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Abstract  The situationist challenge to virtue has convinced many 
philosophers to adopt an empirically grounded methodology. I argue that this 
methodology requires us to reconsider conceptualizations of and evidence on 
character from experiments involving Asian subjects because it is precisely in 
these experiments that we see a remedy for the problems exposed by 
situationism. Since both situationists and defenders of virtue fall short of 
abiding by the part of their methodological commitment associated with 
remediation, evidence from the experiments is relevant for most participants 
in the debate. I show that the evidence indicates something important about 
remediation: the point is not to avoid the concept of virtue or character, but to 
deploy a holistic thinking style that has been observed among some 
populations in Asia. Holistic thinking involves (a) a tendency to explain 
behavior in terms of the interaction between person and situation variables 
and (b) an incremental understanding of character. The paper ends with a 
brief sketch of an account of character from holistic thinking that also 
highlights the role of social support in managing situations. 
 
Keywords  virtue, character, situationism, Asian psychology, empirical 
philosophy, moral psychology 

1  Introduction 

In this paper, I argue for a methodological point: that empirically grounded 
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theorizing about character requires us to reconsider conceptualizations of 
and evidence on character in Asian psychology. I am especially concerned 
with the empiricallygrounded theorizing that emerged from the debate on 
the situationist challenge to virtue. The phrase “Asian psychology” refers to 
a body of empirical and theoretical knowledge about patterns of thinking 
and behavior among Asian peoples (Ho 1993, 240–41). My use of the 
phrase has affinities with indigenous Asian psychology, which treats culture 
as a source for generating knowledge about methods, concepts, and 
principles that has a potential for universality instead of as an exotic object 
of investigation using standard (Western) categories and modes of 
investigation (Enriquez 1977, 14–16). But Asian psychology goes beyond 
indigenous approaches; it especially includes social psychological and 
cross-cultural research done in Asian contexts. My discussion turns the 
focus towards a thinking style observed among Asians that is relevant for 
addressing problems uncovered by situationists. Situationists have shown 
that people are susceptible to being disrupted by morally insignificant 
variables such as being in a noisy environment, beging in a hurry, or 
experiencing small changes in mood. This disruption often results in 
morally undesirable behavior, such as failing to help someone in distress or 
inflicting harm on an innocent person. 

In what follows, I begin by defining key terms and providing a summary of 
the debate on situationism. I then discuss empirically grounded theorizing 
about character. I show that both situationists and defenders of virtue fall 
short in their commitment to this methodology, and that it is precisely at this 
juncture that Asian psychology is relevant. More specifically, such evidence 
can be useful for acquiring and developing sensitivity to small variables that 
influence behavior. Before giving a brief sketch of an account of character 
developed from Asian psychology, I go over certain experiments which show 
the use of a thinking style that involves a distinctive explanation of behavior 
and understanding of character.  

2  Virtue vs. the Situation 

Situationism is an empirically motivated criticism of the concept of 
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virtue, 1  understood as a morally desirable character trait that involves 
excellent patterns of motivation, emotion, and reasoning. Character is an 
acquired and enduring property of a person that manifests in behavior across 
a wide variety of situations. 2  For instance, we ordinarily think that a 
gregarious person behaves sociably among neighbors on her street, 
colleagues at her office, strangers on the train, or even locals at her holiday 
destination. We think someone who possesses a character trait would be true 
to type across different situations or manifest cross-situational consistency. 
We also think character is a temporally stable determinant of behavior: a 
gregarious person behaves accordingly throughout her life. Virtue is a type of 
character trait that involves moral excellence. For instance, compassion 
involves excellence in alleviating the suffering of others. So, if Mei-Lin is 
compassionate, then she will reliably behave in a certain way whenever she 
comes across suffering, especially when she is well-positioned to help. 
Moreover, she is appropriately motivated in performing compassionate 
actions, i.e., she is moved by others’ suffering and focused on promoting 
everyone’s well-being. A virtuous person is someone who has attained 
evaluative integration: the alignment of volition, emotion, motivation, and 
behavior with practical moral judgment.3 In other words, if Mei-Lin is 
virtuous, then she is able to choose, think, feel, and behave in ways that are 
consistent with her judgment that she should help others in need whenever 

                                                               
1 The target of situationism is the concept of virtue, which is usually associated with 
Neo-Aristotelian approaches in normative ethics. However, Nussbaum (1999) rightly argues 
that “virtue ethics” is a misleading category because the concept of virtue is also prominent in 
Kantian and utilitarian theories. Ethics in the Christian tradition, from Thomas Aquinas to 
Robert Adams (2006), also puts an emphasis on virtue. The Confucian tradition features virtue 
concepts as well, which is why philosophers working in this tradition have responded to the 
situationist challenge too (Sarkissian 2010; Slingerland 2011). Hence, situationism has 
sweeping implications for many ethical theories (Doris and Stich 2005, 117).  
2 Character is a general term that covers not only virtuous and vicious properties of a person, 
but also non-moral characteristics. For instance, both compassion, a virtue, and heartlessness, a 
vice, are character traits; gregariousness is a non-moral character trait. The term “character” 
also covers traits which do not count as virtues because they have a limited scope, e.g., 
compassion towards friends when in a good mood. In what follows, I often use this term to 
refer to both virtue and the more limited kind of traits favored by situationists. 
3 I will not get into the substantial disagreements on what it takes for a character trait to be a 
form of moral excellence, how moral agents attain evaluative integration, and how virtue is 
related to other foundational concepts in ethics. The broad definition of virtue that I have given can be 
specified further in, say, neo-Aristotelian terms. Something similar can done from an early Confucian 
perspective.  
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she is able to do so. 
Situationists argue that a formidable body of evidence indicates that virtue 

so understood is rarely instantiated. Situationism can be characterized as the 
conjunction of the following three claims:4 

 
S1  Situations are more powerful determinants of behavior compared to 
character. Behavior more consistently varies with persons’ situations, 
e.g., whether it is noisy in a situation where someone needs help, 
whether there are unresponsive bystanders surrounding a person in 
distress, etc. As a rule, people behave according to a population norm, 
e.g., if most subjects in an experiment do not help a distressed individual 
when they are in a hurry, then any given person will most likely not help 
under those circumstances either. So, we cannot really expect to find 
consistent behavior across slightly different situations. We may find 
compassionate behavior when an injured person drops a book in a 
relatively quiet environment, but when it is noisy, such behavior would 
most likely disappear. 

 
S2  There are temporally stable character traits, but these are highly 
localized. Instead of global compassion, we find compassion in quiet 
environments. Following the preceding example, someone who helps the 
injured individual in a quiet environment will most likely do the same 
thing over an extended period, but only in very similar circumstances. 
Such a person will most likely fail to behave compassionately when 
subjected to noise or great hurry. 

 
S3  Most people cannot attain evaluative integration. Their behavior 
fails to align with their practical moral judgments because of the 
influence of situational pressures. The latter exert influence without 
intentional awareness. The psychological processes that allow morally 
irrelevant variables to influence behavior are usually beyond our direct 
control (Merritt, Doris, and Harman 2010, 356). So, we are left with 
fragments of character that are inconsistent with our considered moral 
judgments. For instance, despite an effort to cultivate compassion, most 

                                                               
4 This characterization of situationism chiefly comes from John Doris 2002, 24–25. 
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of us have the disposition to help in quiet environments and the 
disposition to refrain from helping when it is noisy. At the same time, we 
think that helping an injured person gather his/her dropped belongings is 
the right thing to do, regardless of the presence of noise and other 
situational variables. This failure to attain evaluative integration results 
in indeterminate character (Vranas 2005). Most people are neither 
compassionate nor heartless; they behave compassionately in some 
situations and heartlessly in others. 

 
Situationists cite many experiments from social psychology to support S1: (a) 
Milgram’s obedience experiments, which show that variables such as 
closeness to the victim, disagreement among experimenters, and the presence 
of rebelling peers influence people to refuse to administer further shocks to 
an innocent person (Milgram 1974, 33–43, 105–07, 116–21); (b) the Stanford 
Prison Experiment, which shows that a simulated prison environment is 
sufficient for producing deplorable behavior (Haney, Banks, and Zimbardo 
1973); (c) Darley and Batson’s (1973) experiment, which shows that 
seminarians in a hurry are significantly less likely to help someone in distress; 
and (d) Mathews and Canon’s (1975) experiment, which shows that 
passers-by are significantly less likely to help someone pick up dropped 
books when exposed to noise around the range of 85 decibels.5 Situationists 
argue that the evidence casts doubt on the influence of character on behavior. 
Take the last experiment, for instance. Presumably, the distribution of 
virtuous individuals is more or less the same in the group that was subjected 
to noise as in the group that was not. So, if the helping rate in the first group 
is only 15%, whereas it stands at 80% in the second group, then ambient 
noise influences behavior more decisively than character.  

Situationists support S2 by discussing the foregoing experiments in 
connection with cognitive errors. First, there is the fundamental attribution 
error, which is the tendency to explain behavior almost exclusively in terms 
of character or virtue while discounting the impact of the situational variables 
(Ross and Nisbett 2011, 77–79). Then, there is the closely associated 
correspondence bias, which consists in the almost automatic tendency to infer 
character from a single instance of behavior (Gilbert and Malone 1995). We 

                                                               
5 This is like standing close to a milling machine or an industrial-strength lawnmower. 
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commit these cognitive errors when we infer that someone is compassionate 
after seeing him help an old man to cross the road, without considering other 
possible explanations for the observed person’s behavior. The intractability of 
these cognitive errors explains our difficulty in accepting that traits like 
compassion are only common when not in a hurry. Situationists explain 
resistance to their account of human behavior by pointing to persistent 
cognitive errors. Once we correct these errors, they say, we will stop thinking 
in terms of character. 

S3 is drawn as an inference to the best explanation. There is no direct 
evidence for the situationist claim that most people fail to behave in 
accordance with their practical moral judgments: it is not the same individual 
who is tested in conditions of hurry and non-hurry, etc., and there are no 
longitudinal studies which show that character-based plans for producing 
evaluative integration often fail. Doris concedes this point (see Doris 2002, 
38). Nevertheless, situationists argue that the pronounced effect of situational 
variables on compassion, combined with the highly plausible speculation that 
most people regularly find themselves exposed to situational variables, 
implies that virtue-based integration is nearly impossible. So, it seems better 
to promote morally desirable behavior using theories that do not involve the 
traditional concept of virtue. 

3  Empirically Grounded Moral Psychology 

The situationist challenge convinced many philosophers to adopt an 
empirically grounded methodology. Indeed, there is emerging consensus 
among some situationists and defenders of virtue that their disagreement is 
about how best to account for character traits in light of the evidence.6 This 
consensus indicates that the empirically grounded methodology enjoys 
widespread acceptance. It is not always clear, however, what the 
methodology amounts to. In this section I clarify what it means to be 
committed to the methodology and show that both situationists and defenders 
                                                               
6 According to Doris and Stich, “The real issue dividing the virtue theorist and the situationist 
concerns the appropriate characterization of traits” (Doris and Stich 2005, 119). Christine 
Swanton, who is a virtue theorist, says something similar: “The debate now is not whether 
there is such a thing as character, but how we are to understand it in psychological terms” 
(Swanton 2003, 32). 
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of virtue fall short in their commitment to abide by it. 
Let us begin by saying what commitment to empirically grounded 

theorizing is not. According to Doris and Stich, a naturalistic approach to 
character requires that “ethical theorizing should be an (in part) a posteriori 
inquiry richly informed by relevant empirical considerations” (Doris and 
Stich 2005, 115). So, the idea is for our ethical theories to be constrained and 
informed by the relevant evidence. By itself, the evidence does not determine 
theory or resolve philosophical debates.  

The constraint imposed by the evidence is usually understood as integral to 
normativity or action-guidance. Doris speaks about “scientific psychological 
realism,” which he describes as a methodological commitment to ground 
ethical theory on the kind of moral psychology that bears “a recognizable 
resemblance to actual human psychologies” (Doris 2002, 112). In other 
words, our ethical theories must be based on accurate descriptions of how 
humans function in morally relevant domains. More importantly, our theories 
must only feature recommendations for action that people are capable of 
following; recommending something that most people cannot follow violates 
the “ought implies can” platitude. Doris presses home the point thus: if an 
ethical theory makes recommendations based on an inaccurate description of 
human functioning, then its recommendations would be irrelevant for most 
people. Maria Merritt nicely expresses the constraints imposed by the 
evidence as follows: 

 
The reason […] moral philosophers should aim for compatibility with 
scientific psychology is specific to the purposes of normative theory. In 
general, any normative theory has to take account of the empirical 
understanding—if there is one—of what it applies to. Where X is a kind 
of object (or state of affairs or event) in the natural world, a theory 
intended as normative for the behavior (or occurrence) of X calls for an 
empirically informed account of what X is. (Merritt 2009, 25–26)  
 

Failure to take the relevant evidence into account would make ethical 
recommendations lose touch with what one is making recommendations for. 
Providing recommendations for something improperly understood would not 
result in a desirable sort of action-guidance, or indeed any guidance at all. For 
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instance, we might end up giving recommendations that are impossible to 
attain because they require people to perform difficult cognitive operations 
too often. The upshot is that a philosophical account of character must be 
constrained by the relevant evidence. Otherwise, it cannot provide adequate 
recommendations for virtue cultivation.  

There are a few specific constraints associated with the empirically 
grounded methodology. First, there is the attainability constraint. An account 
of virtue or good character must be attainable based on the picture that we get 
from the experimental evidence. Since the evidence indicates the prevalence 
of localized traits, any account of character that purports to be empirically 
grounded must say something about such traits. For some situationists, this 
means developing an account of character, which shows that only localized 
traits are attainable. For defenders of virtue, this means showing how people 
can move from having only localized traits to becoming virtuous. Second, 
there is the usefulness constraint. We use ordinary attributions of character or 
virtue to make decisions about whom to associate with and whom to avoid 
(Vranas 2005, 30). So, any new account of character must enable us to do the 
same. Finally, and most importantly, there is the remediation constraint: 

 
An adequate account of virtue or character must allow for the 
acquisition of sensitivity to situational variables: an account of virtue or 
character would only be plausible if it features remedial measures that 
allow moral agents to (a) recognize the salience of situational variables, 
and (b) manage situations where non-intentional psychological processes 
are activated by these variables, which in turn predispose agents toward 
morally undesirable behavior. (Merritt, Doris, and Harman 2010, 387–91; 
Doris 2002, 136–52; Merritt 2009, 41–48) 

 
We must find a remedy for our inability to be sufficiently sensitive to the 
impact of situational pressures. Without this sensitivity, we cannot address 
the practical challenges presented by noise, being in a hurry, being subject to 
authority, etc. An account of character that purports to be empirically 
grounded must specifically provide remedies for the deficiency in character 
that we have seen. Moreover, the proposed remedies must also be empirically 
grounded. Unfortunately, the final and most important constraint is not as 
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widely discussed or sufficiently addressed by either situationists or defenders 
of virtue.  
 
3.1  Situationism and the Empirically Grounded Methodology 
 
After arguing that virtue is empirically under-supported, situationists develop 
an account of character that is specifically designed to showcase attainability. 
Doris suggests that we think in terms of localized character instead of global 
virtues (Doris 2002, 25). So instead of thinking in terms of compassion 
across different contexts, as we are wont to do, we must instead think of 
helpfulness in quiet environments, compassion when not in a hurry, etc. 
Situationists want us to revise the way we think about character based on the 
evidence, which shows that localized character is what most people have. The 
idea is that thinking in terms of local traits is less likely to engender 
unrealistic expectations of good behavior and is conducive for cultivating 
sensitivity to the salience of situational variables (Doris 2002, 154–69; 
Vranas 2005, 30). Situationists seem to think that for as long as we limit the 
scope of our character evaluations, we can remain attentive to situational 
variables while still reaping the benefits that the traditional concept of virtue 
used to provide. However, there is little or no evidence presented for the 
inference that local trait attribution provides as much action-guidance as the 
traditional understanding of character, or the expectation that such 
attributions increase sensitivity to situational pressures. Thus, the situationist 
proposal for remediation is not empirically grounded, and they fail to abide 
by their own methodology. It is precisely on the point of sensitivity to 
situational pressures that Asian psychology is relevant. More details on the 
relevant experiments will be provided in the next section. At this point, I will 
only say that the evidence indicates that a thinking style associated with some 
Asian populations is associated with being sensitive to the salience of 
situational variables. 

To emphasize the point, notice that we do not really know whether people 
can really think only in terms of localized character. Situationists do not 
present any evidence for the belief that there are people who think only in 
terms of such narrow traits, which then leads to sensitivity to situational 
variables. At one point, Doris says that thinking in terms of virtue or 
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character is a mere cultural artifact (Doris 2002, 105–06). He cites a study 
conducted by Richard Shweder and Edmund Bourne (1982) to prove that 
there are cultures that do well without character or virtue terms. Shweder and 
Bourne discovered that compared to Americans, people from a town in the 
Indian state of Odisha (formerly Orissa) give contextualized descriptions of 
other people. 80% of Oriyan descriptions are contextually qualified or 
connected to specific behavioral instances, compared to only 56% for 
Americans; 46% of person descriptions given by Americans are context-free 
and abstract compared to only 20% of Oriyans (Schweder and Bourne 1982, 
97–137).7 In concrete terms, this means that instead of saying “my neighbor 
is generous (simpliciter),” Oriyans say “my neighbor is generous during 
important feasts.” However, Doris does not refer to a crucial part of the study 
in which the authors tested and falsified the hypothesis that Oriyan language, 
and by implication Oriyan culture, lacks virtue or character terms. Hence, the 
evidence does not support the situationist claim that there are people who do 
not think in terms of character and who are situationally sensitive, as 
evidenced by their tendency to give contextualized person descriptions. It is 
true that the evidence shows there is a connection between giving such 
descriptions and noticing the salience of situational variables (more on this in 
the fourth section). But since the tendency to give contextualized person 
descriptions occurs in a culture that features character and virtue concepts, 
virtue-theoretic approaches are not directly undermined by the evidence from 
Shweder and Bourne. 

Let us turn to another situationist account of character. Mark Alfano 
develops an account of what he calls factitious virtue (Alfano 2013, 82–109). 
On this view, virtue is attributed to moral agents not based on evidence that 
they are already virtuous, but for the purpose of inducing virtue-like behavior. 
The proposal is based on the expectation that publicly calling people virtuous 
shortly after they has performed an action consistent with such an attribution 
                                                               
7 Analogous findings were discovered in the person-descriptions of Japanese (Cousins 1989; 
Nakane 1972), Korean (Rhee, Uleman, Lee, and Roman 1995), and Chinese (Ip and Bond 
1995) subjects. For instance, Nakane’s social anthropological investigation of Japanese society 
is consistent with Cousins’s research in social psychology. Nakane found that the Japanese are 
more inclined to think of people in terms of their situational position in a given frame (e.g., “I 
graduated from university N,” “I work at Company Y,” or “I come from village X”) instead of 
global personal attributes (Nakane 1972, 1–8). 



Jacklyn A. Cleofas 394

would most likely make then more attentive to situational pressures (Alfano 
2013, 94). However, Alfano admits that little evidence exists on the efficacy 
of such labeling for increasing sensitivity to situational pressures (Alfano 
2013, 94). Here we see that situationists are making controversial claims 
associated with the constraints of the empirically grounded methodology that 
are not supported by empirical evidence. Hence situationists fall short of 
abiding by their commitment to their own methodology. To rectify this 
shortcoming, they should consider experiments that focus on the conditions 
in which attempts to draw attention to the salience of situational variables are 
successful. Again, it is precisely on this point that the evidence from Asian 
psychology is relevant. A thinking style that has been observed among Asians 
is associated with success in generating situational sensitivity.8  

 
3.2  Virtue-Theoretic Approaches and the Empirically Grounded 
Methodology 
 
Situationists rightly argue that defenders of virtue have greater difficulty in 
satisfying the constraints imposed by an empirically grounded methodology. 
More specifically, defenders of virtue need to satisfy more demanding 
theoretical burdens. In satisfying the attainability constraint, defenders of 
virtue must not only include reference to local traits but also present some 
story about how such traits can be expanded into something with greater 
coverage. In other words, they must say how people can move from having 
only localized traits to becoming fully virtuous. Because possession of local 
traits is insufficient for virtue, it must be said how and why people can go 
beyond having only such traits. Similarly, satisfying the remediation 
constraint comes with additional difficulties. Defenders of virtue must show 
that their proposed strategy for expanding local traits provides a remedy for 
the detrimental effects of situational pressures. Otherwise, the claim about 
greater coverage will prove empty. Finally, defenders of virtue need to satisfy 
a further requirement. They must show that their new account is consistent, 
or at least has sufficient affinities, with the traditional conception of virtue. 

                                                               
8 The holistic thinking style is by no means exclusive to Asians; it has also been observed in 
most subjects from other collectivist cultures and some subjects in individualist cultures. 
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On this point, it is worth noting that defenders of virtue are also interested in 
finding ways to help moral agents develop sensitivity to situations. In her 
commentary on Lack of Character, Julia Annas says that virtue ethicists 
wholly agree with Doris about the surprising complexity of our duties so that 
they involve not only simple obligations to perform actions but also a 
“cognitive duty” to attend to and deliberate about the determinative features 
of situations (Annas 2005, 638). Acquiring situational sensitivity is also very 
important for traditional accounts of virtue. However, there is very limited 
discussion of empirically grounded strategies for acquiring and sustaining 
such a virtue-based situational sensitivity.   

Let us take a brief look at an empirically grounded account of virtue. 
Where Doris talks about local traits, Adams speaks of modules of virtue, 
which he describes as “dispositions to respond well to particular types of 
situation” (Doris 2006, 125).9 What sets Adams apart from situationists is the 
belief that modules of virtue can be brought together to create a composite 
whole. This composite virtue may be frail in the sense that its acquisition 
partly depends on moral luck, but it can eventually apply to a wide variety of 
situations and manifest evaluative integration. Adams mentions several 
possible platforms for creating composite virtue: enduring motivational 
concerns and cognitive schemes, expectations regarding outcomes of actual 
situations or possible behavior, or self-regulatory systems and plans including 
rules and goals.10 But not enough specifics are provided on how we can use 
these platforms for becoming fully virtuous. Doris casts doubt on the 
prospect of developing a more detailed account of such a transition by saying 
that the cognitive processes that are necessary for building the composite that 
Adams envisions are themselves susceptible to situational pressures (Doris 
2010, 142–43).11 To address Doris’s objection and make good on the claim 
that modules of virtue can be brought together to build a composite whole, 
Adams, or someone who agrees with him, must provide more specifics on 
                                                               
9 Doris describes Adams’ commitment to the empirical methodology as follows: “he [Adams] 
thinks the psychological facts, rightly understood, constrain the development of virtue ethics, 
but he insists that virtue ethics, rightly understood, can flourish within these constraints” 
(Doris 2010, 135). 
10 Adams takes these notions from the work of social psychologists such as Lee Ross, Richard 
Nisbett, and Walter Mischel. 
11 This point coincides with the expansion of the situationist challenge against epistemic 
virtue. 
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practical strategies. And the proposed strategies for creating composite virtue 
must themselves be empirically grounded. The body of evidence from Asian 
psychology can prove useful on this point. 

4  Some Evidence from Asian Psychology 

One of the most important findings here is that Asian subjects are more 
responsive when an effort is made to draw attention to the salience of 
situational variables. In several studies on situational salience, psychologists 
discovered that Asians make greater use of available contextual information 
when explaining someone’s behavior (Choi and Nisbett 1998; Masuda and 
Kitayama 2004). Moreover, unlike Americans, Asians explain behavior in 
terms of the interaction between person and situation variables (Norenzayan, 
Choi and Nisbett 2002). Even though the experimenters found that subjects 
from different cultures are prone to cognitive errors, Asians are significantly 
less likely to commit these errors when an effort is made to draw attention to 
the salience of situational variables.  

In one of the studies, the participants are asked to write an essay on capital 
punishment based on a position and set of arguments given by the 
experimenter (Choi and Nisbett 1998, 951–53). The participants are 
disallowed from including their own views in the essay, which is why it is 
called a no-choice experiment. Thereafter, the participants are asked to read 
an essay by another participant in the no-choice experiment. In Korean (but 
not American) subjects the cognitive errors completely disappeared (Choi and 
Nisbett 1988, 956). In other words, Asian participants understood that 
someone else’s behavior was determined by the situations created by the 
experimenter in the same way that their behavior was determined by the 
no-choice conditions. Here we see that Asians appreciate the significance of 
situational constraints in determining behavior partly because of a tendency 
to think that situational constraints work in the same way for themselves and 
for others. A tendency to think that others behave in the same way that one 
does is implicated in the complete elimination of the cognitive error. In a 
related study, Norenzayan, Choi, and Nisbett discovered that unlike their 
American counterparts, Korean subjects believed that a target’s behavior 
would be significantly affected by the presence of facilitating or inhibiting 
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variables. E.g., if Jian had extra money, then he would give money to a 
teenager who needs it for a bus ride; if Jian did not have extra money, then he 
would not help the teenager (Norenzayan, Choi, and Nisbett 2002, 114–17). 
Such a finding implies that the tendency to give contextualized person 
descriptions, which was mentioned earlier, is associated with an ability to 
explain behavior in terms of facilitating and inhibiting variables. Taken 
together, these patterns of describing persons and explaining behavior point 
to a desirable sensitivity to the importance of situational variables, a 
characteristic associated with the remediation of the problems exposed by 
situationism. 

Before we move on to more evidence, let us begin to draw out the 
implication of the foregoing findings. Consider a modest point: sensitivity to 
situational variables cannot be straightforwardly acquired by manipulating 
external conditions or highlighting the salience of situational variables. 
Cognitive errors sometimes persist despite efforts to correct them. But certain 
corrective efforts are more effective in certain populations. So, we should 
look more closely at the relevant psychological processes in such populations 
to develop appropriate recommendations for remediation. To do this, we must 
understand how and why efforts to produce situational sensitivity sometimes 
succeed. The latter is worth emphasizing: being a member of a population 
from Asia or simply possessing certain Asian cultural characteristics is no 
panacea. Whatever it is that the elimination of the correspondence bias under 
certain conditions implies, it cannot be anything so simple as saying that an 
acquired characteristic with Asian origins is impervious to situational 
pressures. 

Let us consider and discard a possible explanation for the evidence that we 
have seen: Asians, especially East Asians, do not think in terms of character, 
much less virtue. Previously, we saw that Doris interpreted evidence from 
Shweder and Bourne in this way. In the case of the experiments done on 
Korean and Japanese subjects such an interpretation is erroneous for a similar 
reason. In keeping with their Confucian heritage, Koreans and Japanese 
subjects not only possess but also value virtue concepts, and this Confucian 
understanding of virtue features robust traits.  

As psychologists probed into the situational sensitivity observed among 
Asian subjects, they noticed several things. First, thinking in terms of 
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character works differently among Asian subjects. In the part of the study that 
probed into the subjects’ implicit theory of behavior, Norenzayan, Choi, and 
Nisbett discovered that Korean subjects favored explaining behavior in terms 
of situational constraints, even as they also continued to think in terms of 
character (Norenzayan, Choi, and Nisbett 2002, 117–18). Second, Asians 
operate on the understanding that character traits interact with situations. 
Norenzayan, Choi, and Nisbett describe this as having an interactionist 
understanding of behavior.12 On the interactionist view, character is not 
understood as an unchanging property. This leads us to the third finding: 
Asians think of traits as things that depend on incremental development. 
Norenzayan, Choi, and Nisbett used a framework described by Dweck, Hong, 
and Chiu (1993), who talk about the difference between two folk theories of 
personality. On the entity view, personality, intelligence, and moral character 
are taken to be fixed and unlikely to change. This is the understanding of 
character prevalent among American subjects. On the incremental view, 
personality, intelligence, and moral character are taken to be changeable. 
Indeed, incremental theorists think that character is malleable to the point of 
being continuously shaped by situations (Dweck, Hong, and Chiu 1993, 
644–56). This understanding of character and the interactionist explanation of 
behavior are important aspects of what psychologists call holistic thinking.  

In their survey article on character attributions across cultures, Choi, 
Nisbett, and Norenzayan argue that sensitivity to situational variables among 
Asians is not determined by the absence of cognitive errors or a tendency to 
eschew character. They emphasize that Asians make at least as many 
mistakes regarding character attribution as contrasting (usually American) 
populations; nevertheless, Asians are sensitive to situational variables. They 
explain this sensitivity by saying: 

 
[…] there is reason to believe that East Asian thinking does not make a 
sharp person-situation distinction and that consequently dispositionism 
in East Asian culture fundamentally differs from that of European 
American culture in many important ways. We believe that East Asians 
may have a more holistic notion of the person in which the boundary 

                                                               
12 The American participants also affirmed claims about the importance of interactions 
between person and situation variables. But since their conception of person variables is 
different from the Koreans’, their attribution style still turned out to be more error-prone. 
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between the person and the situation is rather porous and ill defined. 
(Choi, Nisbett, and Norenzayan 1999, 57, emphasis supplied) 

 
The so-called holistic understanding of the person can be clarified thus: 
Asians do not take agents’ character to be separate from their circumstances. 
Similarly, situations are not understood separately from the way that they 
interact with traits. I think that the so-called “holistic notion of the person” 
points to a thinking style that allows someone to see connections between a 
person on the one hand and the social and asocial factors that constitute her 
world on the other. One can call this form of cognitive functioning “holistic 
thinking.” Holistic thinking does not separate a moral agent from her social 
world. For this reason, holistic thinking features explanations of behavior that 
turn the focus on the interaction between character and situations. Situational 
sensitivity then naturally arises from such explanations of behavior. In this 
way, we do not lose sight of the dynamic and developmental nature of 
character. The earlier point about character being malleable to the point of 
being continuously shaped by situations is very important. If we take 
character, or even virtue, to be malleable to this extent, then we appreciate the 
significance of continuous vigilance and lifelong moral cultivation. This 
appreciation of vigilant moral cultivation would then allow us not to succumb 
to the detrimental influence of situational variables. Unlike Choi, Nisbett, and 
Norenzayan, I prefer to speak of holistic thinking instead of a holistic 
understanding of the person because it makes more sense to speak of an 
active social-cognitive process that underlies situational sensitivity rather 
than an essential way of understanding persons.13 

Some psychologists working in Asian contexts have explored holistic 
thinking further. Chun-Hui Jen and Yunn-Wen Lien (2010) conducted a 
mono-cultural investigation to gain a better understanding of the influence of 
holistic thinking on character attribution. They argue that a mono-cultural 
approach is necessary for avoiding non-equivalence problems, which create 
misleading results because subjects from different cultures have different 
prior knowledge concerning the subject matter of the experiment. The 
                                                               
13 I also want to avoid hasty generalizations about moving from a holistic understanding of the 
person to group agency. It may well be the remediation would work better on a relational view 
of autonomy or agency, but we cannot assume this to be true or ignore fine-grained issues on 
why and how such views facilitate morally desirable behavior. 
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participants in Jen and Lien’s experiments, who were all from Taiwan, were 
evaluated in terms of an analytic-holism scale to determine who among them 
had a predilection for the thinking style (holism) that is associated with 
greater sensitivity to situational variables. The experiment focused on how 
participants would evaluate a target’s attitude toward capital punishment in 
no-choice conditions. The results indicate that when cognitive load is 
available, holistic thinkers make suitable situational corrections more often. 
Such corrections seem to be part of the controlled stage of explaining 
behavior, which only takes place after an automatic trait attribution. Jen and 
Lien’s findings are consistent with the conclusions of Lieberman, et al., who 
tested a dual-process model of trait attribution and situationist thinking 
(Lieberman, Jarcho, and Obayashi 2005, 889–901).14 On this model, the first 
stage consists in (fast) automatic attribution of character while the second 
stage consists in (slow) controlled correction, which goes in the direction of 
the desired sensitivity to situational variables. The slow form of thinking is 
effortful and as such is only possible when sufficient cognitive resources are 
available, i.e., when someone is not occupied in thinking about other things. 
It seems that what matters more for acquiring sensitivity to situational 
variables is the process of controlled correction or slow thinking rather than 
eschewing character. If this is right, then the proposal to get rid of character 
might be as implausible as an attempt to get rid of all forms of fast thinking 
or heuristics for making judgments.15  

5  Implications of the Evidence 

The evidence from Asian psychology gives us ideas on how to solve the 
problems exposed by situationism, especially when it comes to cultivating 
situational sensitivity. We have seen previously that mere rejection of an 
empirically under-supported account of character does not straightforwardly 
                                                               
14 Unlike Jen and Lien, Lieberman, et al., found that holistic thinkers made inferences based 
on situational variables even if they were told that the target was predisposed to behave in a 
certain way, e.g., anxiously, and was placed in a non-anxiety inducing situation. Jen and Lien 
think that these findings might be explained by a difference in the background information and 
culture of the subjects in Lieberman’s experiment and their target (Lieberman, Jarcho, and 
Obayashi 2005, 160). 
15 For more information on the need for heuristics on making judgments see Tversky and 
Kahneman (1974). 
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translate to solving these problems. For instance, we need to know more 
about the conditions under which the desired situational sensitivity arises and 
how exactly it translates to behavior. Arguably, both psychologists and 
philosophers need to do more work to improve our understanding of holistic 
thinking and the situational sensitivity that goes with it. However, even at this 
point, it makes sense to propose the following. 

A virtuous person, or someone with the beginnings of good character,16 
can behave in morally desirable ways despite the detrimental impact of 
situational variables by (a) explaining behavior with reference to the 
interaction between character and situations, (b) understanding character in 
incremental terms, and (c) taking advantage of support from interpersonal 
processes and social structures for managing situations.  

Parts (a) and (b) refer to those aspects of holistic thinking that are 
conducive to situational sensitivity. More specifically, the interactionist 
explanation of behavior and incremental understanding of character enable 
someone to construe the salience of situational variables in the right way. The 
process of construal is crucial for situational sensitivity. According to Ross 
and Nisbett, construal is the second of three core principles of social 
psychology (Ross and Nisbett 2011, 11–13). The principle of construal refers 
to the way in which an objective situational variable is subjectively 
interpreted, with the caveat that such an interpretation does not involve a 
conscious process. It is not that moral agents initially see someone in distress 
and then decide to interpret the situation differently due to the presence of 
noise or apathetic bystanders. Construal operates as perception. Noise affects 
moral agents in a way that prevents them from seeing that the injured man 
needs help. The main lesson is that people often fail to help because they 
misconstrue the situation and fail to detect an occasion for helping. 
According to Ross and Nisbett, construal casts doubt on the idea that 
situations are decisive in influencing behavior (Ross and Nisbett 2011, 11). It 
is not only situations that influence behavior; there are two other important 
considerations: the process of construal and the effect of tension systems. The 
latter is the third core principle of social psychology. A tension system is the 
“totality of coexisting facts” created by complex interactions between 
                                                               
16 Interestingly, an emphasis on the beginnings of good character resonates with the Mencian 
idea about sprouts of virtue, apart from being consistent with the situationist point about 
focusing on local traits. 
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different psychological elements within an individual, or the different and 
multi-layered relations, attractions, and repulsions among members of a 
collective (Ross and Nisbett 2011, 13). 

An individual’s construal of stimuli, including situational variables, is 
influenced by a tension system. I want to focus on the aspect of the tension 
system that involves groups because holistic thinking is associated with a 
form of collectivism. Asians, especially East Asians, think holistically 
because they live in collectivist social systems (Nisbett et al., 2001). This 
means that individuals operate in circumstances in which their character is 
shaped by the configuration of their social world. This does not imply that 
individual agency disappears. Instead, individuals with a collectivist 
orientation take agency to rest on the way that they participate in shaping and 
maintaining the very social systems on which everyone depends. In terms of 
my proposal, this means that the sensitivity to situational variables, parts 
(a)−(b), depends on social support. A virtuous person, or someone with the 
beginnings of good character, actively participates in creating and 
maintaining a communal system for managing situational pressures. In this 
way, she behaves in morally desirable ways despite the impact of situational 
pressures. The problem of situational pressures is addressed and individual 
agency is preserved by emphasizing the way that a moral agent shapes the 
collective to which she belongs. 

Part (c) of the proposal overlaps with a point already made by Sarkissian 
(2010), who argues that we can overcome the detrimental effect of situational 
pressures if we focus on refining certain aspects of interpersonal dynamics. 
The material point is to have a socially distributed mechanism that enables 
individual moral agents to appreciate the salience of situational pressures. In 
such a mechanism, holistic thinking is socially supported so that the burden 
of managing situations is distributed over a group of people organized in a 
network of relationships. Having the socially distributed system means that 
the burden of remediation is not loaded onto singular agents. On this view, an 
important part of excellence consists in creating and sustaining the requisite 
social systems, and individual excellence consists in being a reliable node in 
such a system. My proposal addresses the worry about cognitive processes 
being themselves susceptible to situational pressures by not being focused on 
a singular individual. By taking advantage of existing social mechanisms for 
correcting erroneous cognition, especially when it comes to what is going on 
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in the world, we can address worries about collective misperception.  
In sum, anyone who is interested in developing remedies for our 

problematic susceptibility to situational variables, and not just pressing the 
home the problems posed by the experimental evidence, has reason to 
consider the evidence from Asian psychology. Holistic thinking, which has 
been observed among Asians, is relevant for developing a philosophical 
account of character or virtue that addresses the problems associated with 
situationism. I have given a brief sketch of one such account; the evidence 
can be used to develop others. On my view, a socially sustained account of 
character that involves holistic thinking would enable moral agents to behave 
in morally desirable ways despite the impact of situational pressures. Much 
still needs to be done to develop this and other similar proposals. Social tools 
for construal deployed by holistic thinkers, both individually and collectively, 
such as schemas, scripts, models, social representations, heuristics, and tacit 
rules of interaction, need to be analyzed further. It may be possible to 
combine the experimental evidence on these social tools with conceptual 
accounts of virtue from classical texts originating in Asian philosophy, which 
is well-known for being relationally oriented. The work required is 
considerable. But if I am right, doing it is invaluable, both for the purpose of 
addressing the situationist challenge and expanding the influence of 
perspectives from Asia.  
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