre, being in a situation is being surrounded by of arrangements of affordances as 

they relate to our projects. Sartre writes: 

My position in the midst of the world is defined by the relation between the 
instrumental utility or adversity in the realities that surround me and by my own 
facticity; that is, the discovery of the dangers which I risk in the world, of the 
obstacles which I can encounter there, the aid which can be offered me, all in the 
light of  . . . a freely posited end. This is what we mean by the situation" (Sartre 
1966: 701). 

 

The views of Reis, Gibson, and Sartre rest upon the basic assumption that conceiving situations 

in terms of possibilities provided by the physical and social environment allow for the grounding 

of subjective construal on descriptive features.  

 Situations are best understood as sets of possibilities because such an understanding 

yields a “judicious” complement between the criteria of “public accessibility” and “relevance” 

discussed earlier in terms of idiographic, versus nomothetic indexing of situations. In addition to 

sorting situations in terms of first person, or third person perspectives, situations can be indexed 

in terms of how the possibilities constituting them differ. This initial suggestion does not solve 

the issues of subjectivity or framing discussed earlier; rather, it happily sidesteps it. 

 Any change entails a change in possibilities, however trivial, and not every change in 

possibilities is relevant to situation individuation. Here, the ecological model can help show how 

one can distinguish between relevant, an irrelevant possibilities regarding situational 

identification. As Sartre notes, the difficulty of routes up a crag is not salient to a person with no 

interest in climbing. Consider the following description: “two individuals, equal in 

mountaineering knowledge, but one being an infirm old man, the other an athlete, are buying 

prayer flags in Namche Bazaar, in the foothills of the Himalayas.” Nothing in this description 

entails that the two individuals are in a different situation, despite the entailed difference in 

abilities to climb mountains due to variations in fitness. The possibilities to be found on the 

ascent to the summit of the mountains are only relevant when they are related to the projects and 
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motivations of the agents and are epistemically accessible to them.   

The ecological model is able to sustain inter-subjective discourse due to our ability to 

identify the possibilities relevant to others. Gibson goes so far as to claim that socialization is 

learning to recognize the affordances perceivable by others (J.J. Gibson 1986: 141). While this 

may or not be the case, it is highly plausible that the ability to recognize constraints upon action, 

along with the goals of other individuals, is a skill constantly employed in social intelligence and 

the rationalization of behavior. One need not have the same goals as another person in order to 

recognize the various ways environmental features can promote or frustrate certain aims. To this 

extent, the possibilities that constitute the situation for another person are publicly accessible. 

 The view of situations presented within the ecological model has the power of tracking 

both the descriptive features of a situation and the psychological elements of how it is construed 

by agents. The account is able to provide an empirically adequate, yet subjectively fine-grained 

account of situations. Therefore, it is possible to arrive at an understanding of how different 

situations can be distinguished while appealing to both sides of the debate. Possibilities track the 

“co-efficients of adversity and utility” that agents encounter in their environment. Possibilities 

are dependent upon the abilities of agents and are relevant to behavior when they affect the 

pursuit of an agent’s goals. Possibilities are a public phenomenon in so far as they are features of 

the environment, and the relevance of possibilities to other people can be determined because the 

aims of other people are often understandable. 
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Part III Summary 

 

 At this point, it may be beneficial to briefly summarize the main points of Part III. The 

ecological model presents an alternative conceptualization of how regulation and practical 

reasoning relate to situational interdependence by utilizing externalism and wide psychology to 

expand character so that it characterizes both an organism and its social and environmental 

situation. An individual's character is constituted by the very possibilities that influence the 

pursuit of various projects. Likewise, our choice of projects and activities is influenced by the 

demands we see in the situations we encounter.   

 A psychologically wide account of character does not preclude talk of heroic climbers, or 

compassionate aid workers; rather, while we often associate traits with an individual, the traits 

are more accurately thought of as including the broader situation within which the individual 

cooperates. The externalism built into a psychologically wide account of character redistributes 

the ethically salient features of the individual organism into the environment. 

 Twin Earth arguments for semantic and content externalism provide further reason to 

view character as qualifying both the individual and the situation. Character is a pattern of 

thoughts, feelings, and behaviors, insofar as these are all mentally grounded and reflection our 

ethical interaction with the world. According to externalism, these mental features are only 

intelligible in terms of wide mental states, i.e., states that are only describable with direct 

reference to the world. To understand the wide contents of Muir's mind is understand the 

Yosemite Valley. Consequently, a psychologically wide account of character expands across the 

social and environmental niche of the individual. 

 The extended mind hypothesis presented by Clark and Chalmers further attaches 

character to situations by showing how the contribution of the individual towards cognitive 

processing is dependent upon environmental features. Not only do the contents of mental states 

necessarily refer to features of the world, their occurrence is best account for in terms of an 

organism/environment coupled system. This externalism stands as an alternative to viewing 

practical reasoning as consisting in relational dispositions an organism has towards its 

environment. Viewing the dispositional status of one's mental states in terms of extrinsic 

dispositions relies upon a misunderstanding about the nature of dispositions. The alternative is to 



140 Part III Summary  Gould  

 

follow what is introduced as "the key principle" and consider such dispositions as intrinsic to a 

coupled system.  

 Consideration of Upton's situational account of character supported the conclusion that 

the wide/narrow psychological distinction has direct influence upon the scope of character made 

possible within one’s independent account of the nature of dispositions. Viewing dispositions via 

an input/output model where they are understood in isolation from background contexts leads to 

the view that mental dispositions are discrete aspects of an internal frame of mind. Consequently, 

such internal frames of mind compete with situational influence for the right to predict and 

explain behavior in a way that the situationist exploits. When internal mental states are “finked” 

and “swamped” by situational features, the response here is to index the internal disposition to 

situations conducive to its operation. The result of this approach to mental dispositions is a 

fragmentation of character. 

 In contrast to a reification of dispositions as input/output mediators, a functionalist 

account of dispositions supplies a different approach to finking background conditions. Here 

dispositions are conceived as derived from the functional roles of an object's properties. These 

however, are picked out for relevance given the epistemic and contextual considerations for 

motivating the dispositional attribution in the first place. Under this form of functionalism, 

dispositions are vectors for change that are picked out from background conditions on an 

epistemic, rather than ontological, basis. Dispositions are not to be understood as operating 

against a set of background conditions; rather, dispositions operate through and within a 

situational field. 

 The ecological model turns to Sartre once more to provide an account of the situational 

field as it is experienced and interacts with psychological dispositions. Sartre describes situations 

as arrangements of possibilities, presented to us as coefficients of adversity to our projects and 

activities. This account of situations squares with the idea that characterological dispositions 

follow from how coupled systems within an environment construe their affordances. 

Furthermore, viewing situations as arrangements of possibilities, or related Gibsonian 

affordances, corresponds to the view of situations dominant throughout the social psychological 

approach from which situationism draws its material. Consequently, the ecological model and a 

psychologically wide account of character not only involve a reconceptualization of our ethical 

selves; the views also change how we can interpret situationism itself.  
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 The psychologically wide account of character developed in this chapter is of use to a 

variety of different virtue ethics and theories of virtue, although adoption of this form of 

character requires some potential revisions. Virtue ethics equipped with a narrow account of 

character tends toward a concern with an agent's possession of a virtue, or virtuous dispositions. 

Due to the inclusion of person/environment system coupling, the focus of a virtue ethic utilizing 

a wide account of character becomes managing situations so that they are conducive to the 

occurrence of virtue. For example, for a eudaimonistic virtue ethics, the flourishing of a social 

and biotic community becomes part of what it is for flourishing to occur for a psychologically 

wide character. The next chapter explores how the ecological model contributes to an ethic of 

projects, situations, and character. 
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Part IV: Projects, Situations, and Character 
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Chapter 9: The Ecological Model and Situationism 
 

Situationists argue that character traits are descriptively accurate to the extent that they are 

localized to situations. This suggests that our character is fragmented, unstable, and fails to 

exhibit the sort of evaluative integration pre-supposed by globalist virtue ethics. The phronesis 

model and the social sustenance model both bring noteworthy considerations to the discussion. 

Focusing both contributions through the lens of cognitive externalism suggest an alternative 

ecological model where practical reasoning and situational support cooperate to produce 

character. Under such an ecological model, character is understood as constituted by both the 

organism and the environment. Stable traits of character reflect patterns of thoughts, feelings, 

and behavior grounded upon the human's psychologically “broad” mental states and processes. 

These regulating plans, beliefs, and desires are sustained through the affordances and 

possibilities of situations and how an agent utilizes such affordances in the light of the agent's 

capacity for practical intelligence. Thus, the ecological model provides a way of reconciling our 

intuitions regarding character with the situationist challenge. My aim is not to “refute” the latter, 

but to acknowledge its undoubted insights. 

 The primary point of contention between globalists and situationists regarding the 

localization of character traits is inapplicable for a psychologically wide notion of character. 

Because character now covers both the individual and the situation, the issue of whether traits 

should be indexed to situations is shown to be a problematic proposition for both sides. Globalist 

attempts to detach traits from situations empties any substance from very idea of a token display 

of behavior as the manifestation of a dispositional trait. Situationally insensitive traits cannot be 

dispositional because they lack the necessary element of standing for the functional role of 

property bases in a context of interactions with eliciting conditions. In short, mentally grounded 

dispositions are too “world involving” to sustain internal/situational conflicts over which 

component of the coupled system dominates the structure of character. Because broad mental 

states are world involving, possessing the characteristics they do as functions of the total 

situations, indexing traits to situations entails that we “index” situations to situations. A full 

understanding of any dispositional trait already carries situational qualifiers that are built into the 

epistemic background of the disposition itself. 
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 To some extent, externalism undermines the distinction between mind and environment 

assumed by arguments that fix upon whether behavioral dispositions are either situationally or 

mentally sustained. The ecological model not only suggests a reframing of the debate; it also 

provides a theoretical framework for drawing further implications from the ideas set out by 

globalists and situationists. Primarily, the ecological model supports the claim that broad 

character traits express qualities of an individual that are deeply connected to that individual's 

social and environmental niche and/or home.  

 Inquiries into stable personality structure, it will be argued here, ought to inquire into the 

most frequently encountered environments and situations of the agent. There are some 

opportunities and challenges that we encounter so regularly that we come to see much of the 

world through lenses trained by these accustomed interactions, and we adopt projects and plans 

that fit within the opportunities and constraints of these familiar situations. Our character, as a 

product of the organism and the situation, is deeply rooted in our usual and accustomed places 

and our social settings. We can use "home" to refer to this set of situations: the stable set of 

situations that, for some individual, underpin the normal range of characterological ascriptions 

appropriate to that individual. 

 From here, "home" will be used in a quasi-technical sense to refer to something similar to 

one's realized ecological niche. However, there is an important distinction between "home" and 

"niche." While "home" is a descriptive claim about the sort of position an organism occupies, 

"niche" refers to the situation an organism is best suited to. This distinction, moreover, extends 

beyond the superficial point that "niche" typically refers to a species-specific category, while 

"home" is more suitable as a predicate of specific individual. For example, in her foundational 

work on niches, G. Evelyn Hutchinson defines niche in terms of the sub-set of values for every 

variable "which would permit a species .  . . to exist indefinitely" (Hutchinson 1957: 416). The 

aspect of "niche" relevant to character is precisely the notion of a set of parameters whose 

thresholds describe a total situation that permits some form of being. 

 Whether or not the niche is being discussed in terms of a species or an individual is, in 

fact, not important for the main idea being presented. The intimate relationship between an 

individual's broad character and niche is inherent in the early use and development or "niche" as 
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a technical term within ecology. 57 An early edition of Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary 

defines "niche" as "a place, condition of life, or employment or the like, suitable for the 

capabilities or merits of a person or qualities of a thing" (cited in Chase and Liebold 2007: 5). 

Both "niche" and "home" refer, in part, to the regularly encountered affordances of an organism 

that form its life (Whittaker, Levin, and Root 1973 citing Schmithuse, 1968: 128, Troll 1968)58. 

Further consider Michael Kearney's definition of niche as, "a subset of those environmental 

conditions which affect a particular organism, where the average absolute fitness of individuals 

in a population is greater than or equal to one" (Kearney 2006: 187). Under Kearney's definition, 

the difference between "home" and "niche" becomes clearer. The concept of a "niche" is 

different from "home" because the notion of "niche" is implicitly normative, while "home" is 

more evaluatively neutral. 

 There is an obvious bridge between the ecological model of a niche and a parallel theme 

in the ethics of virtue. "Niche" does not exactly refer to an organism's actual form of life; rather 

it refers to the optimal form of life for the organism, the situation which would best facilitate an 

organism's fitness through allowing for some set of naturalistic virtues. For example, consider 

Hursthouse's description of a flourishing social animal. Hursthouse writes,  

a good social animal . . . is one that is well fitted or endowed with respect to (i) its 
pats, (ii) its operations, (iii) its actions, and (iv) its desires and emotions; whether 
it is well fitted or endowed is determined by whether these four aspects well serve 
(I) its individual survival, (2) the continuance of its species, (3) its characteristic 
freedom from pain and characteristic enjoyment, and (4) the good functioning of 
its social group - in ways characteristic of the species (1999: 202). 
 

If we combine the ecological model with Hursthouse's conception of the virtues, then we arrive 

at the conclusion that how any given character trait enables aspects i-iv of the individual to 

contribute to the fulfillment of criterion 1-4 depends largely upon the situation of the organism or 

                                                
57 Joseph Grinnell first used the term “ecological niche” in 1927 to describe the utilized habitat occupied by specific 
California bird, the Thrasher. The term was further developed by Charles Elton, who emphasized the importance of 
an organism's functional role within the food-web. "Niche" was given a third stage of development by Hutchinson 
(1957), whose account synthesizes the earlier Grinnellian and Eltonian concepts. 
58 Complete citations are: "Schmithusen, J. 1968. Allgemeine Vegetationsgeographie. In E. Obst and J. 
Schmithtisen [ed.], Lehrbuch der allgemeinen Geographie, pt. 4. 3d ed. De Gruyter, Berlin. 463 p." (from 
Whittaker et al. 1973: 337): and "Troll, C. 1968. Landschaftsbkologie [English summary]. In R. Thixen [ed.], 
Pflanzen‐ soziologie und Landschaftsbkologie. Ber. Symp. Int. Vergl. Vegetationskunde, Stolzenau/Weser 
1963, 7:1‐21." (Whittaker et al. 1973: 337). 
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species and the relevant affordances of that situation. An organism's niche is precisely the 

situation which affords the organism's use of its capacities towards its flourishing.  

 Increasing the pluralism in Hursthouse's account by, for example, adding 

noneudaimonstic considerations to ends 1-4, does not diminish the environmental dependence 

required for the functioning of i-iv. Environmental virtue ethicists Ronald Sandler, for example, 

suggests augmenting Hursthouse's list of ends to include: "(5) her autonomy, (6) the 

accumulation of knowledge, (7) a meaningful life, and (8) the realization of any 

noneudaimonistic ends (grounded in noneudaimonistic goods or values) . . ." (Sandler 2007: 28). 

Although these ends are noneudaimonistic, the intelligent pursuit of their satisfaction necessarily 

depends upon working with factors of the physical and social world, which in turn can be 

encountered through conditions either favorable or restrictive to these ends. Organisms with 

certain strengths and weaknesses regarding i-iv will find some situations, i.e. its niche, as more 

fitting to flourishing than others.  

 One's niche refers to a functional situation that approaches the conditions necessary for 

the optimal flourishing of a species or organism.59 In characterological terms, one's niche would 

refer to the situation in which a person would have strong opportunity to exercise her virtues, 

while one's home refers to a possibly more mixed environment that both enables and frustrates 

virtue. If we are fortunate, through luck or effort, then our home situation and our niche can 

converge so that we are regularly able to use our capacities to live a good life. Home, however, is 

simply the regularizing pattern of situations, regardless of this set's utility towards flourishing. 

 For some, home might refer to a house, a neighborhood route to work, an office, and the 

people with whom one interacts at these places. For others, "home" may refer to a distinct valley 

or lakeside and the people living there. It is important to recognize that one's home can include 

the entire process of daily or seasonal migration from place to place. Some might find their home 

on the road.60 One's home need not be understood as existing within distinct geographic, 

                                                
59 The implied optimality of "niche" discloses an important sense in which niche and home are not equivalent. The 
two concepts come apart, for instance, when we consider potential differences between a "dysfunctional home," 
versus a "dysfunctional niche." In the latter, the dysfunction is likely to be suffered by the inhabitant, while 
organisms in a dysfunctional niche would flourish, but only at detriment to the broader ecosystem. A second 
difference between "home" and "niche" in the proposed use here, is that it makes sense to speak of one's 
"fundamental niche" as opposed to one's "realized niche," one's potential set of token role's or one's actual sphere of 
operation (Hutchinson 1957, see also Devictor et al. 2010). While this distinction can be said of "home" as well, it is 
more common to use the term to directly refer to the token situation occupied by an individual. 
60 For this reason David Seamon (2007) writes of a person's specific "place ballet." 
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political, social, or economic boundaries. Rather, it is useful to take a topographic approach, 

whereby different settings vary with degree of familiarity and influence upon a person's 

"conditions of life." In other words, one's home may or may not be tied to a specific set of token 

places and locations; one's "home" may be realizable in a variety of ways due to similarities of 

affordances. Consequently, whether or not a place should be referred to home, depends, in part, 

in the context of the conversation. 

 The upshot of viewing the globalist/situationist debate from the ecological model is that 

traits are implicitly tied in to certain situations, but character, nevertheless, remains un-

fragmented. This seems to capture the insights of both sides of the current situationist versus 

non-situationist debate. Recall from the discussion of dispositions that when we say a match is 

disposed to light we are identifying expectations of the functional roles that certain properties of 

the match have against an assumed background that allows those functions to operate. The 

ecological model uses the same sort of implicit reference to situations to relate character to one's 

broader way of living. Moreover, one's way of life is normally stable and consistent. Whether we 

say character traits are global or local is as contextual an issue as is whether it is appropriate or 

not to think of situations as local or global across a person's way of living. 

 The intimate relationship between traits and situations does not entail a fragmentation of 

character because the world does not, itself, fragment into discrete situations. This observation, I 

believe, expresses the intuition felt by those who hesitate to extrapolate lessons from contrived 

experimental contexts into other aspects of life. The stability and unity of the world affords 

character attributions with localization as already implicit in all but the hastiest of trait 

attributions. Situationism might be a corrective for the fundamental attribution error, where traits 

are attributed on insufficient evidence, but situationism does not provide sufficient reason for 

adjusting trait-descriptions when these are based upon long-term observation, such as occurs in 

long-term relationships or the long-term study of a particular individual. 

 In focusing upon the important role that one's home or niche has towards regulating, and 

rationalizing behavior means that we must, to a degree, revisit one of the preliminary objections 

to situationism, namely, that the experimental settings provide a context too divorced from the 

subject's normal way of life for such experiments to reflect definitively upon a subject’s 

character. Now, I still stand by my position that the "divide the cases" reply to situations, 

dismissed in chapter 2 section b, does indeed fail to show that we can dismiss the influence of 
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situations altogether. Social psychology and the importance of its findings are not crippled 

through reliance upon experimental settings and unique situations. Indeed, these experiments do 

support the idea that traits are somewhat local to the situations, when conceived of in terms of 

how narrow psychological states relate to special arrangements of affordances and eliciting 

conditions. However, dispositional instability in somewhat unstable situations does not show that 

character is normally unstable. Just as Sartre argues that the unity and continuity of 

consciousness is secured through the unity of the world, our characters are generally stable 

because we operate within a generally unified set of affordances.   

 Because one's home is itself the sum of our most frequent and usual places and 

accompanying social roles, it is reasonable to argue that this special set of situations would have 

a preponderant role in the formation of habits and projects. One of the difficulties with the 

situationist application of social psychology is that prolonged experiments and longitudinal 

studies on a single individual are difficult and rare. For this reason, we are forced to rely upon 

diagnostic situations and speculation. The ecological model, however, suggests that inquiry into 

the usual and accustomed places and roles of an individual might provide the next best thing to a 

longitudinal study.  

 Consider, for instance, all the information one could learn about an individual simply 

from visiting his or her house. A skilled observer could learn what the subject eats, wears, how it 

recreates, establish a rough estimate of its physical characteristics, where it works, its 

institutional affiliations, projects, interests, taste in art, music, and other forms of cultural 

consumption, etc. Our character resonates through our home as much as it does our individual 

core. 

 Saying that character is manifest, in part, by our home is not to identify the self with one's 

home. This stronger view is something one might attribute to William James, when he writes: 

In its widest possible sense, however, a man's Self is the sum total of all he CAN 
call his, not only his body and his psychic powers, but his clothes and his house, 
his wife and children, his ancestors and friends, his reputation and works, his 
lands and horses, and yacht and bank account (James 1950: 291 italics and 
capitalization in original). 
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James's emphasis on the inter-relation between a subject's self and his situation supports the 

ecological model's claim that character is a product of the person and the situation.61 

 The ecological model need not go so far as to claim that the agent's actual self, if such a 

thing exists, is wholly subsumed by its circumstances. It should be noted that in the above quote 

James is only discussing the "self" in "its widest possible sense." Here, Sartrean considerations 

urge us to recognize that such concrete givens, our facticity, is only a part of our sense of being. 

We may identify with our home, but we always feel that we are somehow also more than these 

things. We also experience our freedom as a transcendence of these things. Likewise, though, for 

Sartre, our character is only a part of our being. We feel the same possibility of transcendence 

regarding our character as we do our home. Therefore, the feeling that we are something distinct 

and free from our home does not point towards an objection to the ecological model's claim that 

broad character traits are borne, by and large, by an organism and its home.   

 

                                                
61 For further discussion see Mathur (1978) which brought this passage by James to my attention. 
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9a) How the Ecological Model is a Response to Situationism 

 

Focusing on aspects of subjects' relations to place and environment helps shed light on the 

experiments showcased in Lack of Character. An ecologically based, Sartrean view stands as an 

alternative to problematic views of the mental whereby character traits must rely upon inner, 

narrow traits that manifest behavior through perceptually mediated interactions with an outside 

environment. Several authors, (Russell 2009, Webber 2009, Snow 2010, Sabini and Silver 2005) 

argue that the experimental behavior can be rationalized when one sees the situation from the 

agent's point of view. For example, John Sabini and Maury Silver interpret the Milgram 

experiments in terms of the subject's typically acting so as to minimize embarrassment. Contrary 

to this view, chapter 3 argued that such rationalizing, project based accounts are inappropriate 

precisely because the subjects' interpretations of situations involve a high degree of social 

influence (see also Merritt, Doris, and Harman 2010). However, the ecological model does 

suggest that appeal to habitualized projects and their settings can explain the phenomenon 

observed in the situationist's experimental canon.  

 Rather than involving rationalizing projects, Merritt, Doris, and Harman (2010) suggest 

that the experiments introduce a phenomenon that they refer to as “moral dissociation," To a 

large extent, "moral dissociation" is analogous to what Milgram calls the "agentic state." 

Milgram offers the agentic state theory as an explanation for why the perception of the situation 

became different for the obedient subjects, i.e. the subjects close to the experimenter. The person 

enters an "agentic" state, where the person "defines himself as an instrument for carrying out the 

wishes of others" (Milgram 1974: 134). 

 Milgram postulates that when a person enters the agentic state, "this evaluative 

mechanism is wholly absent. The action, since it no longer stems from motives of his own, no 

longer reflects on his self-image and thus has no consequences for self-conception. He sees the 

action, even though he performs it, as alien to his nature" (Milgram 1974: 147). In entering into 

an "agentic state" one feels distanced from responsibility. Whether we are to conceive of 

entrance into the "agentic" state as a blind situational response, or an adopted project will be 

addressed in subsequent sections.  

 For now, it is important to note that in all of Milgram's experiments the agent's perception 

of responsibility was closely correlated to the agent's behavior. While defiant subjects saw 
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themselves as more responsible for the shocks given than any other member of the experiment, 

obedient subjects placed more responsibility on both the experimenter and the even the leaner 

(Milgram 1974: 203-6). Recall that Latané and Darley also correlated a diffusion of 

responsibility with the bystander effect (Latané and Darley 1970: 90-1). Because subjects were 

able to self-report feeling this diminished sense of responsibility, such diffusion can be seen as a 

salient feature of how the situation is construed. 

 According to Merritt et al. "moral dissociation" and the resultant diffusion of 

responsibility is not a deliberative project or a deliberate abstention from one's projects. Merritt 

et al. suggest that seemingly arbitrary situational factors result in actions becoming 

"depersonalized." They claim that attention to "how the other person is doing," their other-

regard, is compromised by "predominantly automatic response tendencies." Various situational 

factors influence behavior below the threshold of reflective awareness. They cite the fact that in 

the Latané and Darley bystander experiments, the subjects always denied that social pressure 

from influenced their behavior. Latané and Darley tested for this factor in a variety of ways, 

asking "subtly, directly, tactfully, bluntly" (Latané and Darley 1970: 24). So, we should assume 

that the subjects where not willfully lying about their motives to avoid further shame. Avoidance 

of shame, then, is not present as an explicitly deliberate motivating force in the experiments. If it 

is present, it is only in such a way as to be distorted by other situational influences. Therefore, 

while the subjects recognize the diffusion of responsibility, it is still uncertain as to why this 

diffusion was perceived as a valid response by the subjects. 

 This chapter utilizes the ecological model to develop a theory which suggests that the 

physical positioning and proximity of others affects social and situational influence upon their 

sense of responsibility and thus behavior. This positioning includes literal, spatial proximity, as 

well as metaphorical social positioning. Here, the ecological model suggests a correlation 

between one's self-perceived ownership and intimacy with a certain position and their self-

perceived ownership and intimacy with the actions they undertake from that position.  

 When subjects are primed to think that they share a "perspective" or world-view with 

another, they will unknowingly bias behavior so as to include more sensitivity to how the other 

person is behaving. Perceptions of social status have a similar affect, with people of higher status 

typically receiving more attention from the subject than those of lower status. Now, Merritt et al. 

acknowledge these factors, but fail to relate them to the rest of the cognitive architecture of the 
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subjects. Merritt et al. claim that these factors influence behavior before the engagement of 

reflective deliberation towards action. Appeals to rationalizing projects enter the picture too late 

in the game to explain the destabilizing of ethical action by situational factors. Situational 

features and our other-regarding abilities interact to produce a gulf between project and agent 

before the agent begins to act, thereby instigating a form of "moral dissociation." This kind of 

dissociation is not amenable to interpretations of the form that Sabini and Silver suggest. 

 Contrasting "rationalizing explanations" with occurrences of "moral dissociation" is, pace 

Merritt et al., unnecessary. Both considerations are required by a full explanation of the cases. To 

begin with, I would note that behavior need not be cognitively reflective to be owned by the 

agent. Automatic and habitual actions can still reflect character, values and goals. Peter Railton 

labels such behavioral forms "habitudes" (Railton 2011), while Snow explains some habitual 

actions in terms of "goal-dependent automaticity" (Snow 2010: 49-61). "Habitudes" and "goal-

dependent automaticity" are intelligent responses that are so ingrained into one's behavioral 

structure that their operation occurs without concerted conscious effort; they are non-reflective. 

Still, non-reflective behavior and situational sensitivity can reflect the agent's character and 

reflective behavior, and recognition of the social influences of others, of social mimicry even, 

need not preclude an action from being an expression of an agent's responses to reasons.62  

 Traditionally, stable character traits have been associated with habits of reason 

responsiveness, thoughts, feelings, and behavior. Aristotle is explicit in relating "ethics" to ethõs 

for character and ethos custom: "Moral goodness, on the other hand, is the result of habit, from 

which it has actually got its name, being a slight modification of the word ethos" (Aristotle 2004: 

1103a16). More recently, intuitions from the phronesis model place a larger emphasis upon 

projects than habit (Webber 2006b, 2009). Here, we can appeal to the ecological model's notion 

of "home" to resolve tensions between projects, habits, and "moral dissociation." The 

relationship between the situational affordances of one's usual and accustomed places, and one's 

character is cemented due to how place relates to one's habits and projects. Our regular projects, 

habits, and automatic response tendencies must all cohabitate and interact with and among a 

shared set of affordances. Viewing the characterological aspects of each of these facets as a 

                                                
62 For example, both Snow (2010: 60) and Doris (2002: 142) discuss how unreflective behaviors disclose our 
values through their relationship to broader narrative structures we endorse. 
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product of the coupled person/situation system further enables acceptance of the observed 

dissociation within a coherent form of character.    

 The difference between habits and projects seems to be significant. Webber, for instance, 

claims that a person could experience artificially implanted habits, through hypnosis, say, 

without undergoing a significant change in character, while that same possibility does not hold of 

projects (Webber 2009: 153-4). The idea of “character irrelevant” implanted habits, however, is 

only possible if such implanted habits are assumed to have very little practical impact on the life 

of the individual. Practical restraints stemming from the affordances available to an agent entail 

that habits are extremely intertwined.  

 An implanted project could, hypothetically, have little effect upon character if it, too, 

existed in space of little impact to the rest of the individual's condition of life. It is more likely, 

however, that if either an implanted habit or implanted project were induced in an agent, such an 

implant would influence some of the prior habits and projects of the individual, at the very least 

through its impact upon the temporal and spatial opportunities the agent has for other activities. 

This is why habits and projects are deeply interrelated. But this also means that mentally 

grounded habits, as apposed to blind behavioral syndromes, are primarily intelligible in the light 

of overall goals. Extended projects engender and require habitualized routines. For example, 

habitually brushing one's teeth, insofar as the action gets is inception from choice, is best 

conceived of as part of a project of maintaining dental hygiene.  

 Character traits are, as the ecological model proclaims, environmentally sustained. One 

can think of several examples regarding how broad mental states, through habitualized 

interactions within one's home environment, form regular patterns of thoughts, feelings, and 

behaviors. This not only means that behavior and habit are related; it further suggests that 

habitualized projects influence how we perceive and respond to the affordances we encounter in 

different situations. For a simple example, consider the carpenter who is regularly immersed in 

an environment and a set of tasks involving framing walls and building with wood. This 

immersion might cause the carpenter to be particularly aware of the structural aspects of objects 

he encounters outside of his work. Furthermore, it would be reasonable to imagine that the 

carpenter reasons through novel situations and puzzles in terms of building and framing 

analogies. The familiar work environment becomes a reservoir of heuristics, skills, and strategies 

that the carpenter musters for additional interactions with the world. 
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  For a second example, consider a person who, in response to an aggressive atmosphere 

in her household, develops a pattern of reacting to social situations defensively and with a 

competitive approach. A way of seeing and interpreting things so as to cope with the situation in 

the household can easily spread, through extended application, into the woman's default way of 

handling other social encounters. Both examples illustrate that there are some opportunities and 

challenges that we encounter so regularly that we come to see much of the world through lenses 

trained by our accustomed interactions. 

 Habits and projects can exist only through situations that allow and sustain them. Ethical 

habits are context sensitive. The requirement of adaptation of circumstance does not, for 

Aristotle, conflict with his emphasis upon habit. Nicomachean Ethics, II, ii, is headed with the 

statement, "In a practical science so much depends upon particular circumstances that only 

general rules can be given." But this heading immediately follows these closing lines of II i: "so 

it is a matter of no little importance what sort of habits we form from the earliest age - it makes a 

vast difference, or rather, all the difference in the world" (Nic. Ethic: 1103b25-6). The in-text 

proximity of the two statements should indicate that the two notions do not necessarily contradict 

each other. Moreover, considerations from mental externalism should influence how we are to 

understand the "we" in Aristotle's phrase "habits we form," such that it is not only a generic 

plural, but also includes our environments as existing within the domain of that which does the 

forming of character in the first place. Character traits, in the form of intelligent habits and 

projects are not merely formed by an agent against and in response to the demands of 

circumstance; rather character traits are formed with and through situations.  

 Certain habits and projects outlive the token circumstances in which they are formed, and 

can last for as long as circumstances do not sufficiently impinge upon their expression. Ethical 

dispositions can be formed or decay along the lines of conditioning. However, ethical behavior 

involves more that an expression of simple Pavlovian reflexes, we adapt and accommodate to 

various concerns at any given moment in an intelligently responsive way. At their best, our 

habits and projects reflect skilled and intelligent living. However, certain habits of behavior, 

thoughts, and feelings are only appropriate, and possible, in certain circumstances that function 

as eliciting and sustaining conditions. If circumstances neither call for, nor perhaps allow, the 

intelligent selection of some habitualized routine, then the agent will not manifest the habitual 

disposition. For this reason, it is plausible that we sometimes encounter confusing situations, i.e. 
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situations that are both unfamiliar and change or even proscribe the application of our normal 

ways of being. 

 Subject behavior can be assessed as a complete and dynamic process in which 

considerations of influence as construed by both rationalizing paradigms and automaticity 

paradigms cooperate to express aspects of the agents' character. Here, considerations of the 

situational environment are necessary aspects of the entire behavioral process. We can address 

the "agentic state" by retaining the "rationalizing" and project inclusive elements of Sabini and 

Silver's account, while also following Merritt et al. in allowing that "moral dissociation" itself is 

not a reflectively adopted position one takes towards one's actions. The "agentic state" is a 

feature of confusion resulting from unfamiliarity with the experimental setting. This confusion 

reasonably results from holding multiple, incongruent projects in a strange environment. In this 

case, subjects are attempting to maintain a certain rapport with the experimental setting, while 

also holding to their ideals of kindness. This division of projects, however, facilitates distancing 

oneself from one's actions and engenders the sort of moral dissociation at play in the Milgram 

experiments. 
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9b) Some Experimental Support 

 

Returning to the issue of the situationist use of episodic experiments regarding character, the 

ecological model (and its emphasis upon the environmental home and an organism as a 

component of character) finds empirical support from a variety of human and animal studies 

where behavioral dispositions are thought of in terms of an organism's unique "coping style" or 

pattern of "if . . . then . . . " signatures that the organism enacts in habitual projects. It is 

important that "coping style" is not understood as a patterned reaction based solely upon the 

impressions of a past trauma, as is speculated within some forms of psychoanalysis. Rather, 

following Kurt Lewin, we should subsume historical influences upon current behavior beneath 

understanding the present, topological, conditions that enable or frustrate the continuation of any 

given coping style (Lewin 1999b: 67-76).  In other words, the unity and cohesiveness of various 

environments ensures that coping styles persist and influence immediate behavior without 

requiring the postulation of psychological causation across temporal distance. 

 The relationship between dispositions and coping styles is supported through a significant 

body of psychological research (McCrae and Costa 1986; Bolger 1990; Affleck and Tennen 

1996; Costa, Somerfiled, McCrae, and Zeidner 1996; Watson and Hubbard 1996; Vollrath and 

Torgersen 2000; Ferguson 2001; Connor-Smith and Flachsbart 2007; Geisler and Wiedig-Allison 

2009). Although much of this research is done under a Big Five theoretical framework, this 

aspect should not lead ethicists to dismiss the relationship between one's home, one's coping 

styles, and one's character. While causation between Big Five traits and coping styles is less 

certain than correlation, under a functionalist analysis of dispositions, it is reasonable to conclude 

that it is the coping styles which provide the stable "if . . . then . . ." signatures required for the 

attribution of the Big Five structures. To the extent that Big Five dispositions have ethical 

ramifications the base of these dispositions would be the aims, skills, and environmental 

affordances of the organism.63  

 It is the present home, and how its affordances interact with the abilities and learned 

skills of an organism, that contribute to the environmentally sustained aspect of character. The 

                                                
63 Doris dismisses appeal to the Big Five based personality traits as supporting evidence for the existence of 
character traits (Doris 2002: 67‐9). Here, Doris's dismissal is not in dispute. The Big Five are not, here, being 
referred to as constituative of character traits, but rather as an example of the pervasiveness "coping‐styles" 
have within our broader psychological make‐up. 
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relationship between home and character, as mediated through coping styles, is as much a 

conceptual connection as it is an empirical correlation. For this reason, we can think of stable 

dispositions as patterns of coping behavior with animals as well as humans, as is done in 

behavioral ecology and wildlife studies. For example, in "Animal Personality Due to Social 

Niche Specialisation," Ralph Bergmuller and Michael Taborsky (2012) find reason to view 

animal personality in terms the "coping style" an animal develops towards its niche and usual 

environmental affordances. Here, Bergmuller and Taborsky define niche as "the conditions and 

resources needed by an individual or species in order to practice its way of life" (Bergmuller and 

Taborsky 2012: 503). Within a niche, individual animals will adopt different "social niche 

options" or "social roles" as patterns of interacting with other animals.  

 Habitually selecting certain options of projects results in "social niche specialisation" 

which the authors describe as "a consistently different way to behave relative to other individuals 

in a group or population resulting from choice of a particular social role" (Bergmuller and 

Taborsky 2012: 503). Among other studies, Bergmuller and Taborsky refer to a study by 

Michelena et al. (2009) whereby sheep who are highly gregarious while foraging exhibit "shy" 

behavior by exploring very little in novel settings (Bergmuller and Taborsky 2012: 505).64 The 

sheep's characteristic role in one setting correlates to a different form of behavior in a different 

context due to similarities of coping styles. "Shy" sheep get along by remaining at the core of the 

flock while foraging, and thus are less likely to capitalize on reasons for exploring in novel 

situations. Here, dispositionally shy sheep are precisely those sheep who regularly manifest such 

traits given certain diagnostic environmental changes. Not only do such studies provide 

observations relating dispositions to niches, such studies also betray the conceptual connection 

between coping styles, dispositions, and the environment. The constructs are as co-determined as 

are Sartre's notion of the mobile and the motif discussed in chapter 5.  

 The animal studies are not offered as straight forward evidence regarding human nature, 

but rather to demonstrate the conceptual connection between niches, coping styles, and behavior. 

However, similar findings are available from human studies indicating that environmental factors 

interact with regulatory intelligence to influence helping behavior. For example, Latané and 

Darley conducted a bystander experiment that purportedly shows a correlation between helping 
                                                
64 Complete citation (from Bergmuller and Taborsky 2012): Michelena, P. et al. (2009). "Effects of Group Size 
and Personality on Social Foraging: the Distribution of Sheep Across Patches" Behavioral Ecology. Vol 20. pp 
145‐152. 
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behavior and familiarity with one's environment. In either La Guardia Airport, or a New York 

Subway Station, an actor with crutches would fall near an isolated subject. The helping rate in 

the subway was 83%, while only 41% of the airport subjects helped. Follow-up interviews 

showed little correlation between helping behavior and socio-economic class, a factor the 

experimenters had expected to vary with the settings. Rather, familiarity with the surroundings 

seems to explain the observed behavior; people in subways are likely to be more familiar with 

the setting, while people in airports typically enter these settings on a less frequent basis (Latané 

and Darley 1970: 118-9). As far as helping behavior is concerned, we are more passive in 

unfamiliar situations. As Zimbardo explains, "situational power is most salient in novel settings 

in which participants cannot call on previous guidelines for their new behavior and have no 

historical references to rely on and in which their habitual ways of behaving and coping are not 

reinforced" (Zimbardo 2000: 205). Animals, including humans, behave differently on home 

territory than on confusing and unfamiliar ground. 

 Not only is different behavior on and off home territory or in different environments 

prudent, according to the tight interrelation between cognitive processes and an organism's 

environment proposed by the ecological model, such variations of behavior are virtually 

inevitable. As Doris argues, much of the reliable behavior we witness is drawn from predictable 

contexts, "one can expect the "usual" only in the usual circumstances" (Doris 2002: 65). The 

unspoken caveat is that, even while traveling, our circumstances are generally more usual and 

familiar than not.  

 The relationship between helping behavior and setting is not only tied to the novelty or 

familiarity of the setting, per se, but rather how the setting affords the reliable exercise of certain 

abilities and attention to certain concerns. Considerations of place relate to the ordering of one's 

projects to partially influence potential displays of characterological signatures. For example, 

Nancy Steblay (1987) investigated the claim that rural people are more helpful that urbanites. 

Although Steblay rejects this hypothesis in her study, Steblay did observe a correlation between 

rural settings and helping behavior.  

 In the article presenting the study, Steblay suggests that her findings offer corroboration, 

but not proof of two other hypotheses related to ecological behavior. Milgram speculates that in 

order to cope with the information overload we tend to find in urban environments, we focus 

primarily on relevant personal goals (1970, see also Steblay 1987: 352). Steblay postulates that 
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the correlation between helping behavior and more tranquil, rural environments, supports 

Milgram's hypothesis. Steblay also relates her work to a hypothesis by Claude Fischer (1976, 

cited in Steblay 1987: 352)65 who suggests that heightened social insecurity leads to an increase 

in the bystander effect. Steblay suggests that diminished social competition of rural 

environments diminishes the urgency of social insecurity (Steblay 1987: 352). In urban 

environments most tasks involve working with, or through, other people. People represent the 

most salient and relevant source of affordances for the tasks one is likely to pursue in an urban 

environment. Therefore, carefully weighing how broad array of social considerations influences 

a gamut of one's plans would be an important part of practical intelligence. In rural settings, 

however, the physical environment bears an increased share of the salient affordances, thereby 

diminishing the attention paid to some social considerations, such as those that might possibly 

motivate the bystander effect.  

 The ecological behavior model set forth by Bergmuller and Taborsky, and exemplified by 

the Michelena et al. study fits with Nisbett and Cohen's Culture of Honor experiment. Nisbett 

and Cohen speculate that the observed differences between Northerners and Southerners in their 

Culture of Honor experiment are related to the social and economic environment of the 

traditional south. Nisbett and Cohen speculate that a rural, pastoral economy and a relative lack 

of a policing agency fostered the development of a strict sense of honor as what might be called a 

"coping strategy" (Nisbett and Cohen 1996; discussed above Ch 2: 44; and in Webber 2006: 209-

11). The cross-situational "regulatory" patterns disclosed within the experiment; e.g. the 

inclination to finish words and stories a certain way, to advance farther in a game of "chicken," 

and to exhibit higher levels of testosterone and cortisol, these all refer to influences of the 

Southerners' wider environment upon the formation of their dispositions. 

 Sabini and Silver's account, which primarily interprets the Milgram behavior as projects 

of shame and embarrassment avoidance, emphasizes the extend to which some of us might 

habitually look towards social influences to help us navigate confusing situations. Here, 

identification with one's social position, relative to others, is strong. So the project of avoiding 

embarrassment, supposedly, remains at the foreground of acting, even though, perhaps, 

identification with the specific actions this entails remains weak. Initially, subjects entering 

                                                
65 complete citation (from Steblay 1987): Fischer, C. S. (1976). The Urban Experience. New York: Harcourt 
Brace Jovanovich. 
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ambiguous situations looking to their peers, or to established authorities, to help define the 

situation and the associated moral norms involved. Others, especially the experimenter in the 

Milgram studies, provide the subjects with a "vision of the moral order" of the situational context 

(Sabini and Silver 2005: 551).  

 Consider the Asch conformity studies, whereby a subject in a group of experimental 

conspirators would be asked a straightforward question, involving comparing the length of two 

lines for example. In the study, all the conspirators would attest to a patently false answer, thus 

potentially isolating the subject. Typically, subjects would conform in their views, rather than 

challenge the group. Likewise, realization that one's personal, or background moral compass 

conflicts with the seemingly established and endorsed consensus of our peers can be a distracting 

experience. As Sabini and Silver observe, "people are, we suggest, oblivious in their day-to-day 

lives of the degree to which their cognitive world could be thrown into chaos by the unanimous 

rejection by others of their view of it" (Sabini and Silver 2005: 555). Massive disagreement with 

how we perceive situations is likely to upset the confidence we have regarding our ability to 

identify and act upon the relevant affordances we think we encounter. 

 It is especially relevant that Milgram subjects entered into a situation of an ongoing 

experiment. For all the subjects knew, the experiment was there, already supported by the 

research institution, and perhaps more importantly, the past subjects who had approved it 

through participation. Fear of shame then enters at two points. First, as with the Milgram 

experiment, agents who break off the experiment have to recognize the potential failings of their 

prior actions, causing shame to their own expectations. Secondly, breaking with consensus, 

through disobedience, involves coming to a moral confrontation with others. The ecological 

model emphasizes that such considerations involve the concrete factors of where, and with 

whom, such destabilizing tensions occur.
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9c) Moral Dissociation and Spatial Alienation 

 

Much of the social psychology research that informs situationism can be read along the lines the 

ecological model's utilization of behavioral ecology, whereby familiar environments and one's 

home play an important role in providing consistent behavior. In fact, here we find a major point 

of agreement between the situationists and the globalists. Doris relates intelligent behavior to 

situational adaptation, as is urged by the phronesis model, when he writes that, "behavioral 

inconsistency reflects the adaptability associated with successful social functioning; the norms of 

locker rooms and luncheons require different behaviors" (Doris 2002: 65 citing Shoda and 

Mischel 1996: 420-1). While certainly not exhaustive of all the factors influencing behavior in 

each experiment, the ecological model enables understanding subject behavior more as an 

extension of existing wide character traits rather than a fragmentation of narrower traits. 

 The importance of how the entire situation relates to one's more familiar "home" 

environment can often be thought of in terms of whether or not a person feels like they have 

responsibility over a certain place. For example, as with Latané and Darley's airport/subway 

experiment, it is possible that the novelty of the setting played a significant factor in the helping 

behavior of the other bystander experiments. When subjects experience the diagnostic situation 

in solitude, they experienced it, being alone, as de facto owners of the situation. In variable 

scenarios, the presence of bystanders reinforces the fact that the situation is in a shared and 

outside space. Here, the subject is more or less a guest, and looks towards others for cues as to 

how one should behave.   

 Alienation from place can also be seen in the behavior of the non-helping seminary 

students. Because the students were told to hurry, their perception of the Princeton campus 

became that of an extended obstacle towards their goal of arriving at the next appointment. In 

telling the student to hurry, the student adopted a project of “getting there as soon as possible” 

which makes them look at the campus as a sort of racetrack rather than a place where people 

should, or should not, be slumped in doorways (see also Kamtekar 2004: 463-4). The landscape 

becomes an ensemble of adversity. Viewing the campus as such, it becomes an alienated 

landscape. In such stressful situations, as with Milgram's urban/rural helping hypothesis, goal 

irrelevant factors become subsumed by the fulfillment of one's immediate agenda. The slouched 
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actors are either ignored, or seen as beyond the scope of subjects' relationship to their 

surroundings. On the other hand, subjects who were told they had plenty of time neither had 

competing tasks, nor where they thrown into a similar ensemble of adversity. Instead, the 

leisurely pace afforded more immersion for the subjects into their immediate surroundings, 

resulting in more attentive and helping behavior. 

 In the Stanford Prison Experiment more dramatic actions were deliberately orchestrated 

to fix the degree of place ownership among the subjects. If the ecological model were sound, 

then in addition to the roles of the subjects, an important aspect of the experiment would be the 

nature of their relationship to the basement "prison." We find these differences by looking at how 

the two groups were brought to the basement and allowed to acclimatize. Guards were allowed to 

establish a connection to the place before prisoners were present, and they were instructed to 

maintain order over that place. Zimbardo presented the renovated basement to the guards as their 

space. It should be noted that even Zimbardo, himself, became carried away with the experiment, 

which was only terminated when an outsider entered the scene and saw the untoward happenings 

in what, to her, was still just a basement. The prisoners had a different experience. With 

cooperation from the local police force, prisoner subjects were actually "unexpectedly 'arrested,'" 

removed from their homes in handcuffs and police cars, and brought to the jail (Haney et al. 

1973: 76). The totality of the meaning of the prison was introduced after the role regulating 

relation had been established. The basement was not their place, and it is likely this alienation 

contributed to the prisoners’ behavior. 

 In the cases of the Stanford Prison Experiment and the Milgram experiment alienation 

from place meant that the projects of the participants were de facto placed on “hold” and 

replaced with temporary projects within the world of the experiment. The “guards” were given 

the project of being “guards” and the “teachers” were given the project helping the experimenter 

complete the experiment. These projects and the relationship the setting had to them, then 

temporarily altered the way the subject’s normal character influenced behavior. Consider the 

observations made by Haney et al. regarding prisoner behavior in the Stanford Prison 

Experiment: 

As the environment became more unpredictable, and previously learned 
assumptions about a just and orderly world were not longer functional, the 
prisoners ceased to initiate any action . . . Since their behavior did not seem to 
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have any contingent relationship to environmental consequences, the prisoners 
essentially gave up and stopped behaving (Haney et al. 1973: 95-6). 

 

The connections Haney et al. draw between the subject behavior and the importance of 

predictable relationships between action and environmental consequences can be directly 

expressed in terms of a disruption of the familiar array of affordances that typically constitute the 

psychological home of the individuals. The basement/prison situation did not afford normal 

action and consequence pairs that active agents utilize throughout pursuit of the activities and 

projects that typically order and regulate their lives. In the experimental settings of both the 

Stanford Prison Experiments and the Milgram experiments, the subjects became vehicles for the 

projects assigned them rather than their own normal projects, which, one hopes, are less 

compatible with such shocking and strained behavior. 

 Consider how we find ourselves involved in certain authority structures, such as, but not 

limited to, the experimental setting Milgram designed. Physical location helps us contextualize 

affordances. If a parade Colonel shouts "left face" we don't turn left, the marchers do (Milgram 

1974: 140). Milgram specifically emphasizes the role location plays in cuing our behavior and 

social relations. Patterns of obedience and disobedience within the Milgram experiment correlate 

to various degrees of social and physical positioning within the experiment. Likewise, we do not 

sit where a restaurant host tells us to . . . when we are on a bus. Milgram writes:  

 

Authority systems are frequently limited by a physical context, and often we 
come under the influence of an authority when we cross the physical threshold 
into his domain. The fact that this experiment is carried out in a laboratory has a 
good deal to do with the degree of obedience exacted. There is a feeling that the 
experimenter "owns" the space and that the subject must conduct himself fittingly, 
as if a guest in someone's house. If the experiment were to be carried on outside 
the laboratory, obedience would drop sharply (Milgram 1974: 140).  
 

The physical relationship between the experimenter, the subject, and the learner is a factor for 

whether or not the subject falls into a relation with the learner governed by participation in an 

agentic state.  

 Milgram goes on, in a footnote, inviting us to imagine that the experimenter try and set 

up the experiment in subject's homes.  He predicts high rates of disobedience. We can think of 

Milgram as presenting his ideas as informed by inference from the observations he draws from 
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his experiments. The ecological model is a philosophical account of the processes that make such 

observations likely. For instance, cases where the experimenter was absent, experiment #7, had a 

low, 20.5% rate of obedience, lower, even than in cases where the learner makes an explicit 

verbal contractual agreement pre-establishing the rights to terminate the experiment (experiment 

#9, with 40.0% rate of obedience).  

 More evidence for the ecological account can be seen in Milgram experiments 1-4, which 

investigate the influence proximity to the learner plays in obedience rates. In the baseline 

condition, experiment # 1, the subject is removed from the learner, who, for all intents and 

purposes, is more in the space owned by the experimenter than by the teacher/subject. 

Experiments 2-4 varied the physical arrangement and found that obedience was negatively 

correlated towards a shift in the spatial balancing so that the closer the teacher was to the learner, 

and the further from the experimenter, the less the shocks persisted (Milgram 1974: 32-43). In 

experiments 5-7, the learner stayed remote, but in #7 the experimenter was simply not present, he 

introduced the task then stayed in phone contact only. Again, experiment #7 showed lower rates 

of obedience at 20.5%, compared to the baseline 65.0%. Subjects also cheated and gave lower 

shocks (Milgram 1974: 60-62). Where the people were, literally, was a significant factor in the 

experiments.  

 In experiment # 1, where the subject is separated from the learner and in close proximity 

to the experimenter, Milgram observed some of the highest rates of obedience. Here, the 

criterion satisfying the demands of Milgram's agentic state hypothesis are likely to be met. The 

subject is likely to treat his half of the relationship with the learner as being nothing more than 

the mechanism for the experimenter. In addition to physical positioning, the experiment's spell 

would be broken, regardless of spatial orientation, whenever "experimenter" actors alienated 

themselves from teacher subject by impinging themselves too forcefully between the subject and 

the subjects’ environments. This encroachment occurred when experimenters told subjects that 

they "had no choice." 

 In the Milgram cases, the agent might express feelings of responsibility to the authority, 

but deny responsibility for the content of those actions prescribed by the authority that the agent 

then carries out. Post experiment follow-up studies show that obedient agents felt little 

responsibility for delivering shocks while disobedient subjects felt more ownership over their 

activities. A survey of 118 Milgram participants showed that obedient subjects only assigned 
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themselves 3/4 the responsibility that defiant subjects self-attributed. Such reactions, however, 

make sense. If one's milieu of reasons becomes destabilized and indistinct from attempts to 

pursue to incompatible projects, then the sort of stability one relies upon for feelings of 

committed responsibility become undermined.  

 Obedient subjects, rather than place heavier blame on the experimenter, laid more 

responsibility for the learner’s suffering on the learner (Milgram 1974: 203-4). This relation to 

the learner is less surprising when we consider that the learner's suffering is neither a part of the 

teacher's project (the teachers aren't typically sadistic) nor is the suffering a part of what the 

teacher/subject imagines as within the direction of the experiment. The suffering of the learner is 

merely something unfortunate that is occurring within the laboratory of the experimenter. 

Dissociation is adopted as a mechanism to avoid fully committing to the unfortunate byproduct 

of the experimental tasks. The negative outcomes of behavior are taken as originating from 

outside the agentic network in which the subject involves herself. The "learner" is shocked when 

he answers the question wrong; the "teacher" is only pressing the button that actualizes this 

operation. 

 In addition to the physical positions, as Murray and Silver suggest, social positioning was 

an important factor for the behavior, even if the behavior itself was dissociated from the subject's 

feelings of responsibility. If an affordance based account of dissociation were correct, then the 

subject’s behavior and reactions would change once the reasons for dividing their projects 

ceased. Naturally, the cessation of the experiment is one example. We also find examples of the 

predicted behavior in the event whereby the subject's social positioning towards the experiment 

is denigrated. In the experiments, the experimenter's fourth reply to dissent is "you have no other 

choice, you must go on." Analysis of the original data, as well as trials specifically testing the 

prompt show that this prompt nearly always precipitates disobedience (Burger 2009, A.G. Miller 

2009, S. Gibson 1986). Not only does the failure of the fourth prompt imply that the "agentic 

state" is about more than obedience (Reicher and Haslam 2011), reviews of the exchanges 

between subjects and the experimenters show that the agent's break the experiment with explicit 

reference to the fact that they do have a choice (S. Gibson 1986). By making what is taken as a 

flagrantly false and potentially offensive claim, the experimenter diminishes the relationship with 

the subject while simultaneously making salient the subjects' relationship with the actual 

possibilities afforded by the laboratory setting.  
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 Regarding the fourth prompt phenomenon, once the experimenter puts the teacher/subject 

on the spot like that, he has, basically broken rapport and embarrassed the subject, thus making 

any "avoidance of embarrassment project" null and void. The fourth prompt explicitly invites 

reflection on the entire situation and its possibilities and ultimately invites rebellion. For 

example, consider the following dialogue between the experimenter and a Dutch participant in 

experiment #2 (vocal proximity variation), as recorded by Milgram: 

"you have no other choice." 

 
"I do have a choice. (incredulous and indignant). Why don't I have a choice? I 
came here on my own free will. I thought I could help in a research project. But if 
I have to hurt somebody to do that, or if I was in his place, too, I wouldn't stay 
there. I can't continue. I'm very sorry. I think I've gone too far already, probably" 
(Milgram 1974: 51).  
 

The subject is highly "indignant," at the accusation of choicelessness. As Milgram notes, 

although throughout most the experiments subjects showed and reported high levels of anxiety, 

"once the "ice is broken" through disobedience, virtually all the tension, anxiety, and fear 

evaporate" (Milgram 1974: 152). The confusing dilemma inherent in the situation is resolved 

when one possible project, reliable alliance to the experimenter's guidance, collapses upon itself. 

Through this critical disobedience, the subject takes control over her share of the experimental 

setting. 

 Behavior changes, in this case, because the division between avoiding embarrassment 

and distancing oneself from one's actions becomes untenable. If the subject continues, 

recognizing that she has no choice becomes an adoption of a demeaning and shameful position. 

Thus the shame avoidance project would be compromised. Moreover, in accepting the 

helplessness of the situation, the project of distance realizes its goal. Therefore, the division of 

the subject through split projects fails to obtain. Secondly, in saying "you have no choice" the 

experimenter is actually reminding the subject that, in reality, there is nothing precluding 

disobedience. There an armed enforcer in the room, for example, the fourth prompt would likely 

not backfire as it does. However, no such enforcer is present. Therefore, the fourth prompt, 

through accidental implication, presents an alternate, and superior, relationship with the 

laboratory, that of occupying it as a disobedient friend for the learner. 

 The spatial terms that the Dutch participant uses should be noted, especially the phrases, 
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"came here on my own free will," and "if I was in his place." Here, the Dutch participant's 

references to space and place are important, as their inclusion references the role a complacent 

awareness of space plays in the subject's justifications. Compare this to an obedient, (experiment 

#4) who did not get as far in dissent as to trigger the fourth prompt, but, post experiment blamed 

the learner for the awkward scene that had unfolded, saying "if he understood what this here was, 

he would'a went along without getting the punishment" (quoted in Milgram 1974: 46). Again, for 

both the Dutch participant, the obedient, the broader situation is incorporated into the 

fundamental architecture of the understanding that defines it. But this approach, where the 

behavior and the rationale is referred to in terms of the environmental contributions to the 

thoughts of the subject, helps explain the experiment in ways congenial to an ecological account 

of character. 

 Two features, the proximity relations and the fourth prompt, involve the affordances 

brought about by spatial and social positioning. The simple spatial orientation does not 

necessarily influence the rationale behind the goals, but it does influence the saliency of the goal 

and the goal's fit to the situation. Proximity, for example, affords different degrees of solidarity 

with whomever one is literally closer to. We can agree with the CAPS proposition that situations 

have the influence they do through how they are construed. Milgram agrees, stating, "control the 

manner in which man interprets his world, and you have gone a long way toward controlling is 

behavior" (Milgram 1974: 145). But this explanation corroborates with Milgram's other, more 

ecological observations. Milgram says "we move about; our spatial relations shift from one 

situation to the next, and the fact that we are near or remote may have a powerful effect on the 

psychological processes that mediate our behavior toward others" (Milgram 1974: 40). We can 

recognize the extent to which ideographic contruals are shaped by nomothetic ecological 

considerations.  
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9d) Restrictions to the Applicability of the Model 

  

Although admittedly more of an explanatory challenge, a place-based account of behavior can be 

given of the Isen and Levine mood experiments. Here, the default control relation to the 

experimental location appears to be one of detachment from the broader strip-mall location in 

which the experiment is staged. Christian Miller (2009) suggests that elements of subject 

behavior can be rationalized through appeal to projects of "mood maintenance." However, this 

reply is admittedly incomplete, as it fails to articulate how or why such a trivial variable can have 

such an impact upon one's mood. I speculate that the frame of mind, and accompanying boost in 

spirits, that resulted from the particular activity of finding a dime, in that place, established a 

sufficiently strong connection to the place to engender feelings of local authority when 

confronted with the paper-dropping actors. 

 Recall, furthermore, that the Isen and Levine experiment served primarily as a catalyst 

for other, more repeatable findings. For example, Robert Baron (1997) found that pleasant 

fragrances had a dime-like effect (cited in C. Miller 2009).66 Many of the Isen and Levine 

variations deal with variables that either repel or attach subjects to their surroundings, such as 

fragrance in Baron (1997), temperature in Anderson et al. (1995), noise volume in Mathews and 

Canon (1975), lighting quality (1988), and weather Cunningham (1979) (cited in Miller 2009: 

150)67. These particular experiments are congenial to the ecological interpretation conducted in 

this chapter. 

 Other cases involve variables that are less likely to influence place attachment. These 

include association with a successful team (Berg 1978), contemplating a Hawai'i vacation 

(Rosenham et al. 1981), and viewing pleasant, or unpleasant slides (Donnerstein et al. 1975)68. 

                                                
66 The complete citation (from C. Miller 2009) is: Baron, R. (1997). "The Sweet smell of… helping: Effects of 
pleasant ambient fragrance on prosocial behavior in shopping malls" Personality and Social Psychology 
Bulletin. 23: 498–503. 
67 the complete citations for these sources (from C. Miller 2009) are: Anderson, C., W. Deuser, and K. DeNeve. 
1995. Hot temperatures, hostile affect, hostile cognition, and arousal: Tests of a general model of affective 
aggression. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 21: 434–448.; Mathews, K., and L. Canon. 1975. 
Environmental noise level as a determinant of helping behavior. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 32: 
571–577.; Cunningham, M. 1979. Weather, mood, and helping behavior: The sunshine samaritan. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology 37: 1947–1956. 
68 The complete citations for these (found in C. Miller 2009) are as follows: Berg, B. 1978. Helping behavior on 
the gridiron: It helps if you’re winning. Psychological Reports 42: 531–534.; Rosenhan, D.L., P. Salovey, and K. 
Hargis. 1981. The joys of helping: Focus of attention mediates the impact of positive affect on altruism. 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Here, the place-based reply is admittedly weak. It may be that such activities, and their pleasant 

effects on mood, nevertheless increase alertness, and thus attachment to place. This factor might 

contribute to a slightly improved mood to help motivate helping behavior. 

 Even if considerations of place attachment augment the mood maintenance model to 

supply a more complete picture of the Isen and Levine type experiments, the results are, 

admittedly, "mixed" for virtue ethics. However, interpreting the experiments under the ecological 

model does provide slightly more optimistic results than those concluded by Miller on the basis 

of the mood maintenance model alone. First, as Miller points out, the general lack of helping 

behavior exhibited still seems to show that most people fail to exhibit much trivial compassion. 

The response from the ecological model would be that this sort of detachment might be expected 

in experiments that were primarily conducted in impersonal public areas, such as shopping malls. 

It is reasonable to expect entirely different results if experimenters posed as friendly, paper 

dropping guests within the actual household of the subjects. Secondly, Miller suggests that mood 

maintenance is a less than laudable motive for helping behavior. However, under the ecological 

model's application, it is not only mood maintenance, but also an increased sense of connection, 

responsibility, and authority that results from a slightly increased attachment to one's 

surroundings that enables the subjects to express and act upon more traditionally compassion-

oriented motives. 

 The mood maintenance model assess subject behavior on the grounds of an affect 

regulating projects, and Miller concludes that the Isen and Levine style experiments do not 

warrant postulation of character fragmentation. Rather, the experiments indicate the presence of 

some "global helping traits" which are similar to compassion, but with the added element of a 

concern for one's own mood added to the picture. The ecological model's implications are more 

complicated. First, situational variables are understood as having a tremendous influence upon 

the cognitive regulating aspects of the individual. Under the ecological model, expectations 

regarding certain behaviors ought be indexed to certain situations. However, in addition to the 

stable mood-maintenance mechanisms postulated by Miller, the ecological model would suggest 

that compassion traits overlap with traits governing how an individual's place relation interacts 

with situational variables and other compassion relevant considerations.
                                                
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 40: 899–905.; Donnerstein, E., M. Donnerstein, and G. Munger. 
1975. Helping behavior as a function of pictorially induced moods. Journal of Social Psychology 97: 221–225. 
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9e) Conclusion 

 

The further potential objection to the ecological model is that it presents a "solution" to the initial 

dissonance between social psychology and virtue ethics that is, in fact, more radical than the 

situationist critique. What began as a discussion regarding virtue ethics has expanded so that its 

resolution, if it lies on the path of this thesis, now hangs upon contentious arguments from the 

philosophy of mind, metaphysics, and broader psychological theories.  

 Even if the considerations in favor of the ecological model are legitimate, the model's 

radical nature opens it to a common dichotomy. Either the model is too radical to be readily 

adopted into one's perspective and practice, or the model is re-interpreted such that its claims 

become acceptable due to an increaded degree of vacuity. Viewing ethics in terms of 

organism/environment coupled systems may be too far fetched. On the other hand, no one would 

argue that intelligent behavior in the world is situation sensitive. 

 The solution to the dichotomy is to claim that the ecological model may seem radical to 

some, but not to others given that the force of the above objection largely depends upon cultural 

paradigms and worldviews of the reader. Situationism itself, and its globalist alternative, has 

been purportedly identified along geo-cultural lines. Doris provides a survey of studies showing 

that "Easterners" including people from India, China, and Japan, are less likely than euro-

americans to make context-free, globalists attributions (Doris 2002: 105-6). Sweeping cultural 

generalizations aside, it is nonetheless reasonable to conclude that if situationism and globalism 

themselves can be correlated to certain cultures; it is likely that the radical nature of the view 

presented by the ecological model is relative to various existent paradigms.  

 Already and throughout this chapter we have encountered various outside sources that 

corroborate the account of character set out here. Such corroboration shows that the ecological 

model's view of character is not far fetched at all, but rather expresses a view others have also 

reached, even if through different lines of inquiry. For a final expression of a point of view I 

imagine as receptive to the ecological model's externalism, and one brought to light through a 

figurative juxtaposition of cultures, one can take the following passage from Gary Snyder: 

American society (like any other) has its own set of unquestioned assumptions . . . 
most fundamentally it operates under the delusion that we are each a kind of 
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"solitary knower" - that we exist as rootless intelligences without layers of 
localized contexts. Just a "self" and the "world." In this there is no real 
recognition that grandparents, place, grammar, pets, friends, lovers, children, 
tools, the poems and songs we remember, are what we think with. Such a solitary 
mind - if it could exist - would be a boring prisoner of abstractions. With no 
surroundings there can be no path, and with no path on cannot become free 
(Snyder 1990: 60 italics in original). 
 

This passage includes references to what, in this thesis, has been presented as vehicle externalism 

and a rejection of the self/world dichotomy. These two ideas form the main stalks of the 

ecological model. The passage expresses a broader paradigm in which the ecological model 

would be at home. The ecological model locates the functional dispositional bases of the coupled 

system beyond the individual's perceived environment and into the actual environment.  

 

 



 

 

Chapter 10: Application and Extensions: The Ecological Model and Qualified 

Agent Theories 
 

The ecological model provides a psychologically wide account of character. The relationships an 

organism has with its environment produce wide mental states and extended cognitive processes 

which underpin the stability and consistency of character. Allowing for the situational intimacy 

of character in these terms does not necessarily threaten the solidity of character once it is 

interpreted as an ecological pattern of projects and practical reasoning, and it does not threaten 

the possibility of unifying the virtues under an account of practical wisdom (see also Russell 

2009, ch 8, 9 10; Adams 2006 ch 8; Doris 2010). One example of how the ecological model 

facilitates characterological ethical ascriptions can be seen in the ecological model's potential 

contribution to what is know as a "qualified agent" approach to virtue ethics. This final chapter 

argues that the ecological model recommends that we focus on the relationship so called 

"qualified agents" have to their social and physical surroundings to clarify our thinking about 

right action. 

 Qualified agent theories attempt to provide a schema for right action in terms of actions 

or mental dispositions characteristic of the virtuous. For example, Hursthouse famously contends 

that an action is right if and only if it is that which a virtuous person would do, while acting in 

character, in that situation (Hursthouse 1999: 28). Here, virtue ethics is applied to our ethical 

practices through the identification of a real or imagined exemplar and using him or her as a 

guide (see also Zagzebski 2010). 

 This particular method of applying virtue ethics is susceptible to the charge that many 

situations, especially those where we need guidance the most, are those that a virtuous person 

would not be in. In "Virtue and Right" Robert Johnson (2003) articulates such concerns as 

applicable to a broad range of qualified agent theories. The central claim is that acting in ways 

characteristic of the virtuous person, or one might add, responding to reasons they way they 

would respond, is not always a wise thing for imperfect moral learners to do in light of 

discrepancies between learning situations and situations occupied by qualified agents. Call this 

the challenge from moral progression.  

 One might suppose that the ecological model gives extra force to this critique of virtue 

ethics because the ecological model interprets character in terms of one's broader situation. This 
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seems to increase the potential split between the virtuous agent and the situations in which we 

might utilize such an exemplar as a valuable heuristic to determine what we have most reason to 

do. There are situations where it is not only practically implausible, but also actually 

conceptually impossible, for the virtuous person to be in because such situation, by their very 

dysfunctional nature, permanently “fink” the potential excellence of one's psychologically wide 

character. 

 Although there are reasons to think that the ecological model further undermines our 

ability to apply qualified agent theories to a broad ranger of situations, I think that, somewhat 

counter-intuitively, the ecological model ultimately restores the form of reasoning behind such 

exemplarist approaches to virtue ethics. While the ecological model does not require that we 

adopt an exemplarist heuristic, it nonetheless enables the conceptual space for the use of 

qualified agent theories in thinking about right action in cases of moral progression, if we chose 

to do so. This section will demonstrate how we might utilize the ecological model to reformulate 

a qualified agent virtue ethic in light of the popular objection regarding the discrepancy between 

using such exemplars and the situations where we would have reasons to turn to such a heuristic 

in the first place. Central to this application of the ecological model will be a re-location of 

projects from organism-centered notions of ethical ideals and towards the idea of progressions of 

situations as carried out through a project and toward a goal.  

 To articulate the challenge from moral progression, Johnson gives examples of situations 

involving self-cultivation, self-control, and seeking advice. The things a person does while trying 

to instill some virtue are different than the actions expected from a person who is secure in 

virtue. Likewise, the non-virtuous might rely upon extra measures of self-control that are 

redundant to the virtuous. While Johnson gives the broad example of a person who struggles to 

control bad behavior, we can also think of the committed spouse from Lack of Character who 

exercises situational caution through avoiding a dinner invitation in order to avoid straining his 

fidelity. This would be an example of the potential shortcoming of modeling one's behavior with 

a qualified agent theory (Doris 2002: 147, see also van Zyl 2011a: 82). Clearly, the objection 

might run, the virtuous has nothing to fear from a candle lit dinner; however, following the lead 

of the virtuous could spell disaster for those seeking to be virtuous beyond their strength.69 Even 

                                                
69 See Bernard Williams (1995) for discussion of the dangers of "moral weightlifting." 
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seeking advice from those with more experience or perhaps simply a greater degree of plausible 

insight is, in itself, an activity that relates to wisdom and action in different ways depending upon 

one's strengths and weaknesses. In each case, Johnson argues that we find instances where what 

we think is the right thing to do will pull away from what we think is characteristic of the 

virtuous person to do. There are situations where emulation of the wise is either impossible or 

worse, actually leads one towards taking the wrong course of action.  

 Liezl van Zyl (2011a, 2011b) offers one possible solution to the moral progression 

challenge, primarily by utilizing Hursthouse's distinction between action guidance and 

acceptance. The words "is right" can either praise or suggest a given course of action as 

rationally advisable. We might assume that praising an action implies recommending it, and we 

might assume that the actions we recommend are those we would praise. However, according to 

Hursthouse, guidance and acceptance are not mutually entailing. The two can pull apart in tragic 

circumstances, whereby the best available course of action, and thus the recommended, is still 

too unfortunate to deserve praise (see Hursthouse 1999: 49-51). The recommended guiding 

action might be "right" in so far as the action is what one ought to do given existing alternatives, 

but pursuing the action still is not virtuous or "good" insofar as it leaves the agent with a negative 

moral remainder.  

 Following the distinction between guidance and acceptance, van Zyl recommends we 

read the qualified agent schema as describing praiseworthy "right" actions, but not necessarily 

offering action guidance in all situations. While the schema might work in most circumstances, 

the guidance/acceptance distinction means that in cases such as the ones brought to bear by 

Johnson, the schema is not to be understood as recommending a course of action. In order to 

address action guidance, van Zyl further follows Hursthouse by referring to the "V-rules," a 

hypothetical list of formulaic statements such as "be compassionate" etc. Van Zyl also notes that 

virtue ethics not only discusses action in terms of virtue; we can act to avoid, or minimize, vice 

as well. Consequently, action guidance is provided by virtue ethics in terms of Virtue-rules, and 

(negatively formulated) Vice-rules, such as "be honest" and "do not be duplicitous." 

 At this point, however, the response to the progression challenge is far from complete. 

Attempting to rescue qualified agent theories through hedging the application of the qualified 

agent schemas and supplementing them with a codified set of V-rules ultimately fails to answer 
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the progression problem. Such an approach fails precisely because the objection is at its most 

pointed where it potentially involves situations where the difficult decision involves choosing 

between multiple, seemingly conflicting V-rules. Notice that this issue can be conversely applied 

to van Zyl's (2011c) suggestion that the person trapped in this situation can focus on simply 

avoiding vice, rather than the more demanding attainment of virtue. In some cases, where the 

vices we should avoid are clearly symmetrical excesses, such as cowardice and recklessness, van 

Zyl's suggestion echoes Aristotle's Doctrine of the Mean. In other situations, where the available 

courses of action in the situation require a choice between, say, callousness, or being 

uncooperative, it seems as though van Zyl's deliberator is left without much action guidance.  

 A lack of explicit action guidance, however, is not a particular problem for qualified 

agent accounts if instead the account focuses on the right making features of potential actions. 

Eugene Bales makes this important distinction when he discusses ethical theories, in his case 

Utilitarianism, as either a) identifying right making features or "characteristics," or b) providing a 

decision procedure (Bales 1971). In Bales's terms, an ethical theory aims at describing right 

making features when it aims to: 

  

provide an account of that characteristic, or perhaps that very complex set of 
characteristics, which all and only right acts have by virtue of which they are 
right, or which all and only good things or states of affairs have by virtue of 
which they are good, and so on (Bales 1971: 260-1). 

  

A theory aims at describing right making characteristics so that we can partially identify right 

actions, or right possible actions, when we encounter them. Qualified agent theories are best seen 

as an example of an attempt to provide an account of right-making characteristics. The aim is to 

be able to identify right courses of action. Nothing can do the imaginative work of producing, 

ahead of time, both a complete menu of options and making the selection for us.  It is 

unreasonable expect that qualified agent theories should produce an algorithm by which we can 

calculate the right action that can be applied in any situation. Instead, we should see descriptions 

of right action in terms of qualified agents as providing a description of what sort of 
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considerations we ought look for, or reflect on, when acting.70 

  Prior to decisive action, in situations of self-cultivation, control, or the seeking of advice, 

the content of what is both acceptable or properly guiding, in terms of V-rules or qualified 

agents, is undecided. An important aspect of Bales's discussion of "right making characteristics" 

is that it can be both applied to right actions, or virtuous states of affairs. The ecological model 

capitalizes on this opportunity to show how qualified agent theories, through their account of 

right action, function through promoting consideration of the characteristic actions of an agent as 

embedded within a situation. Appeal to the psychologically wide character of the qualified agent 

means that considerations of actions characteristic of the virtuous person include considerations 

of the situations in which they regularly participate. Acknowledgement of these concerns 

involves taking stock of the wide mental states of the qualified agent. 

 It is when one appeals to narrow psychological states (which involve asking what the 

qualified agent, as abstracted from the situation, would do) that one also finds failures to identify 

the full range of situational complexity. Appeal to narrow accounts of character, as the 

progression problem points out, dangerously exacerbate any disconnection between the virtuous 

person and ourselves. Furthermore, such deliberation leads to an excessive focus on perfecting 

one's own character in what Williams calls a "misdirection of ethical attention" (1993: 9-10). 

 Here, we can think of Sartre's point regarding the young adult who must choose whether 

to care for his mother, or join the resistance; deciding whether to consult a priest or an insurgent 

is tantamount to deciding the issue. Recall from section 4b that this example was used to show 

how the individual nature of choice is a potential source of embarrassment to the social 

sustenance model of character, which risks ignoring the integral role phronesis plays in our 

character. Following the ecological model, we can now see how practical wisdom might be 

involved in a situationally intimate way regarding the hypothetical choice facing Sartre's 

protagonist. 

 Suppose that rather than consult an advisor, the protagonist utilizes a qualified agent 

approach and the ecological model. Here, rather than misdirect his attention towards himself, the 

protagonist can consider the potential psychologically wide characters that disclose the right 

                                                
70 It is worth noting, in the virtue ethics literature, that some virtues ethicists, notably Julia Annas, argue in a similar 
way to Bales: Annas thinks it is inappropriate to seek “action guidingness” from her virtue ethical approach (Annas 
2011). 
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making features of his actions and the quality of potential ways of living. Here, one 

consideration (out of many) involves deciding what sort of home, or literally household, the 

protagonist wants to create. We can imagine that his choice partially lies between a quiet and 

(hopefully) secure home where his mother regularly rests by the fire, or a guarded home where 

Molotov cocktails are stacked in the basement. By imagining more details of the Sartrean 

protagonist's situation, we could further enrich the story to extend this sort of imaginative 

exercise into the protagonist's broader social and political world. In any case, qualified agent 

theories and the ecological model can help identify the right making characteristics which weigh 

in favor of the various opportunities available to the protagonist.71 This application of practical 

intelligence is done through examining the potential sustaining environmental contributions to a 

psychologically wide notion of character. One way of phrasing this point is that the agent should 

try and imagine a specification of the potential courses of action open to him and to decide what 

he can, ethically, live with. 

 The imagined inquirer into the progression problem should be understood as looking to 

some situationally embedded exemplar for which relevant virtues she ought further keep in mind 

in order to focus the "appropriate sorts of reasons" into her view. Here, the ecological model can 

be seen as building upon Russell's defense of qualified agent theories. Russell claims that 

virtuous exemplars act as models through which we can refine and focus our deliberations, 

thereby showing the relevance of qualified agents to moral progression. 

 Russell's answer to the progression problem primarily involves two claims, which the 

ecological model can also utilize. The first claim is that we need not understand the virtuous 

person as being perfectly ideal, but rather virtuous enough. Virtue, in Russell's terms, is a "statis 

concept". There is a spectrum towards virtue, and a thing can be virtuous enough to warrant the 

title without achieving some maximized state. Furthermore, there is no clear boundary between 

what is virtuous and what is not. While pain admits degrees, there is a clear distinction 

(according to Russell) between the painful and the non-painful, and this form of bounded 

                                                
71 While far beyond the scope of this thesis, a related issue involves discussing how reasons relevant to 
possible ways of living and courses of action constitutively relate to the situationally embedded person's set 
of beliefs and desire, conceived of in wide, or narrow, terms. Such discussion would inevitably lead towards 
the internal/external reasons debate found in McNaughton (1996), Smith (1995), Thomas (2006), and 
Williams (1979a), 
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distinction does not apply to virtue (Russell 2009: 112-7).72  

 Furthermore, Russell claims that virtue is a "model statis concept" insofar as once a 

person is "virtuous enough" that person is virtuous (Russell 2009: 117-23). Contrast this model 

concept to a non-model statis concept, like "clean" whereby we might say a room is "clean 

enough" (for a purpose) without fully considering the room to be clean. For non-model concepts, 

"enough" means "enough for present purposes", while for the model concept, "enough" means 

"enough as to count as" and hence the enough can be dropped without any loss of irony.   

 Russell's second point completes his proposed solution to the problem because "virtue," 

as a model concept, is best used to help identify right aims and aspirations. Russell contends that 

"talk of the 'virtuous person' affords a way of modeling practical problems, not of solving them" 

(Russell 2009: 138). Through appeal to qualified agents as models, we "accept certain 'principles' 

of character - such as "Be-honest', 'Be fair' - as principles of one's own" (Russell 2009: 127). 

Similar to van Zyl, Russell utilizes Hursthouse's terms of utilizing certain V-rules. However, 

rather than understanding the V-rules as a recipe for action guidance, Russell understands these 

rules as illuminating the landscape, so to speak, in order to help us delineate our still incomplete 

deliberations. To up-hold the V-rules is, according to Russell, a project we aim at as a guiding 

ideal to further clarify our thinking. We can think of virtue, therefore, as a lens through which we 

try to focus our attention toward certain reasons, or at the very least know where to start looking 

for some guiding reasons which we might want to consider. 

 Because virtues are statis concepts, and because the pursuit of these ideals involves 

allocating resources of time, or at the very least attention, to these projects, we need apply good 

judgment about when, where, and how, we should apply ourselves to these projects. Russell 

writes, ""to accept an ideal of virtue is to accept the project of improving, but that leaves the 

question of how far each of us ought to take that project" (Russell 2009: 128). With knowledge 

of our limitations, and a notion of reasonable goal of less-than-perfect virtue, thinking through 

the virtue-alien situations in which we find ourselves no longer faces the objection of 

incongruency introduced by Johnson.  

 Qualified agent schemas, according this position, are precisely designed to aid in 

instances of moral progression by facilitating our ethical aspirations. Ironically, it is Doris, in a 

                                                
72 see also Swanton (1991) "Satisficing and Virtue". 
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passage from Lack of Character, who articulates just this view: 

 

Talk of character may primarily serve to articulate an ideal: Although genuine 
moral exemplars may be few and far between - remember the tiny number of 
rescuers in the Holocaust - and our prospects for even remotely approximating 
their virtue may be vanishingly small, reflecting on their excellence facilitates our 
own moral improvement (Blum 1994: 94-6; c.f McDowell 1978: 38-9; Alderman 
1982: 129-30). The point is not that many of us, or even any of us, can 
successfully emulate Aristotelian ideals of character, but rather that reflecting on 
these ideals can help us become people who are, and do, better. On this story, the 
aim of characterological moral psychology is not drafting a blueprint for character 
development but the focusing of our ethical aspirations" (Doris 2002: 111). 

 

Moral exemplars and qualified agents act as an aretaic lens through which we can focus our 

ethical aspirations. By adding "situationally embedded" to "moral exemplars" we provide 

ourselves with an even richer opportunity to assess potential ways of life and view situations in 

order to make the appropriate kinds of reasons salient, thus facilitating virtue.73  

 By Russell's own admission we need to apply a certain degree of wisdom in choosing 

when to pursue our projects of cultivation. The situationist initially rejects the characterological 

description of this shared form of deliberation because it introduces significant "pitfalls" 

involving erroneous abstractions of the self away from the broader situational context (Doris 

2002: 152). Presenting a qualified agent theory in terms of aretaic lenses, following Russell, is 

made more appealing when coupled with the ecological model's account of psychologically wide 

character precisely because it safeguards against the "pitfalls" Doris and Johnson are concerned 

with.  

 The psychologically wide account of character forces us to re-examine what we are 

fixing our thoughts upon when we conceive of a virtuous character. Under the ecological model, 

character refers to the ethically salient dispositions that reflect the coupled system that includes 

both the agent and the broader situation, in terms of the agent's usual and accustomed 

environment and the affordances found therein. If we hold as an exemplar not just a virtuous 

person, but rather the entire bearer of virtuous character, then our aretaic lens works in terms of 

potential person/situation ensembles. When we are admiring a person's character, what we 
                                                
73 Sreenivasan also suggest that situationism supports the claim that "the models for any given virtue will 
have to be nominated relative to some 'normal background' range of situations" (Screenivasan 2002: 66). 
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generally admire is the entire form of life that makes the person who she is.  

 The primary question of aretaic focused thought within an exemplarist approach is not 

"what would the virtuous person do" but rather, "how can this situation be made more conducive 

to flourishing?," where this flourishing describes excellences of the situation, rather than simply 

those that relate to the well-being of the individual, narrowly conceived.74 In the more technical 

language of the ecological model, such inquiry involves examining the situation for previously 

undisclosed affordances such that we make the best of things. We can leave the phrase "making 

the best of things" as intentionally vague so that its substance is determined by whatever 

particular ethos fits the agent and the broader situation. 

 By casting character as a description of the organism and its home, and virtue as a 

flourishing organism in its niche, projects toward virtue are thus conceived of as developments 

towards improving the fit between an organism and its surroundings through the adjustment of 

either or these. An important part of virtue involves the aim to improve and do better, for oneself, 

and more importantly, for one's home environment.75 The projects must involve a development 

of situations.  

 The natural procession of time and inevitable changes in one's environment mean that the 

broad character of any individual is always in development. At the very least, even in our home 

environment we experience the developing challenge of learning to age gracefully. Part of 

flourishing involves growth within one's way of living. Here, I am at direct disagreement with 

Johnson when he writes, "there are actions producing the virtues that one morally ought to 

perform, and these actions are not part of the characteristic behavior of virtuous persons" 

(Johnson 2003: 818, italics in original), and "self-improvement, self-control, advice seeking, and 

so on, do not themselves constitute well-functioning in a human being" (Johnson 2003: 833). I 

disagree: things like seeking advice, exercising self-control, and working towards self-

improvement are each important aspects of a healthy way of life.  

 Actions undertaken to further virtue need not imply that the person performing them 

                                                
74 If we want to be pluralists, we can allow that the form "flourishing" must take itself is captured by the one's 
chosen ideal of character and form of life. Although it is beyond the scope of this section, I think the expansion 
of ethical consideration that is implied by a psychologically wide account of character helps virtue ethics 
distance itself from charges of egoism.  
75 see Annas (2011) for additional defense of the view that virtue involves aiming to improve one's skill at 
practical intelligence. 
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lacks virtue. Rather than understand virtue as characteristic of a psychologically narrow state that 

precludes development, the ecological model can co-opt Russell's considerations of virtue as a 

"model statis" concept to defend the view that one's psychologically wide character and a 

virtuous way of living need not be one which is complete beyond improvement. Virtue permits 

moral progression and care for one's environment.  

 Understanding virtue as a form of progression involving an organism's relationship with 

its broader environment is compatible with thinking through aretaic lens when we think of such 

lenses as appearing to us in the form of environmentally focused projects. If character is in terms 

of mentally grounded dispositions, and the mind is understood externally, then virtues of 

character not only involve progression, this progression must be manifest external to the agent. 

Active pursuit of a project typically entails behavior and action, though it need not. One can 

engage in certain contemplative projects, such as cultivating certain psychological experiences 

through meditation. Nevertheless, any achievement will, at the very least, influence how the 

world appears to the person in a way that subsequently influences behavior.   

 At this point, aretaic focused thought is extended to cover precisely the sort of situation-

selection that the situationists endorse. For example, Doris acknowledges that the adoption of an 

emulative, Russell-like, utilization of characterological models (consider Michael Smith's (1995) 

rational advisor contribution) is reasonable (Doris 2002: 151). However, Doris contends that the 

considerations one would build into the sort of rational advice and aretaic focusing such 

deliberations utilize would, themselves, be situational. Now, while the situationist claims that 

this is a reason for preferring situationism to virtue ethics, by framing the issue in terms of 

psychologically broad character, the assumption that the two are competing heuristics collapses. 

As this thesis has argued, we can have an account of character that, on its own accord, precludes 

abstracting character away from the situations in which we are embedded. 

 Due to the situational influence inherent in the ecological model, virtue ethics is further 

removed from any position that advocates misapplication of qualified agent proscriptions (or 

other forms of moral weightlifting) in a way where emphasis on one’s internal character 

frustrates one’s goals by overshadowing the role situations play in influencing behavior. As 

Doris writes, “the recovering alcoholic is better able to stay sober if she cultivates relationships 

with sober people and stays out of bars, whether or not she undergoes a characterological sea-
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change” (Doris 2002: 120). According to the ecological model, for some people staying out of 

bars is a characterological sea change reflecting the development of one's practical wisdom.  

 Doris’s contrast between situation selection and character considerations is not applicable 

to the ecological model of practical intelligence and situational inter-dependence, with its 

psychologically wide account of character; however, his normative prescription is. From a virtue 

ethical view, phronesis requires “adjusting one’s behavior to complex situations” (Russell 2009: 

325, citing both Aristotle Nic. Ethics: II-V; EE II and Webber 2006B: 206). Determining which 

circumstances are appropriate to which ends and means perfectly compliments the Aristotelian 

claim that deliberation involves thoughts about what actions and ends are appropriate in which 

circumstances. When interpreted through the externalist framework of the ecological model, 

such deliberation entails thinking about ends in terms of our relationships to our social and 

environmental relationships. According to the view presented here, when we take care of where 

we are, where we are will take care of what we do. 
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Conclusion 

 
By meeting the empirical challenge to the consistency, stability, and evaluative integrity of 

character traits head on, this thesis has presented an "ecological” account of character and 

defended the claim that character is not something that qualifies over an individual organism, but 

rather describes the larger coupled system of the organism and its social and physical 

surroundings. Instead of describing individuals, character describes the way of life produced by 

an organism in its home. 

 Virtue ethics and the notion of character have a longstanding history within philosophy. 

The various arguments regarding affordances, functionalism about dispositions, content and 

vehicle externalism are, on the other hand, fairly recent developments. Insofar as we consider 

character to be related to mentally grounded dispositions, then our thinking about character must 

continually return to the issues addressed by these newer developments. Consequently, 

investigating the implications that externalist ideas and dispositional functionalism have for our 

notion of character constitutes an important contribution regarding the integration of current 

researching into the field of virtue ethics. Moreover, by continually relating the ecological 

account to related philosophical themes, instead of presenting the ecological account of character 

as a radically novel claim, the view has been presented as one that should be at home among one 

possible way to regard how intelligent behavior, and dispositions more generally, operate in the 

world. By presenting the ecological account in terms of wide psychology and coupled systems, 

the thesis has made contributions toward disclosing how our very understanding of character 

works.  

 Chapter 1 presented the situationist argument against the global stability, consistency, 

and evaluative integration of character traits. The situationist argument relies upon experimental 

evidence to claim that situational variation is more useful in predicting and explaining behavior 

than are appeal to global traits. Central to the situationist claim is the following conditional 

constraint upon character: If a person possess a trait, that person will engage in trait-relevant 

behaviors in trait-relevant eliciting conditions with markedly above chance probability p. This 

thesis defends the situationist position against the charge that it overlooks the mentally grounded 

aspect of character by claiming that this statement should be read as an operational rather than a 
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constitutive definition of the possession of a character trait. The situationist argument claims that 

the experiments it provides, examined in section 1b, both qualify as being diagnostic for trait 

possession as it has been operationally defined and show that with slight variables within 

evaluatively similar diagnostic situations, the engagement of trait-relevant behavior can be 

influenced so that if fails to warrant trait attribution. Here, diagnostic situations are viewed in 

observer relative, rather than subject relative terms. 

 Chapter 2 defended situationism against three initial attempts to dismiss the challenge to 

character. Section 2a addressed skepticism regarding the experimental evidence itself. This 

skepticism, it is argued, is either unwarranted, or is unlikely to convince us that the entire cannon 

of evidence situationism appeals to is indeterminate. First, this thesis deliberately presents the 

situationist argument in terms of the least controversial experiments situationist authors have 

presented. Section 2b addressed the concern that the experimental evidence is irrelevant to 

character because the experimental context is either too uniquely demanding or too trivial to be 

seen as providing trait diagnostic situations. It was argued that this objection fails to refute 

situationism because in order for it to work it must assume that traits are indexed to a certain 

range of situations in precisely the way the situationist argument advocates. Section 2c addressed 

the claim that the experimental evidence only shows the difficulty of virtue. Noting that ideal 

virtue may be a difficult, if not impossible task, does not diminish the relevance the experiments 

have for accounts of character because the situationist is using the experiments to show that 

reference to global character traits is explanatorily and predictively inferior to situational 

indexing. Moreover, the situationist literature includes instances where situational variables 

correlate to positive behavior as well. 

 Part II of the thesis identified and examined two models of character that have been 

presented as empirically adequate defenses of character against the situationist challenge. 

Chapter 3 addresses a group of replies that adhere to what I label the "phronesis" model of 

character. Section 3a explained how, as the more conservative strain in the replies among 

situationism, the phronesis model involves re-asserting the way in which behavior unified by 

practical reasoning could, in fact, produce the situationally flexible behavior observed by the 

situationist's empirical cannon. Here, the phronesis model can appeal to CAPS model 

psychological research and the importance of viewing situations from the agent's point of view to 

support globalism about character traits. Section 3b, however, critiques the phronesis model's 
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over-reliance upon viewing, and subsequently indexing, diagnostic situations ideographically 

from the agent's point of view. By radically expanding upon Doris's example of "aipassion" and 

adding the issue of interpersonal comparisons, section 3b argued that trait ascription required 

viewing diagnostic situations in the situationist's original terms. 

 Chapter 4 examines the accounts of character that emphasize what Merritt calls the 

"sustaining social contribution" to character. Such accounts, here identified as following a social 

sustenance model, achieve empirical adequacy through appealing to the important role 

relationships, social roles, and affiliations play towards shaping, or even constituting character. 

By allowing that the possession of a trait is compatible with its being sustained, or possibly 

swamped by external factors, the socially sustained model's account of character is compatible 

with the situationist's evidence. However, section 4b identifies a viable source of dissatisfaction 

with the social sustenance model. By outsourcing character to external influences, social 

sustenance models lose the mentally grounded aspect of character necessary for its ethical 

relevance.  

 Chapter 5 addresses the concerns brought against both the phronesis model and the social 

sustenance model by showing how we can think of character as both mentally grounded through 

our various goals and projects while also being externally sustained. This is possible if we think 

of character as qualifying over both the individual and the individual's surrounding social and 

physical environment. Rather than viewing socially sustained dispositions as being diffused 

beyond the mental threshold of character, the ecological account argues that the extension of 

character and the mental should likewise be expanded.  Thus, the sustaining social contribution 

model can be seen as accurately, if only partially, capturing an important aspect of character. 

Features external to the agent (narrowly conceived) do sustain character. However, these features 

include more than the individual's social surroundings, and, more importantly, while these 

features are external to the person they are still mentally grounded and not external to the 

person's character. Here, the ecological model sides with the phronesis model by claiming that 

mentally grounded choice is central to a notion of character. Following Sartre, the ecological 

account claims that these decisions are best thought of in environmental terms and wide 

psychology. 

  Despite its revisionary conclusions, the ecological model is in agreement with much of 

the phronesis model's position, provided that the theoretically operant idea of practical reasoning 
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is developed along the lines of cognitive externalism. Furthermore, recall that a shortcoming of 

the phronesis model was that our flexible reactions to situations seem to be shaped prior to our 

explicitly deliberate interactions with these factors; we reason with situations as we construe 

them, but precisely how we construe them seems to be a more situationally sustained aspect of 

who we are than can be permitted by appeal to phronesis alone. The ecological model addresses 

this issue by accepting that situational features influence our construal, but that these features 

should be thought of in terms of affordances and welcomed as a part of the coupled system that 

sustains character.  

  In part III, this thesis develops the ecological account in terms of cognitive externalism 

and dispositions. The various arguments and considerations that this thesis has presented in favor 

of an ecological account of character can all be seen as modulations of a single unifying idea. 

The idea is that how we distinguish context sensitive things from their backgrounds largely 

depends upon the broader context motivating the attempt to make such distinctions.  The central 

statement of this idea is expressed through what I've labeled the key principle, which states that, 

"all apparent instances of extrinsic dispositions are re-describable as dispositions intrinsic to a 

coupled-system." Following this principle entails viewing the world-involving nature of our 

ethically relevant thoughts, feelings, and behaviors as an expression of both the person and the 

situation. 

 In chapter 6, this thesis addresses mentally grounded dispositions in terms of the 

processes that sustain them and the propositional content we use to individuate elements of our 

mental life. Reference to the mentally salient aspects underlying character traits can be done 

through appeal to propositional attitudes in the form of beliefs, desires, and goals. In section 6a, 

the ecological account appeals the notion of wide mental states and content externalism to 

support the claim that talk of the underlying bases of character trait will necessarily refer to the 

person's external world. Here, again the thesis finds reason to sustain the idea that 

characterological dispositions are necessarily world involving, this time in the form of the mental 

content by which we can rationalize such mental dispositions. 

 Section 6b utilizes Clark and Chalmers's extended mind argument to show how an 

organism's relationships to certain features in its environment can play a large factor in the 

ability of the organism to accomplish cognitive tasks. The considerations regarding coupled 

systems and extrinsic dispositions expresses why Clark and Chalmers's coupled systems 
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argument involves two options for how we might conceive of the mental. Examination and 

refutation of Gertler and Adams and Aizawa's objections to the extended mind hypothesis further 

served as an opportunity to make the following point: we can either deny the extended mind 

hypothesis, thereby committing ourselves to both the fragmentation of the mental and a corrosion 

of explanatory power through reliance upon extrinsic dispositions, or we can reconceive the 

mind such that its operations are seen as reliant upon intrinsic dispositions.  

 The stability of our environmentally provided affordances contributes to the unity of our 

mentally grounded dispositions. Chapter 7 shows how mentally grounded dispositions, qua 

dispositions, are necessarily world involving, in so far as they involve regular manifestations 

toward some event given certain eliciting conditions. Through the possibility of finking we 

encounter the problem of false positives and negatives given unexpected variations in 

background conditions. The thesis argues that best way to account for such issues, this thesis 

argues, is to recognize that dispositions express the functional roles played by the intrinsic 

properties of whatever it is that we are inquiring to. Here, the background epistemic context of 

our epistemic inquiry will itself influence the sort of functional roles we are seeking to identify.  

 This contextual functionalism is necessary to maintain the distinction between what it is 

to possess a disposition and what it is to participate in a token event. If dispositions express the 

functional roles of an object's properties for the purpose of making explanations about that 

object, then dispositional attributions should be limited to attributions of intrinsic dispositions. 

The attribution of extrinsic dispositions is an unwarranted endeavor. Importantly, this means that 

cases where an object's relational properties appear to be doing the explanatory work can be re-

conceived so that the relational properties are recast as intrinsic properties to a broader coupled 

system.  

 Because of the relevance our understanding of dispositions has to our notions character, 

this thesis continually addresses how we both distinguish ourselves from and reconnect ourselves 

to our surrounding environment and social circumstances. Dispositions, in abstract, have been 

shown to be causally intimate with the world. Examination of Upton's dispositional argument for 

situationally indexed traits of character shows that how one conceives of dispositions has 

ramifications for one's account of character. Section 7a argued against the view that dispositions 

should be seen as purely in terms of input output mediation and counterfactual bi-conditionals. 

Instead, the thesis claimed that the separation of dispositions from background conditions is 
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more a matter of epistemic conditions than causal considerations. Likewise, even though it is 

tempting to de-couple individuals from their situation, character is thoroughly environmentally 

sustained 

 The cognitive externalism of the ecological account of character claims that in thinking 

about our situation, we are thinking through, and with our situation. Importantly, when we make 

our best attempts at applying practical wisdom, we do so in terms of the various affordances our 

environment meets us with. In chapter 8, this thesis argues that in discussions of character, we 

should view situations in terms of affordances. Because a thing, or situation, is experienced it as 

affording what it does due to the relationship the objective features of the thing have to the 

capabilities of the agent, indexing situations by affordances allows us to span the gap between 

two competing ideas regarding how we can think of diagnostic situations, the ideographic and 

the nomothetic. While we truly do experience the world from a particular point of view, this 

point of view still takes, as its content, the shared, public world. Because affordances express the 

agent specific relationship that objective features of the environment have for the capacities of 

the agent, looking at the psychological information in terms of affordances allows us to capture 

most of the reasons why we might want to index situations ideographically, while still indexing 

situations in terms of objective properties.  

 Part IV of the thesis explains the specific relevance the ecological model has for 

situationism and virtue ethics more generally. If our character qualifies over both the individual 

and the environment, then the regularity of our character traits assumes a regular set of 

affordances with which we operate. Chapter 9 introduces the notions of one's home to describe 

our usual and accustomed places and social roles and the term niche to describe the set, or sets, 

of situations that are conducive to our flourishing. This further allows us to think of normal 

patterns of thoughts, feelings, and behavior in terms of the coping strategies a person adopts 

against the background of the regular possibilities and challenges he or she faces.  

 This brings us to the initial challenge from situationism addressed in section 9c more 

specifically. Ultimately, the ecological account of character addresses situationism by 

internalizing it. Situationism does present evidence that behavior is often fragmented in ways 

best explained by situational variation. However, in these cases individual behavior appears 

fragmented because the disconnected nature of the experimental settings has fragmented the 

psychologically wide character of the participants. Section 9c claims that social and spatial 
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alienation from one's usual and accustomed way of doing things can result in passive behavior. 

According to the ecological model, character can be fragmented to the extent that our 

environment is fragmented. Although the phronesis model fails to insulate its view of character 

from situational interference, the phronesis model does muster good reason for viewing 

situationally influenced actions as unified patterns of behavior. Our behavior is rarely completely 

severed from any antecedent actions and motivations such that there is no continuity. Character 

can change shape with the changes in situations that help constitute it. Whether or not the 

differences in behavior reflect local traits or adaptations of global traits depends upon the 

background context of the inquiry into the trait attribution. 

 In addressing situationism in this manner, the ecological model is in a position to co-opt a 

large degree of the situationist's normative suggestions. The question of environmental intimacy 

is evident in chapter 10's defense of qualified agent theories from the challenge of moral 

progression. The challenge draws attention to the conceptual connection between a virtuous 

person and her situation, and thereby attempts to indicate a gulf between the advice or example 

such a person would give and what might be the best advice or example for person in a far 

different situation. An ecological account of character strongly supports the intuition that the 

virtuous agent is intimately bound to her situation; however, the ecological model further utilizes 

this coupling to defend qualified agent theories. 

 Under the ecological model, virtue, as a description of character, necessarily qualifies 

features inherent in both the person and her regular environments, or her home, and flourishing 

people are people who have found their niche. Section 10a argues that qualified agent theories 

are best thought of as recommending we use virtues as aretaic lenses whereby we can focus our 

characterological aspirations and draw our own attention to important details we would do well 

to consider in our deliberations. But here, the ecological model suggests that if thinking about 

character involves thinking about a person and his environment then the sort of considerations 

we turn our aretaic lens towards will tend to be situational considerations.  

 Thus qualified agent theories should be seen as offering a model for how we might like to 

address the very same gulf that the progression challenge attempts to utilize.  Excellence of 

character involves the development of, and wise selection, between situations. Situational 

management can be a central component to virtue ethics. The ecological model primarily views 
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this sort of ethical endeavor as a process of cooperation with one's environment. The result of 

this cooperation is character.
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