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Deweyan Character: Situationism and the Possibility of Democracy
Introduction

The psychology of character has recently become the center of controversy. Examining the literature in social and personality psychology, Gilbert Harman (1999a, 1999b, 2003), John Doris (1998, 2002), and Maria Merritt (2000) have argued that this evidence calls into question the very possibility of a fixed, stable, and broadly consistent character, such as that defended by virtue ethicists. These authors, though diverging in their specifics, call for a reconstruction of our notion of character and virtue. Others, such as Rachana Kamtekar (2004), Joel Kupperman (1991, 2001), and Gopal Sreenivasan (2002), argue that situationism’s evidence is just what we should expect, given a more sophisticated interpretation of the Aristotelian account of character many virtue ethicists prefer. Thus both sides of the debate accept situationism’s data at face value, but differ on how that data is to be interpreted. I will argue that both responses are inadequate, and that the writings of John Dewey provide a framework for a better explanation of the evidence and a more adequate conception of character, and in so doing, provide a framework for realizing both robust character and an ideally democratic society.

There are three claims central to the debate over situationism’s implications. First, there is the claim that we should expect persons with certain traits to be cross-situationally consistent: “personality traits are reliably manifested in trait-relevant behavior across a diversity of trait-relevant eliciting conditions that may vary widely in their conduciveness to the manifestation of the trait in question” (Doris 2002, 22). Second, normal individuals will evince evaluative integration: “In a given character or personality the occurrence of such a trait with a particular evaluative valence is probabilistically related to the occurrence of other traits with similar evaluative valences” (Ibid.). The third and final contested feature of globalist accounts of character is what Maria Merritt has called ‘motivational self-sufficiency of character,’ or MSC (Merritt 2000). This is the view that, from the perspective of causal and moral responsibility, behavior is explained entirely by features internal to the agent. According to Aristotle, a truly virtuous act emerges from a formed and stable character, or hexis (Aristotle 1984, 1106a12ff). As Merritt points out, this requires that one’s character be “firmly secured in one’s own individual constitution, in such a way that one’s reliability in making good practical choices depends as little as possible on contingent external factors.” (Merritt 2000, 375) On this view, it is not just the consistency, stability, and evaluational congruence of one’s actions that matter, but also that those actions flow from something like a fixed state of one’s being. Taken together, consistency, evaluative integration, and MSC form the core of the account of character that situationism claims to undermine.

My argument will proceed in three stages. I will begin by laying out an empirically grounded account of the development of our habits, or motivational schemas, which are what govern our goal-directed behavior. I will show that the evidence Doris presents is enough to call into question globalism’s expectation of significant cross-situational consistency and evaluative integration of behavior, but not sufficient to support Doris’ own conclusions from the data. I will then show that a Deweyan social-cognitive model of character more plausibly explains the evidence. I will argue next that situationism’s evidence is sufficient to undermine the responses of those who argue that a broadly Aristotelian account is sophisticated enough to withstand situationism’s onslaught. I agree with Merritt that the evidence undermines the ‘motivational self-sufficiency of character.’ Instead, we should heed the Deweyan credo that integration of character is not an individual achievement, but an achievement that is dependent upon important contributions from the environment. Finally, I consider the implications of the Deweyan/social-psychological account of character for our accounts of democracy, democratic citizens, and democratic education. My conclusion is, rather than undermining virtue ethics’ account of character, situationism deepens our appreciation for the complexity of character and the difficulty of attaining true virtue, while at the same time providing us with additional resources for its effective inculcation.

I

Recent social-cognitive psychology has developed a model of personality and personality coherence that both is consistent with and extends Dewey’s account of human nature, as described in Human Nature and Conduct (Dewey 1922/1983, MW14).
 Social-cognitive psychologists explain behavior in terms of motivational schemas, what Dewey called ‘habits’ (Mook 1996; Dewey MW14).
 Motivational schemas are flexible patterns of behavior organized around a relatively fixed goal, what he called an interest, to indicate both that a person desires it and that its satisfaction is at least to that extent a good for that person (EW5: 122-137). Both Dewey and more recent social-cognitive psychologists consider habits to be composed of cognitive, affective, behavioral, and situational elements. And, each sees them as the primary structures governing behavior.

Motivational schemas have several important developmental and organizational aspects as well. First, they develop over time. Furthermore, such schemas develop by means of those environments: We don’t learn to drink coffee unless coffee is a stable feature of our environments, and we cannot exercise our coffee-drinking schema unless it is actually present in our environment, or in some environment to which we have access. In other words, the availability of coffee is a constituent of the causal structure of the schema itself. In addition, they can be interconnected with other schemas, for example coffee drinking and philosophizing. Motivational schemas can also be more or less intelligent, i.e., sensitive to environmental changes and flexible enough to adapt to those changes. Finally, they are hierarchically organized, in the sense that because goals have different priorities, different schemas will be more or less motivating in different circumstances, and so some will fail to be exercised in those situations. So the term is shorthand for this complex, goal oriented, motivating mechanism, a member of a set of interconnected and hierarchically organized schemas of behavior, all of which are interpenetrating with the natural and social environment in which they operate. 

The basic thesis of social-cognitive psychology, that “human functioning is explained in terms of a model of triadic reciprocality in which behavior, cognitive and other personal factors, and environmental events all operate as interacting determinants of each other,” (Bandura 1986, 18) entails that explaining behavior is a highly complex task, a complexity that belies simple dispositional analyses of traits. The complexity can be broken down into two parts. First, there is the complexity of a person’s motivational schemas based on his developmental history—both personological and environmental. Second, there is the occurrent complexity of his character, which of course is a function of that developmental history. Each contributes to a model of character that undermines Doris’ reliance on simple dispositional trait analysis.

As Dewey points out in Experience and Nature, experience is both precarious and stable, a fact that has significant implications for moral development (LW1: Chapter 2). Since we live by means of the environment, our habits become attuned both to its stabilities and to its irregularities (LW12: 32). Thus, one important feature of moral development is the fact that certain features of the environment, such as norms of behavior, are stable across different contexts. The expectation of honesty, for example, carries over from home to school to work to social events. However, another important fact is that they are not constant, but rather vary in their strength across those environments.
 For example, some see political dishonesty as less worrisome than marital dishonesty. Therefore, the structure of our current habits, their sensitivities to environmental features such as norms and their flexibility and adaptability to new and varied contexts, depends on the environments in which our development took place, personological tendencies such as aggressiveness or shyness, as well as our teachers and role models. 

A third important feature of development is variability in the growth of empathy, and its integration into moral motivation. Many factors can affect the development of empathy, factors which are not always consistent across different situations, such as the presence of a model of empathy either at home or in school. Finally, the model of morality and moral rationality that feature in a subject’s developmental history is also variable, from a parent’s utilitarianism to a spiritual leader’s emphasis on duty, to a teacher’s exhortation to virtue. While this is only a partial list of relevant factors, it reveals the complexities inherent in explaining behavior, by bringing out the variable effects of some important factors inherent in moral development. 

The Deweyan model of human nature thus integrates multiple aspects of the self while at the same time recognizing that selves are always embedded in and interpenetrating with natural and social environments. The core ‘units’ of the self are its motivational schemas, which are constituted by both personological and situational components. Both cognitive and affective components contribute to the personological side of a habit, while social norms, group size, and other situational features make up the situational side. Furthermore, the structure of a habit depends on how it developed—the particular experiences of the individual, the presence or absence of enhancing or undermining features, and the relative integration of cognitive and empathetic moral capacities all contribute to the eventual structure of the habit. What the model shows, then, is that not only is the self a complicated and highly variable structure, but that the explanation of behavior will of necessity reflect that complexity. 

II

In his recent work, John Doris has argued that the data from situationism in psychology reveals serious fragmentation of character into what he calls ‘local’ traits. Doris’ argument rests on two key pieces of evidence, the first of which grounds Doris’ acceptance of local traits. Since Hartshorne and May’s (1928) studies, psychologists have repeatedly demonstrated that individuals often show significant trait stability, or evidence of stable if…then patterns of behavior, where the situations designated in the antecedent of the conditional are highly correlated with the behaviors described in the consequent. Furthermore, the stability depends on construing the situation quite narrowly. For example, a child might show the following patterns: If warned by adults, she complies, but if confronted by peers, she aggresses. While showing inconsistency with respect to aggressiveness considered as a trait without reference to context, she shows a consistent pattern of responses to adults on the one hand, and peers on the other (Kammrath, Mendoza, et al 2005; Mischel and Shoda 1998, 2005; Shoda, Mischel, et al 1994). Local traits, then, are regular patterns of behavior in response to very specific types of situation.

The second piece of data on which Doris’ argument rests is the absence of cross-situational consistency and evaluative integration of behavior. Doris cites several different types of evidence. First, there is the evidence for situational effects on behavior. For example, he cites the well-documented mood-effects, where small changes in mood, due to seemingly insignificant events, can influence whether or not a person demonstrates compassion or helping behavior in a given circumstance. Second, Doris cites the studies of cross-situational consistency themselves. As Ross and Nisbett (1991) reported, experimenters from the early 1920s through the 1980s were only able to report relatively small consistency correlations between third party reports and paper and pencil self-reports of moral beliefs, on the one hand, and actual behavior on the other. Granted, these consistency correlations are for populations as a whole. Nevertheless, Doris argues, if there were intraindividual consistencies, they would show up as a strong relationship between the population distributions of behavior in different trait-relevant situations (Doris 2002, 63). Since we do not find such strong relationships, we can infer that individuals typically are acting inconsistently. Given this data, Doris concludes that we are neither cross-situationally consistent nor evaluatively integrated, and thus that our character is not unified, but fragmented into various local traits (Doris 2002, 63-65, but see chapter 4 generally).

The following is a rough sketch of Doris’ argument. Virtue ethics claims that virtuous conduct is the product of a firm and stable character. Such a character would evince cross-situational consistency, stability, and evaluative integration. Of these three, only stability is true on the evidence.
 Thus, we need an account of human character that explains both the stability of narrow or local traits, and the inconsistency and evaluative disintegration of behavior from a broader perspective. If character were fragmented into local traits, that would explain both facts and yield better predictions of behavior, and avoid pointless and possibly damaging admonishments to aim at ‘true virtue,’ and other such locutions as virtue ethicists like to bandy about. Furthermore, the only other account that explains both of these facts is both weakly supported by evidence (because it is new, not because of any problematic conceptual or empirical assumptions) and fails to yield the kind of moral consistency required for a substantive account of character. Thus, he remains “comfortably wedded” to his skepticism about broad conceptions of character and his belief in local traits. 

Doris’ argument is flawed for several interconnected reasons, whose combination makes the social-cognitive model of personality coherence, which Doris dismisses, more plausible. Walter Mischel and a number of social-cognitive psychologists have hypothesized that an underlying unity of character explains the seemingly inconsistent behavior revealed in the situationists’ experiments. Underlying the alternating aggressive/compliant behavior discussed above, there is a unified character adhering to multiple norms, some of which the subjects adhere to in some circumstances, others of which the subjects adhere to in other circumstances.
 My argument is first that the Deweyan view of character does account for both facts and does so in a way that retains the plausibility of a substantive account of character without going beyond the evidence. Second, that Doris’ own account of traits as simple dispositions is highly implausible, given the developmental history of the various components of one’s character. And finally, Doris’ normative worry, that the coherence uncovered by SCP is morally problematic, ignores the importance of character ideals as well as the fact that knowledge of situationism’s data can be used to improve moral education and thus our characters.  

The first point I want to elaborate is that the Deweyan model of personality can account for the data on which Doris rests his argument. The complexity of human society, coupled with the interpenetration of motivational schemas with their environments, at least partly explains the lack of cross-situational consistency found by situationists, without entailing the fragmentation of character. If a person has a parent who emphasizes honesty at home, but co-workers who emphasize getting ahead, or making money over honesty, it is easy to see how a person might develop a motivational schema for honesty that is strongly operative at home, but less so at the office. It isn’t that he has two motivational schemas, one for ‘honesty-at-home’ and one for ‘honesty-at-work’, but rather that another schema—‘getting ahead’ or ‘making money’ has a stronger valence at work than honesty, and simply has little or no valence at home. Given that the norm of honesty is present in society as a whole, it seems much more plausible to explain the lack of cross-situational consistency in this way than because of the literal fragmentation of character. 
Moreover, the explanatory model of triadic reciprocality among behavior, personological, and environmental factors entails a complexity of occurrent character that further undermines simple trait analyses. First, because motivational schemas interpenetrate with the environment, the environment is not just a disabling feature for trait-relevant behavior, but is also an enabling feature for it as well. In addition, behavior is also partly the product of the interplay between cognition and emotion. Mood can affect our motivation to help others, our desire to remain in control of our behavior, our perceptions of other persons, and even our cognitive processing. Even further, social-cognitive psychology’s basic thesis entails that our perception or interpretation of the situation mediates our behavior. As Doris himself points out, subjects’ construal of the circumstances may explain why one person stops to help pick up dropped papers and why another does not. Finally, there is also the fact that there is never only a single norm operative in any given situation. Individuals have a multiplex of goals, values, desires, obligations, and beliefs more than one of which will be operative in any given situation. Thus the explanation of a given behavior, say generosity, will not just be that she is a generous person, so therefore she acted generously. Rather, it will also be in part that she judged that no other considerations outweighed the value of generosity in that situation.
 Thus, we must take multiple traits along with their situationally sustaining and undermining features into account in the explanation of any given behavior. Simple trait analysis is quite incapable of capturing this level of complexity.

Doris claims that the lack of cross-situational consistency implies the fragmentation of character. The problem with this claim is that he neglects the complexity of behavior and his own conclusions regarding the sensitivity of behavior to situational influences. In effect, Doris is applying a double standard with regard to the explanation of behavior: If there are regularities, it is because of a stable, underlying trait and not situational factors. If there is no regularity, it is because situational factors have an explanatory role in the explanation of the inconsistent behavior. On the one hand, he argues that “invoking [local traits] to explain behavior is a reasonable way to understand the ‘contribution’ of personological factors to behavioral outcomes.” (Doris 2002, 66) On the other hand, he argues that because of the “determinative” impact of situational factors on behavior, invoking general traits, such as honesty, to explain behavior is not. 

In addition, Doris is adhering to a false dichotomy between personological and situational factors in the explanation of behavior. For, social and personality psychologists consider the ‘person-situation’ debate to be over, having been resolved in favor of multi-factorial accounts of the explanation of behavior, and against simple trait-based accounts.  According to Pervin (1999), in response to the question ‘what is responsible for behavior?’ the field has moved from a debate over individual traits vs. situational factors, through the debate over how much each contributes, to the view that both person and situation are constantly interacting. (695) Situationism thus eschews simple, mono-causal explanations of behavior in favor of a multi-factored, interactionist account. If behavior is sensitive to situational factors, then both trait-relevant behavior in trait-relevant circumstances and the failure of a trait to be instantiated in trait-relevant circumstances are (partly) to be explained in terms of both personological factors and situationally sustaining factors. Thus, Doris’ argument for local trait explanations is hoist on his own petard. 

Doris’ reliance on nomothetic trait analyses is also problematic, because of the assumptions built into nomothetic analysis itself. Nomothetic analysis is comprised of three assumptions. First, traits are best understood as simple dispositions to behave: “If a person possesses a trait, that person will engage in trait-relevant behavior in trait-relevant eliciting conditions with markedly above chance probability p.” (Doris 2002, 19) Second, the point of the experiments is to determine law-like regularities in behavior or between individuals and situations. On this view, character traits, if they exist, should exhibit themselves in regular situation-behavior pairings. Third, the experimenter must describe the units of analysis—behavior and situations—objectively, from an external, third person perspective. So the Isen and Levin experiments, for example, were evaluating ‘helping behavior’ in response to the dropped papers, and the assumption is both that the situation is one in which compassion is relevant and that stopping to pick up the papers is the compassionate response. 

If there is a lesson for moral psychology in situationism’s results, though, it is that character traits are not simple dispositional properties, and thus nomothetic analysis is the wrong approach to understanding complex psychological subjects. Habits are highly complex, interpenetrate with other habits, depend for their exercise on mood, perception, and judgment, are sensitive to environmental regularities and instabilities, and because of the latter develop differing valences in different types of situation. Simple dispositional accounts of traits, measured by objective accounts of both environment and behavior, fail to capture this complexity, even at the level of Doris’ ‘local traits.’ 

If nomothetic analysis of behavior is incapable of correctly explaining behavior, then the right way to look for personality coherence is through idiographic analysis. According to social-cognitive psychology, “social interaction … is influenced by each individuals’ perceptions and attributions, cognitive goals, and comparative judgments.” (Barone, Maddux, and Snyder 1997, 11) Furthermore, semi- or even unconscious, automatic processes govern significant portions of our goal-directed behavior. (Gollwitzer and Bargh 1996) Even if a subject is compassionate or helpful, then, he or she may not exhibit trait-relevant behavior in what, to an outside observer seems a trait-relevant situation. For, any of those factors might cause the subject to perceive the needs of the situation differently than that observer. Thus, Mischel and his colleagues theorize that 

“clues about the person’s underlying qualities—the construals and goals, the motives and passions, that drive the individual—may be seen in when and where a type of behavior is manifested, not only in its overall frequency. If so, the patterns of situation-behavior relationships shown by a person might be a possible key to individuality and personality coherence” (1995, 248)

On this view, the absence of cross-situational consistency is precisely what we would expect, given that individuals have multiple goals and values, construe situations in accordance with those goals and values, and act in accordance with their resulting judgments about the requirements of the situation. Therefore, we ought to look for those patterns of situation-behavior regularities in order to discover the underlying system of priorities that marks the character of the individual. Idiographic analysis, first described by Allport (1939) and subsequently picked up by Mischel and his colleagues in the 1990s, is designed to do just that. 

In idiographic analysis the experimenters are looking for connections between the needs of the situation, as construed by the agent, and the agent’s behavior, the latter of which is described from the perspective of the subject’s construal plus his or her goals, intentions, beliefs, and capabilities, among other things. By examining the if…then behavior patterns, researchers hope to reveal the hierarchy of motivations, beliefs, and values underlying behavior. Idiographic analysis is thus able to capture the coherence of personality in ways that nomothetic analysis is not.

Thus, social-cognitive psychology has a plausible explanation for both the local regularities of behavior (“local traits”) and the lack of cross-situational consistency and evaluative integration. As we develop our motivational schemas, some types of situation have sufficient supporting features that we become attuned to those features, and regularly behave in norm-relevant ways. However, different situations may have more disabling features for a particular motivational schema, making it less likely that we will act in norm-relevant ways. Similarly, extending a motivational schema to new types of situation requires that the personological factors be strong enough to compensate for the newness of the situation, our ignorance of situationally defeating factors, and so on. Furthermore, all motivational schemas rely on cognitive/affective mechanisms being able to identify those situations in which they are applicable. Finally, any given individual endorses a multiplicity of norms, more than one of which may be operative in a given situation. Any of these factors may interfere with the expression of a particular motivational schema in a given situation, so we should not be surprised to find a lack of cross-situational consistency in our behavior.

III

The implications of the Deweyan model of character discussed in the last section also undermine those models of virtue or character that rely on strong conceptions of the motivational self-sufficiency of character (MSC). As Doris and Merritt point out, Aristotle and a number of neo-Aristotelian authors endorse the idea that true virtue consists in the self-sufficient capacity of an individual to produce the virtuous response to any given situation, regardless of whether or not that individual has ever been in that situation or any like it. Social-cognitive psychology’s recognition that features of the environment are constitutive of an individual’s motivational schemas belies such a strong MSC. Although several prominent writers on virtue ethics are careful not to rely on a strong MSC, those versions that do so are for that reason untenable.

The concept of motivational self-sufficiency of character, though originating in some strands of Aristotle, has a number of contemporary supporters. The locus classicus of the discussion is Nicomachean Ethics ß.3, 1105a33, where Aristotle claims that a voluntary action is one that flows from a certain kind of character-state. There are several translations of this specific passage, from Sarah Broadie’s  “settled disposition” (1991, 58), to Richard Brandt’s “fixed and permanent quality” (1970, 23), to Apostle’s “certainty and firmness” (Aristotle 1975, 25). Although not necessarily, and not in all translations, it is fair to say that many commentators and followers of Aristotle have taken this to mean that virtuous action flows from some settled, internal state of the person’s character. As Doris points out, this view is espoused in one form or another by Brandt (1970, 1988), Larmore (1987), and Blum (1994), and attributed to Aristotle by Cooper (1999), Sherman (1989), Annas (1993), Woods (1986), and Hutchinson (1986) (Doris 2002, pp. 17-8, 176n16). In discussing character and virtue, these writers focus exclusively on the connection between inner states of the individual and that individual’s behavior. Their only references to the situation are for the purpose of setting out the features of the situation the individual has to see in order to act virtuously. The situation does not play any role in the causal explanation of the virtuous behavior. In fact, such features, on this view, must not play any such role, else it is not the character of the agent that is responsible for the act. Thus, the idea that a person’s character should be sufficient to generate virtuous behavior, although not universally held, lurks behind a significant portion of the contemporary virtue ethics literature.
 

Situationism shows that the explanation of behavior can never rest with ascriptions of character or virtue alone. Those situational features that are built into a motivational schema as it develops become necessary conditions for the activation of that schema. Without a culture that approves of civil disobedience, few protest unless their conditions are so egregious that their drive for human living conditions overcomes their fear of cultural rejection. Given that situational features combine with personological features to cause behavior, the explanation of that behavior must include those situationally sustaining features that helped to enable the behavior. 

 If character traits are attuned to situational features such that the latter are partly causal of trait-relevant behavior, then virtue theories that require a strong MSC are seriously flawed. If they require a strong MSC for moral responsibility, then they vitiate moral responsibility: Since a strong MSC is virtually impossible, most of us are not morally responsible for our actions. If they require a strong MSC for an action to be virtuous, they make virtue impossible. Therefore, given situationism’s conclusions, theories that require a strong MSC violate the ought-implies can principle: They require a state of character that is literally nearly impossible to inculcate. 

Virtue theory does not have to rely on a strong MSC, however. As Christine Swanton puts it, it is perfectly compatible with the ideal of virtue that it requires sustaining contributions from the social environment. (Swanton 2003, 33)  Seeds of this may be seen in Aristotle’s treatments of several virtues that require sustaining extrinsic contributions: munificence and high-mindedness. Friendship, high-mindedness, and munificence all require, for their exercise, external things—friends, worthy things to which to contribute, and great occasions requiring great expenditures, respectively.
 Nor does such an admission undermine attributions of moral responsibility, since it is already common for both situational and personological features other than the trait most directly responsible for an action to be used as mitigating factors in apportioning punishment for wrongdoing. Thus, an account of character and virtue can reasonably account for situationally sustaining or disabling features associated with certain traits without losing its distinctive contribution to ethics. 
IV
A Deweyan, social-cognitive account of character has significant implications for accounts of democratic citizenship, democratic institutions, and democratic education. The social-cognitive account of character reveals the interpenetration between agent and (social) environment, and hence entails that the nature of that environment exerts a strong influence over the development and maintenance of a person’s character. If how we live together has implications for what kind of persons we become, then our ideals of democratic citizenship, institutions, and education must be adjusted to account for that relationship. Given the data, and the requisite shift in our conception of character, I want to discuss two interrelated questions: First, what shifts are required in our current ideals of democracy, democratic citizenship, and democratic/moral education? And second, what data do we need in order to further fill out those conceptions in such a way that we can begin to reconstruct our actual practices?
While democracy may be “the worst form of Government except all those others that have been” (Winston Churchill), few would question that it is the form of government we ought to pursue. But what are the features of a democratic society that recommend it over all others? Traditionally, individual freedoms and collective self-government are cited as valuable features of a democratic way of living. In addition, collective self-government is often thought to entail more than simply voting or otherwise participating in the political process, but also to include collective, deliberative, methods of resolving disagreements over, e.g., social policies and institutions. Freedom, collective self-government, and deliberative problem-solving form a core of values attached to the democratic way of life.

The social-cognitive account of character constrains the ideal of democracy. A venerable tradition in political theory has it that democracy is a political association amongst citizens, a methodology of self-government as it were. Within this tradition, citizens are seen as individuals who come together for the purposes of constructing the institutions of government (Rawls 1971; 1993) or to deliberate about the resolution of moral disagreements (Gutmann and Thompson 1996). This conception of citizens—as sharing only in the forms of self-government—is belied by the model of interrelatedness revealed by social-cognitive psychology. Because environments are potential sustaining and defeating conditions of the realization of virtue, democracy must be understood as “modes of associated living,” as Dewey put it (MW9: 93), and not merely as one aspect of the lives of citizens. Unless the ideals of democracy are thoroughgoing, characterizing a sufficient amount of a person’s associations, they are unlikely to produce democratic character. Without democratic character, civic engagement, and thus democratic institutions will decline.
 Social cognitive psychology thus provides a justification for broadening our notion of democracy into a form of life, and not just a set of political practices.

Conceiving of democracy as Dewey did, as a mode of associated living, entails as a consequence that we must deepen of our conception of democratic citizens. As a number of theorists of several stripes have commented, there has been a steady decline in the quality and amount of democratic participation over the course of the last century. Thus, the question is what sort of situational features must be present to sustain democratic character. Citizens must, of course, be willing to participate in self-government, to vote, pay taxes, obey the law, and so on. In order for democratic virtues to be sustained across situations, however, those dispositions must be more deeply engrained in citizens’ characters. Dewey, for example, argued that the same habits of intelligent inquiry—open-mindedness, whole-heartedness, and responsibility—that are ideal for the individual in his search for happiness are also ideal, mutatis mutandis, at the level of social inquiry. Whether one agrees with the specific virtues Dewey proposed, the lesson is clear: There needs to be significant consistency between ideals of individual character and ideals of civic character in order for either set of ideals to become stable features of the character of democratic citizens. 

Finally, it should be clear that our conceptions of moral education must be adjusted to incorporate the findings and entailments of social-cognitive psychology. The evidence that individuals’ dispositions can become fragmented as a result of differential situational influences suggests that we must heed Dewey’s warnings that moral education, like any subject matter, cannot be isolated into a single course (MW9: 141), and that the school must be a reflection of the society at large if it is to prepare students for participating in that society (MW4: 272). Our educational practices must mirror our democratic practices—both qua ideals and qua practices themselves—if we wish to reproduce democratic citizens and sustain a morally worthy democratic society.

With an outline of the necessary reconstructions of democratic ideals, citizens, and educational practices in hand, we can begin to answer the question of what data we need to fill out that outline. If we understand democracy as a mode of associated living, the question becomes what kinds of citizen we need to sustain that type of society. What sorts of character traits, beliefs, values, and so on are necessary to sustain democracy both at the level of individual lives and at the level of democratic politics? Furthermore, we need to ask what kinds of educational institutions—schools, families, communities—are necessary and how integrated their messages need to be in order to produce democratic virtue. 

The lessons of situationism and social-cognitive psychology, anticipated as they were by Dewey, are causes for both frustration and hope. As pointed out by, e.g., (Ross and Nisbett 1991), Doris (2002), and others, character is often less integrated as we might like. In addition, data on the lack of cross-situational consistency, coupled with the evidence of declining civic life, indicates that efforts at civic education are not yet succeeding in producing robust democratic characters, and that this is likely to be because civic education, like moral education, is an isolated subject matter, not well integrated into the general curriculum, either at the k-12 or higher educational levels. Finally, the fragile nature of even strong dispositions, susceptible as they are to a myriad of situational influences, reveals how difficult the ideals of character are to realize. Together, these facts about American society paint a bleak picture. 

On the other hand, the social-cognitive model of character provides us with the resources to combat the fragmentation of character and the decline of American civic life. By reconstructing the ideals of democracy and democratic character to incorporate the facts of human nature, we can develop models of moral education that are more likely to effectively inculcate democratic character. And, at the same time, that reconstruction gives us the resources to develop social practices and institutions necessary to maintain democracy in its highest sense—as that mode of associated living that maximizes both individual liberty and the common good (LW7: 349). 
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� To avoid misunderstanding, motivational schemas are not purely repetitive, automatic, or cognitively unconscious behaviors. While this is one way they can develop, it is not the only way for them to do so.


� This is not to defend moral relativism, but rather is a description of the relative perceived strength of the norm in question relative to the strength of other relevant norms. Some norms are taken to be absolute, but many others are not, and so for many the question isn’t whether or not an absolute norm applies, but which hypothetical norms apply, and which take priority. 


� For the purposes of this argument, I am simply going to accept the data associated with both of Doris’ premises at face value. I accept, for example, that my mood has an affect on my behavior, that there are times when I am influenced by the diffusion of responsibility, and that my honesty may not be as consistent across situations as I would like. Both the philosophers and the psychologists who take situationism seriously also accept the data.� What is at issue is how to interpret the data. 





� Doris argues, for reasons I will discuss, that the coherence they have discovered is morally inadequate to ground virtue ethics’ notions of character.


� I mean ‘judge’ in a loose sense, so that the judgment need not have been consciously undertaken.


� It seems to this writer that ascriptions of moral responsibility, and the issue of moral luck, are driving forces behind this flawed account of character. The idea that we must be fully and entirely responsible for our actions and our character is another conceptual assumption that is undermined by the revelation that situations are partly causally responsible for our behavior. However, a full discussion of the reconstruction of our notions of moral responsibility will have to wait for another time. 


� On friendship, see NE 1155a3ff; high-mindedness, 1123a35ff; and munificence 1122a19ff.


� That civic engagement has been declining for more than 30 years is a trend well documented by Robert Putnam (Putnam 1995b; 1995a; 2000). 
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