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Abstract Situationists (e.g., Doris in Lack of character: personality and moral
behavior, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2002; Harman in Proc Aristot
Soc 99:315–331, 1999. https://doi.org/10.2307/4545312), with reference to empirical
work in psychology, have called into question the predictive and explanatory power of
character traits and on this basis have criticized the empirical adequacy ofmoral virtue.
More recently, Alfano (Philos Q 62(247):223–249, 2012; Character as moral fiction,
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2013) has extended the situationist critique
from virtue ethics to virtue epistemology. On the line he advances, virtue responsi-
bilism—the view that intellectual character traits play an important part in traditional
and untraditional epistemological inquiries—is criticized as empirically inadequate
in light of the extent to which individuals are shown to be susceptible to seemingly
trivial and epistemically irrelevant situational influences. Alfano’s attempted rede-
ployment of the situationist challenge to virtue responsibilism is on closer inspection
not as straightforward as he claims. It is granted that the empirical adequacy of virtue
responsibilismwill be eventually threatened if it can be shown that virtuousmotivation
is, in light of situational factors, causally ineffective. As it turns out, various psycho-
logical studies which situationists have overlooked, suggest that virtuous motivation
is causally efficacious in a way that favours the position of the virtue responsibilist
over the situationist. In the first part of this paper, I outline the hard core of virtue
theory: both a rich motivation requirement, and a commitment to the inherent relation
between virtue and a good life; then I assess whether these are undermined by situ-
ationist criticism. I address the confusion of the existing debate, and the conclusion
drawn is that virtue theory ultimately remains unscathed. In the second part of my
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paper I defend the empirical adequacy of virtue theory based on self-determination
theory.When we afford closer attention to studies on the orientation of our motivation,
it becomes clear how the dynamics of our motivation have a tremendous influence on
desirable behavioural outcomes: a good life.

Keywords Intellectual vices · Epistemic vices · Virtue epistemology · Virtue ·
Intellectual virtues, epistemic virtues, situationism ·Virtue ethics · Self-determination
theory ·Motivation · Passion

1 Introduction

Virtue ethicists believe that acquiring praiseworthy character traits like honesty and
kindness is necessary if we are to flourish (e.g. Hursthouse 1999, p. 185). This position
is often contrasted with other normative ethical views, in that it focuses on processes
rather than consequences or rules. Recently, the notion of intellectual virtue has gained
popularity in epistemology, especially with those epistemologists who regard intel-
lectual virtues as offering new possibilities for addressing traditional epistemological
problems within the theory of knowledge (e.g. Zagzebski 1996; Sosa 2007, 2010;
Greco 2010, 2012).1 The virtue-based approach in epistemology, known as virtue epis-
temology, is divided into twomain camps: virtue reliabilism, and virtue responsibilism.
Virtue reliabilists (e.g. Sosa 2010, 2015; Greco 1999, 2003, 2012) view intellectual
virtues as reliable abilities or faculties, which qualify as intellectual virtues in so far as
they predominantly issue epistemic goods such as knowledge, and allow one to achieve
truth.2 Representative examples include perception, inference, and memory. Whereas
virtue responsibilists (e.g. Axtell and Carter 2008; Montmarquet 1992; Baehr 2011;
Roberts andWood 2007) regard intellectual virtues as intellectual character traits, typ-
ical examples of which include open-mindedness, intellectual courage and tenacity.
Virtue responsibilists share the ideal that research on intellectual virtues will help us
elucidate non-traditional epistemological problems; problems such as what kind of
epistemic agents we ought to aim at becoming.3

The resurgence of virtue ethics has prompted criticism based on social psycholog-
ical data. These data consist of a vast range of experimental results, which purport
to show that our behaviour is influenced to a significant extent by morally irrelevant

1 To be more precise, intellectual virtues (or, epistemic virtues) were first introduced in epistemology by
Sosa (1980). In this paper, I focus on virtue responsibilism, with reference to Zagzebski’s (1996) ground-
breaking book on virtue responsibilism.Virtue responsibilism traces its roots earlier, toMontmarquet (1992)
and Code (1987).
2 Recent work by Sosa places agential virtues in the reliabilist framework (Sosa 2015). The distinction
between reliabilism and responsibilism becomes ever subtler; however it is beyond the purview of this
paper.
3 Virtue responsibilist Linda Zagzesbki goes further, using the study of intellectual virtues to answer
traditional epistemological problems such as analysis of knowledge (Zagzebski 1996).
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factors.4 For instance, it was discovered that among bystanders hearing an epileptic
seizure over earphones, subjects who believed that they were among other witnesses
were less likely to seek help for the victim than were subjects who believed they
were the only person in the experiment (Darley and Latane 1968). We believe it is
morally right to help a person suffering from a seizure regardless of the fact there
is a bystander close by. Such a factor is understood as “morally irrelevant” by the
experimenters; however, that is exactly what predicted people’s subsequent moral
behavior.

This group of philosophers, now known as situationists (e.g. Harman 1999; Doris
2002), argue that the psychological data according to which our behaviour is signifi-
cantly influenced bymorally irrelevant factors is incompatible with the virtue ethicist’s
description ofmoral virtues as cross-situationally coherent character traits (also known
as global traits). They appeal to psychological data in combination with a particular
interpretation of virtue theory and a particular methodological constraint on ethical
theorizing to support skepticism about virtue. This constraint is called psychological
realism: the idea that ethical reflection should be “predicated on a moral psychology
bearing a recognizable resemblance to actual human psychologies” (Doris 2002, p.
112). If you are a psychological realist, then your normative ethical view should be
constructed on well-entrenched psychological studies.5 Complying with this method-
ology, these philosophers claim that virtue ethics is empirically inadequate.6 If virtue
responsibilism is an epistemological counterpart of virtue ethics, then it might be
thought that the situationist critique of virtue ethics naturally extends to virtue respon-
sibilism mutatis mutandis: if virtue ethics is empirically inadequate in light of the
psychological data, then so is virtue responsibilism. As Mark Alfano (2012) has
recently argued, there are social psychological data implying epistemic virtues are
rarely observed. In an experiment, subjects are asked to fix a candle to a corkboard
in such a way that wax does not drip. They are given three items: a book of matches,
a box of thumbtacks and a candle. Subjects who saw a comedy film or were given
some candy before engaging in the task were more likely to give a proper and creative
answer to the question: to empty the match box and tack it to the cork board (Isen
et al. 1987). In this experiment, creative behavior was linked to mood elevators, and so
our apparent intellectually virtuous behaviours are more aptly explained by situational

4 The representative examples of situationist data are as follows: mood effects, bystander intervention,
good samaritan experiments, honesty and deception experiments in schoolchildren, Milgram experiments,
and the Stanford prison experiment (Alzola 2008). See also (Darley and Batson 1973; Isen and Levin
1972; Latane and Rodin 1969; Milgram 1963; Zimbardo et al. 1973). Also, in this paper, “situationist data”
includes an even wider range of experimental results from social science in general. Such data also imply
our bahavior is widely and easily influenced by the subtle environmental factors surrounding us.
5 Gilbert Harman argues against virtue ethics in a similar fashion (Harman 1999).
6 In this paper, I am not going against situationism simpliciter; rather, I aim to argue against the conclusion
that the situationist data could invalidate virtue ethics. It is my view that situationist data and virtue theory
are compatible.
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factors than personal quality. Alfano infers from such data that virtue responsibilism
is empirically inadequate.7, 8

Is it really the case that virtue theory—I’ll use this term hereafter to refer to both
responsibilist virtue epistemology and virtue ethics—is empirically inadequate? I will
argue that the problem of this situationist debate lies in the fact that both camps hold
different assumptions concerning the hard core of virtue theories: what makes virtue
theory a virtue theory. Section 2 will address what the hard-core of virtue theory really
amounts to. The hard-core involves motivational requirements and an inherent relation
between virtues and a good life. Further, it is often claimed by situationists that virtue
theory requires a commitment to a few theoretical assumptions such as explanatorism,
egalitarianism, and consistency. They argue that situationist data invalidates these
assumptions. In Sect. 3 I will discuss the existing debate over the aforementioned
theoretical assumptions shared by situationists. I will show that these assumptions do
not have the strong theoretical implications on the hard-core of virtue theories that
situationists claim they do, as well as showing what is missing in their argument. This
first part of my paper (Sects. 2 and 3) is aiming at articulating why the current debate
is indecisive, and also at motivating why a further empirical data to support virtue
theory is necessary. One way of doing this is to offer an empirically plausible theory
supporting virtue theorists. The second part (Sect. 4, 5, 6) of my paper introduces some
empirical data supporting virtue theoretical camp.One ofmy counter-arguments draws
from recent psychological research on our motivation and passion, now known as self-
determination theory. The group of psychologists working on this theory, believe that
the orientation of our motivation predict and explain some dispositions of our behavior
and they believe that such orientation is inherently tied to our good life. Section 4 will
introduce this theory and Sects. 5 and 6 will focus on its implications for virtue theory
and situationism respectively. My defense of virtue theory leads to the conclusion that
virtue theorists can be psychological realists in a different way to situationists.

2 The hard core of virtue theory?

Before scrutinizing the situationist debate, some clarification on the nature of virtue
would be helpful. While it is impossible to pin down the common features shared by
all virtue theorists, the virtue theories developed in the past few decades share a few
core ideas about the psychology of our good character and the relation between virtue

7 In his book, Alfano criticizes virtue responsibilism as empirically inadequate, whilst also admitting that,
with the help of appropriate environmental scaffoldings, people can act according to virtues (Alfano 2013,
chapter 7). I agree with that virtuous acts are facilitated and inhibited by social environments (Alfano
2014b); what I am objecting in this paper is his overly negative conclusion on intellectual virtues (inquiry
responsibilism in his terminology) based on social psychological data.He takes this experiment as suggestive
of how people behave under the influence of trivial and epistemically irrelevant situational factors such as
mood; it shows how people tend to be swayed by emotional elevators. He generalized his critique so as to
apply to various kinds of epistemic virtues, not just intellectual creativity. I explain why his objection to
responsibilist epistemology is too strong, and not convincing in the later sections.
8 Alfano also attacks the empirical adequacy of virtue reliabilism (Alfano 2013, 2014a), but it is beyond
the purview of this paper to go in depth with this debate.
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to our good life. In this section I will illustrate what the hard core of virtue theory
amounts to in neo-Aristotelian virtue theories, broadly construed.

Virtues are known as excellent personal character traits; they are the traits that
show our values, purposes, andmotivations. As Linda Zagzebski famously put: virtues
are “a deep and enduring acquired excellence of a person, involving a characteristic
motivation to produce a certain desired end and reliable success in bringing about that
end” (1996, p. 137). This definition reveals virtues are not just behavioral patterns. One
characterization shared by virtue theorists isproper motivation.Asvirtue responsibilist
Jason Baehr remarks:

all intellectual virtues have in common something like a ‘love of truth’ or desire
for knowledge, but that (b) each individual virtue has its own distinctive and
more immediate focus or motivation-a focus or motivation on account of which
it can be indi- viduated from other intellectual virtues. But […] the immediate
focus or concern characteristic of particular intellectual virtues is ‘grounded in’
or ‘flows from’ the more basic concern with truth, knowledge, or the like. (Baehr
2013, p. 100).

For instance, in order for a subject to cultivate open-mindedness, shemust bemotivated
by epistemic goods, e.g. knowledge. Because of this love of knowledge, the person
forms an individual disposition of a cognitive detaching from a default cognitive stand-
point (Baehr 2011, pp. 152–162).9, 10 Therefore, according to virtue responsibilism,
our psychological reason-responsiveness is the key for the acquisition of our intellec-
tual virtues.

Along similar lines, virtue ethicist Rosalind Hursthouse (1999) has emphasized
the importance of being appropriately motivated by goods in moral virtue acquisi-
tion.11 She maintains that the virtuous choose virtuous actions for their own sake. She
elaborates on this idea:

‘The virtuous agent chooses virtuous actions “for their own sake” means ‘the
virtuous agent chooses virtuous actions for at least one of a certain type or range
of reasons, X’, where ‘the type or range X’ is typical of, and differs according
to, whichever virtue is in question. What are reasons ‘typical of’ a virtue? They
will be the sorts of reasons for which someone with a particular virtue, V, will
do a V act. (Hursthouse 1999, pp. 127–128).

Let us call this condition, the motivation requirement. Unsurprisingly, the details of
how to articulate this motivation requirement vary amongst virtue theorists. Settling
this issue is beyond the purview of this paper, however it is important to show some
examples to see what is at issue among them.

9 “Love of knowledge” is here understood as a theoretical concept, rather than sheer attachment with our
epistemically praiseworthy states. Our psychological states, that are being motivated by epistemic goods
(knowledge, truth, wisdom, understanding, cognitive contact with reality) for their own sake, are important
in a virtue epistemological light.
10 See also Carter and Gordon (2014), for further discussion of open-mindedness.
11 See also Adams (2006).
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First, it is helpful to describe what is not required by the motivation requirement.
It is widely recognized that it is not necessary for the virtuous person to consciously
deliberate the values of the traits in question when she acts. Virtue theorists regard
such a requirement as too strong and psychologically overdemanding to be a necessary
condition (Baehr 2013, p. 102). In addition, Hursthouse (1999, pp. 132–136), points
out there are some cases where apparent virtuous action (actions that appear to be what
a virtuous person would do in the circumstances) fail to be genuinely virtuous. This
will be the case when children, severely mentally handicapped people, and also, the
case of people who act with an appropriate reason for virtue, yet in an uncharacteristic
way (not from their dispositional character, they fail to be genuinely virtuous actions
because their action is not their characteristic way of life). She summarizes what it is
missing in these cases, namely the agent’s being “really committed” to the value of
her V acts.

In relation to this point, some virtue epistemologists detail further requirements
for virtue. To be genuinely virtuous, the traits in question must be integrated into the
person’s character in a relatively deep, enduring, and personal way (Baehr 2013, p.
103). Precisely, she ought to take a positive view of the trait, be aware of its value, and
thus identify with the trait.12

One way of characterizing this integration is having a positive or negative attitude
toward the actions. This last point reveals genuine virtue comes with emotional reac-
tions. A genuinely kind person would help people in need not only because she wants
to, but because she is also happy to do it. A virtuous person would be angry at unjust
behavior in his society, and rightly so. The motivational requirement not only tracks
the proper reasons for virtuous action, it also tracks our proper emotional reactions.

Another important point of agreement amongst virtue theorists is a broader theo-
retical aim. It is often claimed that virtue theory is primarily aimed at answering how
one should live, in reference to virtues. Merritt believes this is the principal normative
claim shared by virtue theorists:

“[Virtue theorists believe] the life that offers the surest chance of being, from
the point of view of the person who lives it, a very good life, is the life of having
the virtues” (Merritt 2000, p. 370).

Virtues are a necessary component for attaining the good life, and there is an inherent
relation between the two. All the luck and contingency in our lives aside, from an
agent’s point of view, pursuing virtues is a necessary part of living a good life. This
view is widespread in virtue theory broadly construed (Hursthouse 1999; Zagzebski
1996; Baehr 2011).

As we have seen, the hard core of virtue theory is to have both a rich motivation
requirement, and a commitment to the inherent relation between virtue and a good
life. The existing situationist debate seeks to invalidate these core commitments, both

12 Furthermore, Baehr emphasized the importance of a person becoming the significant part of the expla-
nation of her possession of the traits in question (Baehr 2013, p. 104). In this way, if an apparent virtuous
trait T turns out to be merely infused by her community or parents, and the possession of the traits are solely
explainable by these external factors, we rightly dismiss this case as not virtuous because the trait is not
creditable to the person.
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through appeal to the situationist data and by calling on some assumptions they believe
we as virtue theorists have. In the next section, I’ll address these issues and show how
the situationists’ argument is not convincing enough to reach their conclusion.

3 Implication of situationists arguments

According to situationists, virtue theories have the following theoretical commitments:
explanatorism, egalitarianism, and consistency (Doris 2002; Alfano 2013). It is true, as
the situationist presents, that these three theoretical commitmentsmake virtue theorists
extremely vulnerable to situationist attack; however, it is not clear if virtue theorists are
in fact agreed upon these commitments, nor if such commitments necessarily follow
from the hard core of virtue theory. In this section, I will give a closer inspection of
each commitment, with some commitments shown to be overly restrictive.

3.1 Explanatorism

What sort of roles are virtues supposed to serve in virtue theories? Alfano empha-
sizes that the apparent advantage of virtue ethics is its “empirically adequate moral
psychology” (Alfano 2012, p. 231). Situationists maintain that virtues are supposed
to play an important part in the explanation and prediction of human behaviour. As
Doris puts it:

Attributing a quality of character invokes a depiction of behaviour and psychol-
ogy: The brave person acts distinctively, with distinctive motives, affects, and
cognitions. Attributions also underwrite explanation and prediction: Knowing
something about a person’s character is supposed to render their behaviour intel-
ligible and help observers determine what behaviours to expect (Doris 2002, p.
5).

Let us call this view explanatorism: virtues are supposed to serve as an explanation
and prediction of our behaviour. The above line of reasoning, together with the psy-
chological data introduced earlier, can be reconstructed in the following manner.13

1. Virtue theory is correct only if virtue is to serve as the primary explanation and
prediction of human behaviour in general;

2. Social psychology gives us a genuine explanation and prediction of our behaviour
in general, which is not compatible with the properties involved in virtue;

3. Thus, it is not the case that virtue theory is correct.

It is true that the psychological data implies the general dispositions of people’s behav-
ior, and, as a result, our behaviour might be more aptly explained and predicted by
situational factors than by appealing to virtue theory. To put this differently, situation-
ists believe that, according to the virtue theorist, virtues are supposed to explain and
predict general human behaviour.

13 Alfano also made this explicit: “Extrapolating, I will suggest that if similar arguments apply to the other
global virtues, then much of our epistemic conduct can be explained without reference to such dispositions.
If this is right, inquiry responsibilism cannot claim empirical adequacy” (Alfano 2012, p. 241).

123



2316 Synthese (2020) 197:2309–2332

Virtue theorists could answer such a worry in two ways: first, the simple response
would be to claim that virtue theory has a different theoretical target than situationists
have demonstrated. Virtues are aiming at describing and predicting the behavior of
those who are admirable, but not normal human beings. However, the actions and life
of the virtuous can tell us something about the non-virtuous (e.g. what non-virtuous
ought to look into.) So, in this sense, predictions and explanations of non-virtuous
people is what this theory is trying to achieve. Virtues explain the dispositions of the
virtuous; they give us some understanding of why a virtuous agent would behave in a
certain way in a certain situation, or why a non-virtuous agent ought to act in a certain
way, in a certain situation. Explaining virtuous behaviour through virtue is compatible
with most of us not exhibiting this behaviour.

Situationists might not be convinced by such simple reply. They emphasized the
fact virtues and virtue-related terms are widespread in our languages, and we do have
practices of praising and blaming normal people with such terms. Hence, based on
situationist findings, they claim our conducts of virtue and vice attribution are system-
atic errors (because in many cases where we make such attribution, it is situational
factor that primarily explains our behavior, not our character traits). And from such
errors, situationists think we ought to disregard the virtue paradigm all together. The
problem of this kind of criticism is that there is a huge gap between the ideas that our
moral practice is in error and that the moral theory is in error. What situationists have
so far demonstrated is support for the former, not the latter.

Secondly, the sort of explanatory and predictive power at issue is very short-sighted;
research focuses on our immediate behavior influenced by the environment close to
it. It is underdeveloped if virtues have explanatory and predictive power in a long
run. If the hard core of virtue psychology was shown to make a difference in people’s
behaviour, the strength of the situationist critique regarding explanatorism would be
substantially weakened. I will revisit this point in the second half of my paper.

3.2 Egalitarianism

Closely related to explanatorism, is a view called egalitarianism, which is the thesis
that virtues are instantiated by many ordinary people (Doris 2002). According to
the characterization of virtue theory offered by Alfano, egalitarianism is widespread
among virtue theorists (Alfano 2011, 2012, 2013). This point, I believe, is doubtful,
and so suggests an uncharitable reading of virtue theory on behalf of the situationist.
Egalitarianism is not necessary for the hard-core of Virtue Theory; and virtue as an
ideal does not suffer from the problems posed by situationists.

The first problem related to the egalitarianism assumption relates to the difficulties
of virtue acquisition. It is hard to deny the difficulties of virtue cultivation. Prominent
virtue theorists have in various places explicitly conceded that genuine virtue is hard
to come by. On this point, Aristotle first noted that becoming genuinely virtuous is
extremely difficult (NE1106b; 1109b).HeatherBattaly also summarized that the egali-
tarian view is not at allwidespread amongvirtue epistemologists (Battaly 2008, p. 660).

Being egalitarian in Alfano’s sense may not be necessary for advocating virtue
theory; we could maintain the hard core of virtue theory without committing to egali-
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tarianism. A representative case by Zagzebski is exemplarist virtue theory. According
to this paradigm, virtues are assumed to be possessed by a few exemplars in a society,
and individuals refer to these exemplars when they emulate virtues. (It is even possible
for a fictional character to take this role.) (Zagzebski 2010). It may be true that some
virtue theorists take for granted that virtue is realized often by normal individuals
[such as MacIntyre (1981)]; but it is entirely within the purview of available options
for a virtue theorist to simply revise, rather than abandon, this theory in the face of
situationist critique.

Given that virtue possession is a matter of degree, it is possible to hold simultane-
ously that genuine virtue is hard to come by and that virtue is at least partly instantiated
by some ordinary people. This moderate view is compatible with Alfano and Doris’
supposition. It is far from clear that virtue theorists should be understood as egalitarian
in Aflano’s sense.14

The second problemwith the egalitarian assumption can be subsumed under a more
general and typical reply on behalf of the virtue theorist camp; which is that virtues are
what we should aim at, or our ideals, not what we usually achieve. Doris and Alfano
are skeptical about this style of reply.

Alfanoquestions the adequacyof virtue theory bymaking reference to the ought-can
implication. He maintains, “if virtue is rare and exceedingly difficult to attain, it might
be that they[people] really cannot” (Alfano 2014a, p. 108). According to Sreenivasan,
there is a way we could understand the hidden assumption of situationism, which is
as follows: “an ideal of virtuous character has normative purchase only if it is easy for
the average human being to acquire the relevant character trait” (Sreenivasan 2013,
p. 297). It is not clear why situationists hold this hidden assumption, and situationists
need further supports to make this case.

This hidden assumption turns out to be even more questionable, when we realize
being virtuous and acquiring virtue are two distinct processes, which need distinct
attention. The acquiring process is generally regarded to be as important as the acquired
state in virtue theory; consider that virtues are often described as habituated character
traits. It is articulated that virtue is an acquired trait as opposed to an innate ability
(Baehr 2011; Zagzebski 1996). In the situationist debate, the static side of virtue has
been at the heart of the argument. It remains mysterious as to how situationist data
mostly showing that “we are not virtuous” could invalidate the cultivation of virtues;
in other words, the empirical inadequacy of striving for virtues is yet to be achieved.

It is true that virtues are exceedingly difficult to attain, and that this appears to contra-
dict the ought-can implication. This is however, a common predicament shared by any
normative theory; it is also exceedingly difficult to comply with what consequentialist
or deontic ethicists tell you to do. In so far as the criticism at issue is just an expression

14 King recently explicitly opposes the situationist conclusion by proposing that “even in some of the most
‘situationist-friendly’ studies, 13–20% of the subjects were reported to exhibit the relevant behaviour. If we
take the studies at face value, and their results as representative of the population at large, there may still
be hundreds of millions of people who exhibit responsibilist virtues” (King 2014, p. 252). If virtue theories
describe the properties of the disposition of those 13–20% of human beings, there is no reason to doubt
that the descriptions might help the rest of us who are striving for virtues. The more precise descriptions of
virtues we find, the better the possibilities of appreciating those virtues. Thus wemight be able to encourage
further investigation on virtues, rather than giving up on this endeavor.
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of this ubiquitous kind of pessimism, it is not a serious worry for the virtue theorist in
particular that virtue theory falls prey to a general skepticism about moral theory.15

Related to this point, another situationist Doris (2002: Chap. 6–7) would argue that
virtue as a deliberate ideal is not a welcoming revision for virtue theorists because it
would undermine the advantages of virtue theory over other normative ethical theories.
This problem is called “theoretical mediation”. Doris states:

“worries about theoretical mediation” (see Railton 1984) are reintroduced on the
idealized conception. One attraction of character-based approaches is that they
appear to escape worries about what we might call the “creepiness” of theory-
driven moral reflection; the decreased authenticity and increased alienation that
are supposed to afflict theoretical approaches to morality (Doris 2002, p. 152)

Fair enough, if virtue theory falls back to deliberate ideal, and requires people to
reflect on a virtuous exemplar when they behave, then it reintroduces the problem of
theoretical mediation other normative ethics have suffered from. As Stocker famously
noted, visiting a friend in hospital because it is your duty does not sound quite right
(Stocker 1976); as does the case in which you visit because that is what morally
virtuous people would do.

This criticism is, on closer inspection, not entirely clear. It involves another hidden
assumption: if virtue is an idealized concept, virtue would be only acquired through
deliberation on the theory. Remember here that virtue involves both cognitive and emo-
tional factors. In a recent paper, virtue epistemologist Battaly introduced an “emotional
contagion” as the key phenomena in rehabilitating our vices (Battaly 2016). Emotional
contagion is an involuntary non-cognitive process that enables us to catch emotions
from other people. Her suggestion is to put vicious people in a friendly environment so
that they can catch the virtuous emotions of exemplars via contagion.Her suggestion of
rehabilitating vicious people through the emotional (anti-intellectual) part of virtue is
illuminating; it impliesmany options are available in our virtue cultivation. It is entirely
within the purview of virtue theory to start cultivating virtue in a non-cognitive way,
as well as to simultaneously pursue virtue as an ideal in a cognitive way. The strength
of the argument of theoretical mediation is much weaker than Doris has assumed.

3.3 Consistency

It is assumed by situationists that virtuous people respond the same way whenever
they have the same reason (Alfano 2012, p. 230).16 As we have addressed earlier, this
point is widely agreed upon by virtue theorists. However, the situationist position on
this issue has not been sufficiently addressed, which has caused tremendous confusion

15 This is, in fact, similar to a famous objection to utilitarianism known as the demandingness objection:
that it is too demanding by Bernard Williams (Williams 1985). See also Singer (1972).
16 As a part of criticism on the consistency of virtues, it could be argued that virtue theorists admit of the
unity of Virtue. In believing this, Doris states that the virtue theorists commit to an evaluative integration
(Doris 2002, pp. 20–22). However, the unity thesis is a highly controversial claim that not every virtue
ethicist advocates. I do not go into this debate here, as I believe it is entirely within the purview of available
options for a virtue theorist to simply abandon it (Sreenivasan 2009).
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in the debate. The situationists’ statement that virtue ethics is empirically invalidated
was based on the data showing many people do not act morally in a cross-situationally
consistent way (e.g. Doris 2002; Sreenivasan 2002, 2008; Webber 2006). Much of
the discussion over the consistency of our behaviour was about the interpretations of
situationist data, such as whether those situationist data with one-time performance
are sufficient for the claim that there is no such thing as cross-situational character
traits (Sreenivasan 2008, 2013).

Yet not enough attention has been paid to the theoretically rich notion of themotiva-
tion requirement of virtues. Though behavioral consistency is important even among
virtue theorists, the stronger emphasis is rather put on the fact that virtuous people
choose their acts for the right reasons and hence, they act consistently. In such a frame-
work, consistent actions are only the result of the reason-responsiveness of the virtuous.
Whether the situationist empirical data on our actions reveals the empirical inadequacy
of virtues is, on closer inspection, not as clear as it appears, because they always suffer
from a “masking problem”. Sreenivasan points this out through reference to clas-
sic situationist experiments on honesty conducted by Hartshorne and May (1928). He
argues, students in these experiments were givenmultiple “honesty-related” tests. Two
actions were fixed as cases of dishonest behaviour by the experimenter: taking change
left on the table in an empty classroom, and a situation presenting an opportunity to
make a false report. However, in laying out the concrete situations, reasons for action
can be masked: it might have been the case that some people had a policy of “finders
keepers” in the former scenario, and that making a false report could serve to prevent
another child from getting into trouble in the latter. In which cases, subjects are not
necessarily agreed that the situations are “honesty eliciting” (Sreenivasan 2013, pp.
301–303).

If showing the empirical inadequacy of virtue theory is what situationists are ulti-
mately trying to achieve, the fruitful outcome should come from the empirical study of
our reason-responsiveness, rather than from single-pass behavioural differences.17 In
saying this, I do not disagree with situationists in that situationist data implies that the
majority of us are not acting morally in certain situations. Rather, what I would like
to emphasize is that these data remain ambiguous due to the nature of the empirical
setting; it is always open for virtue theorists to interpret the study charitably, thereby
making the debate indecisive.

In sum, the situationist’s criticism of the empirical adequacy of virtue was based on
an uncharitable reading of virtue theory. Egalitarianism is not a necessary component
of advocating virtue theory and it is not entirely clear explanatorism is shown to be
threatening for virtue theorists. It is true that people behave morally and epistemically
in a non cross-situationally consistent way, but it is yet to be shown how this fact
undermines the validity of the process of acquiring virtues.

The first part of my paper has shown that the situationist debate is perplexed due to
the ambiguity of interpretation and theoretical implication of the data, as well as strong

17 Candace Upton also identifies this problemwhen she writes: “empirical research would have to establish
either that most humans are not in a virtuous frame of mind, or that while many humans are in a virtuous
frame of mind, they also possess additional adverse mental features that would preclude their virtuous
behavior” (Upton 2009, p. 182).
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assumptions of virtue theory by situationists. It is also true that there was no positive
empirical data from the virtue theorists; all we could hope for from them was the rein-
terpretation of situationists’ data and arguments, making the whole debate indecisive,
at best. In the second part of my paper, I will introduce some recent developmental
psychology as support for the empirical adequacy of virtue theory.18

4 Self-determination theory

We have seen in the earlier section that the proper motivation is widely accepted as
a necessary condition of virtue. What virtue theorists need is empirical support for
such a commitment: namely that character traits are responsive to our motivation. If it
turns out that our motivation is causally ineffective in our character cultivation, then
this accordingly counts against the empirical adequacy of virtue theory.

An important question becomes: how has it been proven that we form our dis-
positions based on our motivations? Many virtue theorists implicitly take this as a
prerequisite for their theory. However, if it is not feasible to show that this is the case
on any justificatory ground, then an important assumption of the view is mistaken. In
this section, empirical support for this assumption of virtue theory will be introduced,
and in particular, I will engage with the psychological study of our motivation.

The series of works on self-determination theory (henceforth, SDT; also known
as the study of intrinsic/extrinsic motivation) initiated by Ryan and Deci (e.g. Ryan
and Deci 2000), suggests that it is not the quantity or magnitude of our motivation,
but the quality of motivation which matters with respect to predicting action and the
outcome of our behaviour. This quality of motivation is more commonly identified
as the orientation of our motivation. The most basic distinction made with regards
to the orientation of our motivation is between intrinsic and extrinsic motivations.
Intrinsic motivation is motivation to do something because it is inherently interesting
or enjoyable, whereas extrinsic motivation is motivation to do something because it
leads to some further desirable outcome. SDT proposes that our performances are
significantly enhanced when intrinsically rather than merely extrinsically motivated
(Ryan and Deci 2000).

Already, in the early stages ofmotivation studies, the empirical results indicated that
those who are extrinsically motivated to solve certain puzzles (e.g. under the threat of
punishment, or having the payment ofmoney contingent upon their performances), are
less likely to performpuzzle solving activity than subjectswho solved the same puzzles

18 There is also a situationist debate over the Big Five: five scores (openness, conscientiousness, extraver-
sion, agreeableness, and neuroticism) that are given to us that tell us a great deal about the ways we behave
through our lives (Nettle 2007). (See also, Judge et al. 1999; Mendiburo-Seguel et al. 2015). Miller argues
the Big Five contradicts virtue theory because those personality traits implied by the data are relatively
fixed, tied to our genetic makeup, and variations in traits are produced as a result of natural selection (Nettle
2006; Cravchik and Goldman 2000), hence, such traits are not suitable for our ethical evaluation as virtue
theorist assume (Miller 2014). While settling this ongoing debate is beyond the purview of this paper, even
if we are born with natural temperaments, based on such temperaments, the actual behaviours are up to
us. Outlets of our actual behaviours, together with our goals and values in life is what matters when we
judge ourselves to be morally, or epistemically, praiseworthy, and this crucial part of virtue theory seems
unscathed in the face of their critique (See also, Nettle 2007).
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without threats or rewards but who were motivated by pure interest in its activity (Deci
1972, p. 220). According to Deci, when subjects are extrinsically motivated, their
interest in the activity (the inclination of engagement of the activity) is diminished.

A more recent study on the orientation of our motivation indicates that extrinsic
motivations can issue very different results depending on how far the motivation for
one’s behaviour emanates from one’s self.19 For instance, when an individual has
identified the importance of the activity, integrating this importance fully to herself,
this type of extrinsic motivation is called integration. And integration together with
intrinsic motivation, are grouped as “autonomous”, “self -determined” motivation.
Empirical studies have shown that the qualitative differences between the extrinsic
motivations also explain the different outcomes of extrinsically motivated behaviour.

The latest study on SDT extends to our passion. Vallerand defines passion as a
strong inclination toward a self-defining activity that one likes, finds important and
meaningful, and inwhich one invests time and energy (Vallerand et al. 2003, p. 757). In
this paradigm, researchers found that our passion could be shaped into different forms.
One of these forms is called harmonious passion; it results from an autonomous inter-
nalization of the activity into the person’s identity and self (Vallerand 2012, pp. 47–48).
According to Vallerand, the difference between self-determined motivation and har-
monious passion comes down to how the activity is self-defining. Passion is directed
particularly towards identity-defining activities such as professional sports and music
(Bonneville-Roussy et al. 2011; Vallerand et al. 2008), while self-determined motiva-
tion is not.

Empirical results suggest that when people have a harmonious passion toward cer-
tain activities, they are more inclined to achieve high-level performances. Bonneville-
Roussy conducted a study on 187 professional musicians, mostly from Canada and
America (Bonneville-Roussy et al. 2011). The subjects answered a questionnaire to
determine if their passion toward music is harmonious (e.g. “playing my instrument
is in harmony with the other activities in my life”) or not (e.g. “I have difficulties
controlling my urge to play my instrument”). They were also asked what their goals
of engagement in playing an instrument are (“e.g. it is important for me to develop my
skills as thoroughly as possible”), and how often they deliberately practice (e.g. “when
I domypractice, I slowly repeat difficult excerpts”). The resultswere astounding;musi-
cians with harmonious passion were more inclined to have a goal of improving their
ability andmaster new skills (mastery goals). Such goals were associated with the type
of training in which the explicit aim is to improve performance, such as repeating the
difficult part of the song (deliberate practice), and, such training predicted the numbers

19 It is known that external motivation constitutes five different kinds: amotivation, the state of lacking
intention to act; external regulation, behaviours performed to satisfy an external demand or to obtain an
externally imposed reward; introjection, behaviours with a type of internal regulation yet quite control-
ling—performing actions upon feeling the pressure to avoid guilt or anxiety, or to attain ego-enhancement
or pride; identification, behaviours in which a person has identified with its personal importance and has
accepted its regulation as being his or her own; and integration: behaviours in which identified regulations
have been fully assimilated to the self (Ryan and Deci 2000, pp. 61–62).
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of solo concerts given by the subjects, which implied a higher level of performance.20

Generally put, harmonious passion leads to mastery goals: people aim to learn and
eventually master new skills. Mastery goals then predict deliberate practices, which
are positively associated with higher performance over time (Vallerand 2012, p. 49).21

What this suggests is that SDT has theoretical implications which support the
motivational requirement of virtue theory. The experiments designed and conducted
on SDT are feasible only if it is possible that our behavioural outcomes change in a
way that is sensitive to the orientation of our motivation. In other words, it shows our
behaviour is influenced in a systematic way by our evaluations of our activities. SDT
shows that our motivation plays an important explanatory and predictive role in terms
of our behavior. As Vallerand states: “motivational process matter greatly with respect
to living a meaningful life (Vallerand 2012, p. 49)”.

It is our behaviours, and the dispositions of our behaviours, that are significantly
affected by the orientation of our motivation. The fruitful results of the SDT research
paradigm are suggestive of empirical support for the motivational requirement. The
relation between the two theories will be addressed in more detail in the next section.

5 SDT and virtue theory

In this section, theoretical implications of SDT for virtue theory will be addressed.
Both SDT and virtue theory are theories of meaningful life. There is strong empirical
support for SDT that also lends weight to virtue theory. The SDT research programme
has produced data showing self-determined agents experience high performance in
important domains of our life. In the last part of this section, some critical evaluation
of SDT will be also provided.

5.1 SDT as a formal theory of good life

First, it should be noted that the structural similarity between SDT and virtue theory is
beyond appearance. Ryan et al. (2008) have explicitly noticed the intimate relationship
between SDT and Aristotelian ethics (eudemonism), and they accordingly depict SDT
as a formal theory of eudaimonia. They maintain:

“[Many of the] elements in Aristotle’s conception of eudaimonia [living well,
being actively engaged in excellent activity, reflectively making decisions, and
behaving voluntarily toward ends that represent the realization of our highest
human natures] are at the core of self-determination theory’s (SDT’s) concep-
tions of wellness. (Ryan et al. 2008, pp. 145–147).”

20 In order to avoid the performance variable being solely a reflection of the number of years of music
involvement, the numbers of concerts given by participants was divided by the numbers of years of expe-
rience (Bonneville-Roussy et al. 2011, p. 130).
21 Obsessive passion predicts mixed achievement processes; some are adaptive and others are maladaptive
(Vallerand 2012).
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Therefore, SDT is trying to construct an empirical theory of eudaimonia. The connec-
tion between virtue theory and SDT I have proposed is not just superficial, but rather
embedded in the SDT framework.22 As addressed in the first section, the hard core of
virtue theory was the shared belief that virtue is necessary for leading a good life; this
inherent relation between virtue and a good life is also found in SDT. This implies the
more positive outcomes we obtain from SDT, the more likely that virtue theoretical
assumptions are shown to be on the right track.

Secondly, as a formal theory of eudaimonia, SDT places a focus on subjects who
engage in desirable behaviours in a variety of contexts. SDT is applied to domains such
as sports, subjective-wellbeing, healthcare, and education (Ryan and Deci 2000).23

The importance of achievement in these domains is commonly acknowledged. Here
education is particularly salient. The SDT literature on education suggests the virtue
acquisition process (cultivation of certain attitudes, abilities, dispositions and moti-
vations) is one that runs parallel to education. Virtue acquisition is comprised of the
cultivation of various abilities, and education shares this ideology.24 Moreover, our
understanding of successful or ideal agents in education is commonly shared, with
less controversy compared to other domains, such as morality. In terms of morality,
what moral success consists of is itself a central topic in theoretical ethics, and ethi-
cists do not always agree on this matter. However, it is less problematic to talk about
educational success; denying the idea that success in education contributes towards
our meaningful life is especially controversial in the modern world.

According to the studies on SDT and its application to education, students who are
regulated by autonomous motivations (i.e., intrinsic and integrated) are more likely
to experience positive consequences at school (Guay et al. 2008, p. 234).25 That is,
“doing school activities out of choice and/or pleasure will produce higher levels of
achievement than engaging in school activities for external reasons and/or internal
pressure” (Guay and Vallerand 1996, p. 225). Self-determined motivation predicts
students’ persistence in high school and college. In one study, students answered
a questionnaire on educational activities during the semester in the class, and the
motivational profiles of those who dropped out of the course were assessed at the end
of semester. Students whose answers indicated they were intrinsically motivated to
study were less likely to have dropped out of high school (Vallerand and Blssonnette
1992; Vallerand et al. 1997).26

22 This point implies the possibility that SDT might be able to shed some theoretical light on virtue theory,
especially on the nature of the motivational requirement; and that virtue epistemology can in turn suggest
that moral goods and epistemic goods might be truly worthwhile and are of inherent or intrinsic human
worth. In future research, virtue theory will go hand in hand with SDT.
23 Intrinsic motivation and harmonious passion is known to predict subjective well-being and good mental
health (Niemiec and Ryan 2009).
24 For instance, Pritchardmakes it explicit that our educational goal is not just the acquisition of knowledge,
but rather the cultivation of students’ understanding. Understanding in this sense demands an elevated level
of ability (Pritchard 2013).
25 These consequences can take different forms: behavioural, cognitive, or affective (Guay et al. 2008).
26 It has also been shown that autonomous motivation predicted greater achievement in education over a
one-year period (Guay andVallerand 1996). Note that this finding is a long term experiment and thus implies
the orientation of our motivation influences not only our single actions, but our behavioural dispositions.
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Another connected and interesting result involves creativity. According to psychol-
ogists, creativity involves the development of a novel product, idea, or solution to a
problem that is of value to the individual and/or the larger social group (Hennessey
and Amabile 2010). A classic study conducted by Amabile suggests subjects who
have intrinsic motivations for writing poems were found to be more creative than
their extrinsically motivated counterparts (Amabile 1985). In more recent studies on
identified (self-determined)motivation and creativity, undergraduate students in social
science courses were asked to join an experiment. They first answered a questionnaire
on the importance of various values as a guiding principle in their lives; subsequently,
they participated in creativity-relevant tasks (math, art, and verbal). In an artistic task,
participants were given 10 min to create small drawings with the following titles (e.g.
circle, rectangle, person, and motion). Some undergraduate research assistants were
trained as judges. Judgeswere instructed to employ their own subjective understanding
of creativity to rate each product relative to the others. They used a rating scale ranging
from not at all creative to highly creative. For the titles such as “circle” and “triangle,”
many participants drew the shapes in a straightforward manner; however, other partic-
ipants created drawings that displayed alternative, nongeometric interpretations (e.g.,
a circle of friends, a relationship triangle). This demonstrated an unusual perspective
on the shapes, and such drawings were evaluated as creative by the judges. This study
showed that subjects who held an identified motivation toward the value of creativity
were judged to be more creative in the subsequent task (Kasof et al. 2007). It is strik-
ing that our creative behaviour is observed by agents with autonomous orientation of
motivation, because, as we have addressed earlier, creativity is one of the intellectual
virtues Alfano has shown to be explained and predicted by situational factors (Alfano
2012, p. 235). Here, the SDT data casts doubt on the situationists’ overly strong and
negative conclusion, implying that our virtue could explain and predict our behavior
in a different way from situationist on the same phenomena.

Another empirical result comes from a study on our passion. Young competitive
water-polo and synchronized swimming athletes were asked to join an experiment
(Vallerand et al. 2008). These athletes were high-level performers; at the time of this
study, they had been engaged in their sport very seriously.27 These swimmers answered
a questionnaire at the beginning of the season (Time1). This assessment examined their
passion, measuring their agreement with statements such as “synchronized swimming
is in harmony with other activities in my life”.28 Swimmers were also asked about
their goals of engagement in the sport (e.g. “It is important to develop my skills as
thoroughly as possible this season”). Four months later (Time 2), swimmers were
asked how much they engaged in individual deliberate practices such as the exercise
of concentration and reflection to have a better control during the game. Finally, at the
end of the season (Time 3), their coaches assessed and answered a questionnaire on
the performance of individual players relative to others. They were asked to answer

27 According to the researcher, the subjects had played the sport an average of 5.21 years, 4.73 times per
week, each time for an average of 110.32 min.
28 At time 1, assessment was also conducted on their life satisfaction (e.g. Swimmers were asked if “I’m
satisfied with my life”). And as expected, the harmonious passion predicted the higher subjective well-being
among swimmers.
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questions such as, “Since the beginning of the season, compared to the other athletes
of his or her age, this athlete has been performing well under pressure”. The results
indicated that swimmers who believed playing their sport (e.g., water-polo) was in
harmonywith other activities in their life, tended to believe it was important to develop
their skills as thoroughly as possible during the season. Further, this goal correlated
with the swimmer undertaking additional practice independent of the supervision of
their coaches. Swimmers who engaged in deliberate practices were more likely to
be judged as having better performed by their coaches at the end of the season. The
researchers maintain that by holding harmonious passion, these swimmers did not
experience the need to compare themselves to others, and did not have internal or
external pressure to practice, known as maladaptive for high-quality performances
(Vallerand et al. 2008).

Thus, SDT has shown that the orientation of our motivation has a strong influence
on the achievement of desirable educational goals. This is relevant to virtue episte-
mology. Responsibilist virtue epistemologists ask what is necessary for individuals
to become responsible, intellectual agents. They submit that this is achievable via the
cultivation of intellectual virtues. In essence, as we have already seen in the second
section, this is best attained when we are motivated by epistemic goods for their own
sake. In other words, cultivating individual character traits derived from these motiva-
tions is equivalent to internalizing the value of the activity to the self. These conditions,
imposed upon us, have significant overlap with the motivational structure of agents
with autonomous motivation and harmonious passion who are led to desirable out-
comes in SDT research. We have already seen that students with desirable educational
outcomes tend to be motivated by educational activities in themselves, or that they
have internalized educational values. In so doing, they de facto meet the conditions
imposed upon us by virtue epistemologists to be responsible inquirers. Thus, it can be
inferred that these empirical findings support in an important respect the adequacy of
the empirical component of (intellectual) virtues.

5.2 Some critical evaluation of SDT

I should also raise some critical awareness of the problems on the current framework
of SDT for facilitating future research between SDT and virtue theory.

First, one might be skeptical about the empirical validity of first-person data such
as first person reports of motivational profile and deliberate practice in SDT. Due to
the nature of the SDT, it is inevitable that people’s motivational orientations are based
on first-person introspective reports (e.g. answering questionnaires). One might also
worry that such reports might not accurately represent people’s internal state. Such
a worry often comes from a position that introspective reports are private rather than
public, and that science should be carried out with public method. However, Piccinini
points out that a scientific method is public if and only if, any investigator can apply
the method to the same questions, and that the method generates the same results
regardless of who is applying it (Piccinini 2003b). He goes on to say that introspec-
tive reports accord with these methods, as “psychologists do not ask introspecting
subjects to collect data by introspecting; rather, they record the subjects’ reports, and
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then the psychologists themselves extract data from those reports by following public
procedures that are analogous to those followed by other scientists in generating their
results” (Piccinini 2003b, p. 609).29 Moreover, even some situationist data includes
introspective reports as part of their experiments. In the infamous Samaritan experi-
ment, subjects were asked to complete a questionnaire on their religiosity (Darley and
Batson 1973). While there might be room for improvement in experimental settings
in the future, in the current debate, experiments including introspective reports do not
seem to undermine the legitimacy of arguments.

My second worry for the current SDT program is a possible oversimplification of
our motivational orientation. It seems a perfectly feasible explanation that a person
could bemotivated to swimbecause it is inherently interesting aswell as out of concern
for her health. In SDT our motivational profile is pushed into one category among a
few different profiles, and it remains unexplained why two motivational profiles never
coexist.

Related to this point, it appears there is an important dissimilarity between SDT
and virtue theory. The lack of a developmental sequence in the internalization of the
value of an activity in SDT framework might worry virtue theorists. It is a necessary
part of the cultivation of virtue, that the value of a worthwhile activity is integrated into
the self. A non-virtuous agent learns and gradually integrates the value of an activity
into their self, and finds their activity pleasurable. Whereas SDT seems open to the
possibility of us being natural-born moral saints, or natural-born epistemic sages. The
problem lies in the current model in that it is a theoretically feasible option on SDT
for a person to be intrinsically motivated towards an activity without the value of the
activity being integrated whilst pursuing ameaningful life. In the standard Aristotelian
model, both motivational profiles are vitally important in acquiring virtues. Virtue
acquisition requires an agent to both be intrinsically motivated towards moral and
epistemic activity, as well as integrating the value of activity into their self.

In this section, I have addressed some theoretical implications of SDT. SDT, as
a formal theory of a good life, has an intrinsic connection with virtue theory. It is
more than a superficial resemblance. As a theory of a good life, SDT has shown our
motivational profile has a big explanatory and predictive role in worthy activities such
as education. It is also worthwhile to note there are someworries in an SDT framework
and a potential dissimilarity between SDT and virtue theory for the future development
of this research. In the last section, further implications of SDT and situationism will
be addressed.

6 SDT and situationism

In this last section, I want to touch upon the relationship between situational factors
and SDT. According to researchers, SDT can accommodate some situational factors
as facilitating our autonomous motivation. This leads to a problem concerning the

29 This is an ongoing debate in philosophy of science. See also Dennett (1991), and Piccinini (2003a, b,
2010).
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causation of our actions. If the orientation of our motivation plays some important
role in the cause of our actions, SDT warrants attention equal to situationism.

Deci and Ryan (1985) have identified three basic needs bearing on the development
of internalized motivation: autonomy, competence, and relatedness.30 Psychologists
working on SDT investigate the factors that enhance these human needs. Many such
factors are situational, in the sense that they come from outside of our body; in
this respect, situational factors constitute an indispensible part of the SDT research
programme. For instance, college students are known to be more prone to having
autonomous motivation to learn than high school students (Ratelle et al. 2007; Guay
et al. 2008).Guaymaintains that the educational setting in college has lesser constraints
compared to high school and this situational factor influences student motivation
towards learning. This finding implies that students’ motivational profiles are context
sensitive. Furthermore, autonomy and a relatedness supportive environment for stu-
dents (e.g. supportive parents) have been shown to predict students’ intrinsic/extrinsic
goal outcomes (Kasser et al. 1995).31

Situationists might at this point reply by insisting that situational factors bring out
the behavioural outcome but not our motivations. While SDT researchers investigate
situational factors influencing our behaviour, it is important to note that they never
explain data away by appealing to sheer situational factors. Beachboard et al. write,
“SDT hypothesizes that environments that support perceptions of social relatedness
improve motivation, thereby positively influencing learning behavior” (Beachboard
et al. 2011, p. 853). Notice here that it is alleged that situational factors do not cause
our behaviour but rather influence human behaviour via motivation.

The situationist, at this juncture, might attempt to dispute the above causal claim,
which raises a more general and difficult question of causation. What is the cause of
action, constitutes a devastating philosophical problem and it is beyond the purview
of this paper to settle such a question; however, one prominent line, which accounts
for how one event causes the other (e.g. a short-circuit causes a fire), is Mackie’s much
discussed INUS conditions32:

“the so-called cause[short-circuit] is, and is known to be, an insufficient but
necessary part of a condition which is itself unnecessary but sufficient for the
result[fire]. […] I suggest that when we speak of the cause of some particular
event, it is often a condition of this sort that we have in mind (Mackie 1965, p.
245)”

30 Researchers of SDT not only find superficial differences between the consequences of autonomous and
non-autonomous motivation, they also investigate why it turns out like this. According to their findings,
human beings have three basic psychological needs (autonomy, competence, and relatedness) and intrinsic
motivations are more likely to lead to desirable behavioural outcomes than extrinsic motivations due to the
fact that they are mediated through fulfillment of these psychological needs.
31 A similar finding is reproduced in the study of our motivation (Mageau and Vallerand 2003), also in the
study of passion. When coaches are autonomy supportive, athletes tend to have harmonious passion rather
than obsessive passion (Mageau et al. 2009).
32 The nature of causation is an ongoing debate and somemight not agree with the INUS condition (See for
instance, Contrasted view: Northcott 2008) however, it is beyond the purview of this paper to go in depth
with this debate.
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According to this view, a fire could be set with malicious intent by an arsonist, but this
fact does not hinder a short-circuit from being the cause of the fire at issue. Thus the
INUS condition observes a short-circuit as a primary cause of fire. Along the same
line, I take it that psychologists understand our proper motivation as an insufficient but
necessary part of a condition which itself is unnecessary but sufficient for our desirable
behavioural outcomes, such as high quality performance in music and swimming, and
school persistence in education. It is true that such outcomes might in some cases
be produced in the absence of good motivation (or even with vicious motivation);
however, just like the fire might have been caused by arson, or someone forgetting to
put out a cigarette, this itself has nothing to do with the fact that virtuous motivation
can take a necessary and important causal role in producing the same kind of outcome
in different cases.33

To be clear, I am happy to accept the fact that situational factors can constitute
INUS conditions in some circumstances where our desirable epistemic behaviours are
observed. If, however, the situationist intends to show the empirical inadequacy of the
assumptions of virtue theory based on their best data, situational factors (but not our
motivations) must have played the role of the INUS condition in every case or at least
in a significant part of our life. At least, they should convince us that situational factors
are the causes of the event in most cases rather than our orientation of motivation. Put
another way, the situationist ought to show us thatmotivation could not take a role of an
INUS condition in many occasion. Nevertheless the situationists’ alleged conclusion
has this implication, and it is far from clear how this argument would succeed.

Here the problem lieswithwhat constitutes the primary explanation of our behavior.
According to the situationist, it is the situational factor that most aptly explains and
predicts our subsequent moral and epistemic behavior. For instance, in a situationist
experiment, subjects who found a dime placed in a phone booth, subsequently helped
a person in need (also a staged part of the experiment). As the situationist explains it,
the situational factor (i.e. finding the dime) causes one to perform the helpful act in
the test, not our morally-relevant motivation. On the other hand, according to the SDT
framework, ourmotivational orientation is the factor in the experiment aptly explaining
and predicting our behaviour. On closer inspection, the situationist and SDT research
programmes are similar in experimental design. Yet based on experiments from each
side, their argument appeals to the factor they are correlating with the result. Finding
a dime was the factor in the former case, and having autonomous motivation played
the same role in the latter case. If situationists want to keep being skeptical about the
results of the experiments proposed by SDT framework, they need further arguments
as to why they think so, in the face of the structural similarity of their experiments.

We have addressed even some situationists elements that could be integrated into
this SDT framework. The decades long studies of SDT indicate that our motivational
orientation has genuine explanatory and predictive power. Situationists might be skep-

33 Some philosophers have criticized responsibilist virtue epistemology in this vein, insisting that many
responsibilist intellectual virtues are auxiliary, but not constitutive of knowledge (Sosa 2015). Sosa’s point
is only convincing if we restrict our epistemological interest only to knowledge; however, some apparent
auxiliary virtues might turn out constitutive of some other epistemic goods, such as understanding, or
wisdom. Carter and Gordon (2014) also imply this possibility. This is an ongoing debate on how much
responsibilist virtues are constitutive of our epistemic goals.
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tical as to the causal power of our motivation; however, we have addressed that both
situationist and SDT researchers seem to share the causal explanation of our behavior.
Thus on closer inspection, their evidential statuses are, at best, on a par.

7 Conclusion

Although situationists have criticized virtue theory for its empirical inadequacy in
combination with the commitment to psychological realism, the nature of this criti-
cism has been problematically ambiguous. This is due to their misunderstanding of
the hard core of the virtue theory and their stipulation of theoretical commitments
of virtue theory. In this paper, I have addressed the confusion of the existing debate,
and the conclusion drawn is that virtue theory ultimately remains unscathed. While
situationists have assumed that social psychological studies undermine the empirical
adequacy of virtue theory, such studies show, at most, that not many of us are gen-
uinely virtuous. When we afford closer attention to studies on the orientation of our
motivation, it becomes clear how the dynamics of our motivation have a tremendous
influence on desirable behavioural outcomes: a good life. Moreover, the empirical
components of virtues are in fact supported by such empirical motivation studies,
and they correspond well with the way people are motivated when they engage in
important activities. Supporting virtue theory and being a psychological realist are,
thus, compatible, and further research on this perspective should be undertaken for
the future debate to be productive.
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