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Abstract 

 

Are ethical virtues the same for everyone regardless of geographical, historical, and social context? Or are 

they keyed to the local environment in a way that means they vary across contexts? Ethical virtues govern 

behaviour across all the situations of one’s life. The fundamental structures of human life are the same for 

everyone, but how these structures play out depends on our context. Does this mean that ethical virtues 

are universal, reflecting the basic structures of the human condition, or local, reflecting the conditions in 

which those structures play out? This chapter addresses this question through the motivational structure 

of ethical virtues. It begins by outlining an empirical model of evaluative attitudes, then argues that the 

motivational structure of each ethical virtue is a cluster of such attitudes. For many virtues, the relevant 

attitudes depend on the specific challenges of the environment. Those virtues will thus be local in their 

details. The chapter concludes by identifying two varieties of universality: the attitudes composing ethical 

integrity do not refer to the environment at all; one attitude in the virtue of honesty refers to 

environmental features that are themselves universal. 
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Are ethical virtues the same for everyone regardless of geographical, historical, and social context? Or are 

they keyed to the local environment in a way that means they vary across contexts? Ethical virtues are 

character traits that govern one’s behaviour across all the situations of one’s life. They are broader in 

application, therefore, than strictly professional virtues, which vary to some extent from one profession to 

another. The virtues required to be a good surgeon are not all the same as the virtues required to be a 

good teacher. Ethical virtues, by contrast, might seem universal, since the fundamental structures of 

human life are the same for everyone. We all undertake enterprises aimed at achieving goals, for example, 

our activities are temporally bounded, and our goals, identities, and even continued existence are fragile 

and vulnerable. The ways that these structures play out in our lives, however, depend on our geographical, 

historical, and social contexts. Does this mean that ethical virtues themselves are universal, reflecting the 

basic structures of the human condition, or local, reflecting the conditions in which those structures play 

out? 

 

We will approach this question through the motivational structure of ethical virtues. Although ethical 

virtues are often likened to skills, because they are developed through practice and are not adequately 

captured in propositional descriptions, they differ from skills in one essential way. You can possess a skill 

but have no inclination to use it. But you cannot be honest and have no inclination to behave honestly. 
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An ethical virtue essentially involves motivations to think and act in the relevant ways. What are the 

motivational structures of ethical virtues? This chapter argues that the motivational structure of each 

ethical virtue is a cluster of evaluative attitudes. In the first four sections, we will consider how best to 

model the findings of psychological research into evaluative attitudes. The fifth section will argue that the 

motivational structure of an ethical virtue consists in a cluster of evaluative attitudes, and that in many 

cases the relevant attitudes will depend on the specific challenges of the local physical and social 

environment. Therefore, many virtues will be local in their details. The final two sections identify two 

varieties of universality in the attitudes that compose ethical virtues. The attitudes composing ethical 

integrity do not refer to the environment at all, so ethical integrity is a genuinely universal virtue. One 

attitude of the virtue of honesty refers to environmental features that are themselves universal, so honesty 

includes at least one universal component. 

 

1. Evaluative Attitudes in Social Psychology 

 

The study of attitudes has been central to social psychology since the discipline’s inception almost one 

hundred years ago. An attitude, in the sense in which this term is used in social psychology, is any positive 

or negative stance towards something. The idea of an attitude is therefore very broad in scope. You can 

have attitudes about highly abstract things, such as music or politics, about very specific things, such as 

your own home or the book you are currently reading, or about things at any level of generality in 

between. An attitude must be about something, which is known as the attitude’s object, but there is no 

restriction on what that object can be. An attitude is usually described relating its object to a positive or 

negative valence. Accordingly it is often modelled as composed of a representation of an object, a valence, 

and a relation between them. This chapter will argue for a different model of evaluative attitudes. We will 

read the usual description as committed only to attitudes being positive or negative stances towards their 

objects. 

 

Social psychologists often describe an attitude’s positive stance as a liking or valuing, a negative stance as a 

disliking or disvaluing. Indeed, they tend to treat liking and valuing as interchangeable terms, and likewise 

with disliking and disvaluing. But these terms are not the same: to like something is to enjoy it and to 
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dislike it is to find it unpleasant, whereas to value something is to consider it a good thing and to disvalue 

something is to consider it a bad thing. You can dislike something that you value, as when you force 

yourself to do some unpleasant task that you consider important. And you can disvalue something that 

you like, as when you think that smoking a cigar would be very unwise even though you would enjoy it. 

We are going to concentrate solely on attitudes that are correctly described as valuing or disvaluing. These 

are genuinely evaluative attitudes. Merely liking strawberry jam is an attitude, but not an evaluative attitude. 

Considering democracy to be a good thing or thinking that lying is always wrong, by contrast, are 

evaluative attitudes. 

 

Attitudes are measured in two different ways. The traditional method across the history of social 

psychology has been to ask people to report their attitudes linguistically, to infer their attitudes from their 

deliberative actions, and to compare the two. For example, someone might be asked whether they 

approve of a particular charity, then on another occasion asked to make a donation to that charity. These 

are known as explicit measures of attitudes, because the attitude is indicated by an explicit report or an 

explicit decision. Over the past two decades, attitudes have also been inferred from inattentive behaviour, 

such as body language, or decisions taken at very high speed. For example, your attitudes towards white 

people and black people might be inferred from your high-speed decisions in a computer game where you 

need to shoot all and only the characters carrying handguns, or from the amount of eye contact you make 

with someone while in a conversation with them. These are known as implicit measures, because they do 

not record explicit reports or decisions. 

 

It seems that both explicit and implicit measures can detect evaluative attitudes, where these are defined 

simply as positive or negative evaluative stances towards objects. But we should not assume that they 

detect the same kinds of psychological states. It might be that implicit measures detect one variety of 

attitude, explicit measures detect a different variety. Or it might even be more complicated than that. A 

full theory of evaluative attitudes will need to resolve this question and provide an integrated explanation 

of the two kinds of measure. But this is not necessary for the purpose of this chapter, which is to sketch 

how research into evaluative attitudes provides a model of ethical virtues that shows how the question of 

the universality or locality of each virtue is to be resolved. A full theory of ethical virtues in terms of 
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evaluative attitudes will need to explain how it is possible to resist or reduce the negative influence of 

attitudes detected by implicit measures (Rees, 2016; Webber, 2016). But those details are not required for 

our purpose here. It is sufficient for this chapter to focus on attitudes detected through explicit measures.1 

 

2. The Structure of Evaluative Attitudes 

 

We can model the findings of experiments employing explicit measures by distinguishing two dimensions 

of an attitude, its content and its strength. The content comprises the object, the valence of the stance 

towards that object, and the degree of that valence. If you strongly approve of democracy, for example, 

then the content of your attitude comprises its being about democracy and its being strongly positively 

valenced. If you consider the current voting system to be, on balance, a bad thing, then the content of 

your attitude is its being about the current voting system and its being mildly negatively valenced. This 

content is determined by the attitude’s base, which is the set of beliefs and desires relevant to the attitude’s 

object. For example, the base of your attitude towards democracy might include the belief that democracy 

is the best way to keep the peace, a desire that peace be kept, a belief that democracy best respects the 

autonomy of citizens, a desire that autonomy be respected, and so forth. The attitude base contains the 

beliefs and desires that you would readily report if you were asked to explain or justify your attitude. These 

mental states have affective aspects as well as informational contents. 

 

Exactly how is an attitude’s content related to its base? On one model, the attitude is a separate mental 

state that is caused by its base: because you have various beliefs and desires relevant to democracy and 

other political systems, you have formed a particular attitude towards democracy (Tanesini forthcoming, 

§§ 3.1.1, 3.1.3). However, it would be simpler to consider the evaluative attitude to be nothing other than 

the set of mental states that compose its base: the attitude’s content is determined by the attitude base 

simply because the attitude is the same thing as that base. An analogy with an image’s degree of resolution 

can help us here. To say that you are in favour of democracy is to present your attitude in low-resolution. 

 
1 This chapter’s summary of attitude psychology is based on four literature reviews by leading attitude 

psychologists: Cooper 2007; Fazio and Olson 2007; Maio et al 2010; Maio, Haddock, and Verplanken 

2018. 
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But you can zoom in and present the details of the attitude, the beliefs and desires that compose it. 

Reporting that attitude base is a higher-resolution presentation of the attitude itself. This way of 

understanding attitudes and their bases is not only simpler than understanding an attitude to be distinct 

from its base. It also has an explanatory advantage, as we will see in section 4. 

 

The second dimension of an attitude is its strength. This is not to be confused with the degree of valence, 

which is part of the content. An attitude’s strength, in this sense, is the degree to which it is held, which 

means how strongly it is embedded into one’s overall cognitive system. A better description would be 

‘firmness’, but ‘strength’ is the standard term in social psychology. There are various measures used to 

assess attitude strength. Standard measures include asking subjects how certain the attitude is, how central 

it is to their self-image, how important it is to them, and how well it reflects their more general values. For 

example, if asked about your attitude towards democracy, you might report that you are very much in 

favour of it, that you are certain of this attitude, that you see yourself as a democrat, that this is highly 

important to you, and that it reflects your general valuing of peace and respect for intelligent 

disagreement. In which case, you have a strongly positive attitude towards democracy and this attitude is 

strongly (or firmly) held. 

 

Why should we think that these four measures are all measuring a single dimension of the attitude? Why 

not think that they are measuring four different aspects of the attitude? One reason is that their aggregate 

score itself has a predictive value. Attitude psychologists have found that an attitude which scores highly 

on the aggregate of these measures is more persistent across time, is more resistant to change by 

persuasion, is more influential over cognition, and is more consistently expressed in behaviour than an 

attitude that does not score highly on the aggregate of these measures. In the next section, we will 

consider two classic experiments that indicate this predictive value. But the way these experiments 

contrast ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ attitudes should not mislead us into thinking that this is a binary distinction: 
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all attitudes have some degree of strength, which varies gradually along a scale from very weak (very low 

aggregate score) to very strong (very high aggregate score).2 

 

3. Attitude Strength and Consistency of Expression: Two Experiments 

 

The significance of attitude strength can be illustrated with two representative experiments from the 

extensive attitude psychology tradition. One of these is the cognitive weight loss programme experiment 

(Axsom and Cooper 1985). Subjects were gathered from across the local community through a newspaper 

advert requesting volunteers for an experiment into possible methods of weight loss. Subjects selected 

were classed as significantly overweight according to life insurance company measures. They were 

assigned to one of three groups. The high-effort group had to attend the lab and perform strenuous and 

boring cognitive tasks four times across two weeks. The low-effort group had to attend at the same times 

and perform much easier and shorter versions of the same tasks. The control group attended and 

performed no tasks. Subjects were asked to keep a record of their eating across the period of the 

experiment. They were weighed at the start of the experiment, on each of the four times they attended, a 

week after the final task, six months after that, and finally another six months later. 

 

One week after completing the tasks, subjects from the high-effort group had lost an average of 1.76 lb 

(0.8 kg) in weight, whereas the low-effort group had lost less than half of that, and there was no significant 

weight loss in the control group. But the more interesting result comes later: after six months, the high-

effort group had lost an average of 8.55 lb (3.9 kg); neither the low-effort group nor the control group had 

lost any significant weight. This differential was almost entirely maintained a further six months later. 

How could a brief course of high-effort cognitive tasks cause significant and lasting weight loss? Since 

 
2 Treating the measures of strength in aggregate has the further advantage that it allows us to model this 

single dimension of an attitude in terms of the strengths of association between each of its component 

mental states, as we will see in section 4. If we model attitude strength in this way, then we can explain 

why these four measures all detect the same dimension of the attitude and why their aggregate predicts the 

attitude’s persistence, resistance, and influence on cognition and behaviour. For the details of this 

modelling and explanation, see my forthcoming paper ‘Attitudes in the Personality System: Two Kinds of 

Disposition’. 
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subjects volunteered for this experiment, they already held positive attitudes towards weight loss, but since 

they were significantly overweight, these had not translated into consistent behaviour. Only the high-

effort subjects needed to persuade themselves regularly that their goal was worth the effort of continuing 

with their tasks. This repetition seems to have strengthened their positive attitude towards weight loss, 

making it more influential over their cognition and behaviour, leading them to adopt and maintain 

relevant behaviours such as dietary restrictions or better exercise (Cooper 2007: 171). 

 

A sophisticated experiment conducted more than fifteen years later complements this reading of the 

cognitive weight loss experiment. Subjects were asked to complete a questionnaire about their attitudes 

towards 32 different objects, one of which was Greenpeace. For each attitude object, the questions 

included a measure of the attitude content and all four measures of attitude strength. Subjects returned to 

the lab a week later to participate in an unrelated experiment, for which they were paid in coins. On 

leaving this experiment, they had the opportunity to donate to Greenpeace and were subsequently asked 

to report their attitudes towards Greenpeace. This complex scenario was designed to conceal from the 

subjects that what was being tested was the consistency of their attitude towards Greenpeace. Attitudes 

that scored highly on the aggregate of the four measures of strength in the initial questionnaire were 

expressed a week later in response to the opportunity to donate to Greenpeace and in the subsequent 

explicit report of their attitude. By contrast, attitudes with a low aggregate score of strength did not 

correlate with their subjects’ behaviour or reports a week later (Holland et al. 2002). 

 

This experiment supports the idea that stronger attitudes are more consistently expressed in behaviour 

and in explicit report. Weaker attitudes seem to change from one situation to the next, at least over the 

course of one week. This supports the idea that the cognitive weight loss programme worked by 

strengthening the positive attitude towards weight loss among the high-effort subjects. A stronger attitude 

in favour of weight loss would be more consistently expressed in positive weight loss behaviour and in 

explicit judgments about whether weight loss is an important goal at times of relevant decision-making. 

The weight loss experiment goes further in suggesting that an attitude is strengthened by expending 

significant effort in pursuit of the attitude object, presumably through the internal process of justifying 

that effort to oneself. These indications of the importance of attitude strength and of one process of 
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attitude strengthening are central components of this chapter’s claim that the motivational structures of 

ethical virtues consist in evaluative attitudes. Before turning to that claim, however, we need to add one 

further component. 

 

4. Strength, Stability, and Composition 

 

Ethical virtues are traditionally considered to be stable qualities of the person, character traits that persist 

through time and across different kinds of situation. Since one can develop the virtues, indeed be held 

responsible for doing so, they are not fixed dispositions of the individual. But they are considered to be 

ongoing states that explain the regular occurrences of the right kinds of thoughts, feelings, and actions in 

the appropriate situations. If ethical virtues as traditionally understood really do consist in evaluative 

attitudes, as this chapter maintains, then those evaluative attitudes must themselves be persistent mental 

states. One long-standing controversy in the social psychology of attitudes concerns precisely this 

question: are attitudes persisting mental states individuated by their objects and elicited in relevant 

situations, or are attitudes simply transient mental items that are constructed each time they are needed? 

The claim that ethical virtues consist in evaluative attitudes does not require a single answer to this 

question that covers all evaluative attitudes. Rather, it requires only that the relevant evaluative attitudes 

can be persistent states. 

 

One of the experiments that we have already considered supports the idea that some attitudes are indeed 

persistent states. For a persistent mental state would explain the consistency of reports and behaviour that 

the Greenpeace experiment found to be characteristic of strong attitudes. By contrast, the absence of a 

persistent state would explain the inconsistency found in weak attitudes. A detail of this experiment offers 

further support. Although a weakly held attitude towards Greenpeace did not correlate with behaviour a 

week later, that behaviour did correlate with the attitude report immediately following it. This indicates 

that these weakly held attitudes were constructed in response to their situations: the attitude constructed 

in the questionnaire situation is different from the attitude constructed in response to an opportunity to 

donate; when an attitude is reported immediately after a behavioural response to that opportunity, the 

behavioural response is one of the features of the situation that influences the attitude construction. The 
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experimenters concluded that their study supports the hypothesis that strong attitudes are persistent 

mental states, whereas weak attitudes are temporary constructions (Holland et al. 2002: 874-5). 

 

How is this conclusion consistent with the aggregate scores of the measures of attitude strength forming a 

scale, rather than a binary distinction? Since all attitudes have some degree of strength, why would the 

attitudes in one part of the scale be persistent mental states while attitudes in the rest of the scale are not? 

This problem arises only if we see an attitude as a mental item that is distinct from the beliefs and desires 

that constitute its base. On that model, the attitude is a mental state comprising an object, a valence, and 

an association between the two, and the strength of the attitude is the strength of that association 

(Tanesini forthcoming, §§ 3.1.1, 3.1.3).3 To accommodate the idea that strong attitudes are persistent 

states and weak ones are temporary constructions, this model would need to claim that a persistent 

attitude requires the association between object and valence to be over a certain threshold of strength, 

with attitudes below that threshold fading away soon after their construction and expression. But it does 

not seem to have the resources to explain why this should be the case. 

 

If we consider an attitude to be identical with its base, however, then we can explain the results of the 

Greenpeace experiment without distinguishing between attitudes that are persisting mental states and 

attitudes that are temporary constructions. For this model allows an attitude’s strength to be a function of 

the strengths of the associations between the mental states that comprise its base. If these items are very 

strongly associated with one another, then when any of them is elicited by the attitude object or some 

representation of it in the situation, the whole set will effectively be elicited together. In this case, the 

attitude base will function as though it were one single persisting mental state. The attitude will be a virtual 

persisting mental state. But when one’s beliefs and desires about some object are only weakly associated 

with one another, the set that comprise an attitude towards that object on some occasion will depend on 
 

3 I have simplified here. Tanesini allows that an attitude can comprise an object, a set of valences, and 

associations between that object and those valences (forthcoming, §§ 3.1.1, 3.1.3). This complication is 

intended to accommodate ambivalent attitudes. On my preferred model, by contrast, ambivalence is 

explained more simply: the attitude is identical with its base, which includes both positive and negative 

beliefs and desires about the attitude object. My analysis in this chapter excludes the phenomenon of 

ambivalent attitudes for the sake of clarity. Nothing hinges on this omission. 
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which of those beliefs and desires are elicited in that situation. This model therefore explains why the 

degree to which an attitude is consistently expressed in report and behaviour is determined by its overall 

strength.4 

 

5. Evaluative Attitudes and the Motivational Structures of Ethical Virtues 

 

If we understand attitude strength in this way, then we can see a clear connection with ethical virtues as 

these have traditionally been understood. For on that traditional conception, an ethical virtue is an 

evaluative state that is consistently expressed in judgment and behaviour only if it is sufficiently firmly 

embedded. The most influential model of virtue development has been Aristotle’s view that virtues 

become refined and strengthened through critical reflection on their requirements and through application 

in action. Evaluative attitudes consist in a set of beliefs and desires, which are subject to rational 

consideration, and which become more strongly associated with one another the more they are associated 

in thought in action. The stronger an attitude is, moreover, the more readily it comes to mind and 

motivates action, which fits with the idea that in some situations the virtuous person simply sees the right 

thing to do and acts accordingly without needing to deliberate (Rees and Webber 2014a: §§ 1-4). 

 

We should not conclude that each ethical virtue is an evaluative attitude, but rather that the motivational 

structure of each ethical virtue consists in a cluster of related attitudes, perhaps bound together by 

associations reflecting the agent’s understanding of the deep relations between them. The ethical virtue of 

honesty, for example, comprises  the attitudes towards lying, cheating, and stealing that one ought to have, 

along with an understanding of why one ought to have them and the deep conceptual relations between 

them. Ethical virtues might also involve skills, such that the virtuous person pursues their goals skilfully 

rather than clumsily, but the motivational aspect of each ethical virtue is provided by attitudes. Our earlier 
 

4 Moreover, this model makes two predictions that are in principle testable. One is that the consistency of 

an attitude’s expression across different kinds of situation is a matter of degree that correlates with the 

overall strength of the connections between the items in its base. The other is that the situations in which 

a generally strong attitude is not elicited even though it would seem appropriate are ones in which the 

aspects of the attitude’s base relevant to the situation are only weakly associated with the rest of the base. 

These predictions are not made by the model of an attitude as a distinct mental state caused by its base. 
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metaphor of high-resolution and low-resolution images can be used again here. The language of virtues 

specifies complex motivational states in fairly low-resolution. Zoom in for a higher-resolution image that 

presents the set of attitudes that comprises the virtue, with associations of varying strengths between these 

attitudes. Zoom in again for an even higher-resolution image that presents the cluster of associated beliefs 

and desires that comprise that attitude, with associations of varying strengths between them. 

 

This model of the relation between ethical virtues and evaluative attitudes entails that the question of 

whether ethical virtues are universal or local can be answered at higher or lower degrees of resolution. The 

language of ethical virtues describes the formal structures of good thought, feeling, and behaviour, 

individuated by the domains of life to which they apply. Building on Martha Nussbaum’s interpretation of 

Aristotle and drawing on twentieth-century existential phenomenology, Irene McMullin has recently 

argued that the relevant domains are the essential structures of human existence, so that patience is the 

virtue of dealing appropriately with our temporal boundedness, modesty is the virtue of dealing 

appropriately with the significance of our goals for our identity and self-esteem, and courage is the virtue 

of dealing appropriately with human vulnerability (McMullin, 2018; compare Nussbaum, 1993). On this 

view, to say that these virtues are universal is not to say very much. For even if temporal boundedness, 

goal directedness, and the fragility of our lives and identities are universal features of the human condition, 

the specific challenges we face in relation to them will differ according to our geographical, historical, and 

social contexts. 

 

In the terms of our model, this means that the set of evaluative attitudes that comprise an ethical virtue 

differs according to local conditions. For people who live in a war zone, the virtue of courage will require 

the right attitudes towards violence and the threat of violence. For people who live in the rainforest or on 

the savannah, courage will require the right attitudes towards the local wild animals and climate 

conditions. For those of us fortunate enough to live in more peaceable and secure environments, the most 

significant components of courage might be our attitudes towards the risks faced in our professional lives 

and personal relationships. In each case, these components will be unified by a general attitude towards 

the importance of one’s own safety and wellbeing in relation to other values. This structure explains why 

the courageous person would act bravely in genuinely novel circumstances, but will do so more easily and 
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readily in more familiar situations. Many ethical virtues will follow this pattern: universal when depicted in 

the low-res terminology of virtue, local when depicted in the higher-res terminology of attitudes. Some 

will become even more local when we zoom in further to the specific beliefs and desires that comprise the 

attitudes. In the next two sections, however, we will consider two different ways in which an ethical 

virtue’s component attitudes might themselves be universal. 

 

6. Ethical Integrity as a Fully Universal Virtue 

 

An ethical virtue will not be fully universal when its component attitudes are keyed to contingent features 

of the local environment. One way in which they can be keyed to the local environment is by having 

features of that environment as their objects. We have already seen that the virtue of courage includes 

evaluative attitudes about contingent features of the environment, so that the universal specification in the 

language of virtue disguises the local specification in the language of attitudes, which is revealed when we 

zoom in to view courage in higher resolution. This demonstrates that for an ethical virtue to be fully 

universal, its component attitudes cannot have contingent features of the local environment as their 

objects. In this section, we will see that ethical integrity is a fully universal virtue precisely because it is 

fully specified, even at the highest resolution, without reference to anything that could vary between 

environments. In the next section, we will see that an attitude can be universal even if it does refer to a 

feature of the environment, so long as that feature is essential to the human condition. 

 

Ethical integrity is a complex virtue. Consider first the simpler character traits of constancy of 

commitment and fidelity to one’s commitments. Constancy is the quality of remaining resolute in some 

commitment despite significant pressures that might undermine it. Fidelity to a commitment is the quality 

of acting on that commitment despite significant pressures to do otherwise. In their thinnest forms, these 

traits simply consist in the strength (or firmness) of the attitudes composing that commitment. But where 

someone exhibits constancy or fidelity across a range of commitments, this can consist in an attitude that 

one ought to remain constant or faithful to one’s considered commitments. For this to be a general 

attitude, it must not specify which commitments one should remain constant or faithful towards. These 

richer forms of constancy and fidelity are therefore fully universal traits. At no level of specification does 
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either trait refer to anything that might change from one environment to the next. The traits, their 

component attitudes, and the beliefs and desires that comprise those attitudes are all about the importance 

of maintaining or acting on commitments generally (Rees and Webber 2014b: §§ 3-4). 

 

Are these traits virtuous? An insistence on retaining a commitment because it is one’s own seems rather 

like the vice of intransigence. The failure to see that the mere fact of possessing a commitment is not a 

sufficient reason to act on that commitment seems like the vice of obstinacy. And yet there does seem to 

be something ethically admirable about the attitudes that underpin these qualities. We can explain this if 

we see constancy and fidelity as components of the broader trait of ethical integrity, which also includes a 

strong attitude in favour of getting one’s commitments and behaviour right. This further component 

explains why ethical integrity can require one to revise or even abandon a long-held commitment. It also 

provides constancy and fidelity with their ethical value: if one’s existing commitments are the products of 

a strong drive towards getting things right, then one should indeed respect them as repositories of 

previous ethical reasoning. This is compatible with recognising their fallibility. This further attitude, 

moreover, does not refer to anything that might vary between environments (Rees andWebber 2014b: §§ 

5-6). 

 

There is one more component required for ethical integrity. For the question arises of how we should 

balance the demands of constancy and fidelity, on the one side, and the aim of getting things right, on the 

other. How much should we respect our standing commitments? How much should we see them as open 

to revision by new reasoning? Answering these questions is itself an aspect of ethical integrity. The virtue 

of ethical integrity therefore requires an attitude towards revising one’s existing commitments in the light 

of new reasoning. This needs to be strongly held, but its precise content should be determined through 

the exercise of that virtue (Rees and Webber 2014b: §§ 6-7). Even so, this content is purely formal. Like 

this virtue’s other components, this attitude should not vary according to which commitments one is 

concerned about maintaining or revising. Rather, for this complex character trait to really be the virtue of 
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ethical integrity all of its component attitudes need to be purely general.5 This is ultimately why this virtue 

is fully universal: at no degree of resolution do we see any components that might vary between 

environments. 

 

7. Credibility and the Virtue of Honesty 

 

Ethical integrity is fully universal because its component attitudes do not refer, either directly or indirectly, 

to features of the environment. But a virtue could be fully universal even if some components do refer to 

features of the environment. For if those features are essential to the human condition, they will 

themselves be universal. One essential aspect of the human condition is that we require information, rely 

on one another for information, and are capable of deceiving one another. Honesty is the virtue of dealing 

appropriately with this membership in an epistemic community. Honesty is a complex virtue, involving 

the right attitudes towards cheating and stealing as well as towards all forms of deceptive speech, including 

lying, misleading, and bullshit. To see how a component attitude of an ethical virtue can be fully universal 

even though it refers to aspects of the environment, we need only to focus on one of the many attitudes 

that compose honesty. What should our attitude be towards the difference between lying and misleading? 

 

Lying is intending to deceive by making a false assertion. Misleading, by contrast, is intending to deceive 

by making an assertion that carries a false conversational implicature. For example, if I ask you if you 

know who broke the window, you might reply ‘it was already broken when I arrived’ even though you do 

know who broke it. Conversational implicature rests on the assumption that speakers are cooperative. It 
 

5 The virtue of ethical integrity requires this to be an unrestricted generality. But the related virtue of 

professional integrity seems to be fully universal too, even though its component attitudes have a 

restricted generality of application. That is, professional integrity comprises constancy and fidelity with 

respect to one’s professional commitments, a strong commitment to getting things right in one’s 

professional life, and a strong attitude towards balancing that constancy and fidelity with that drive to get 

things right. If this is to be genuine professional integrity, all of its component attitudes must range over 

all of one’s professional commitments, whatever those might be. The professional integrity of a surgeon is 

the same as that of a teacher, therefore, at every degree of resolution, even though their professional 

environments are very different and their specific professional commitments have very different attitude 

objects. 
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would have been more cooperative for you to answer that you do know who broke the window. The 

assumption that you are cooperating therefore grounds the hearer’s conclusion that you do not know who 

broke the window. The hearer ends up with the same false belief as if you had simply lied by asserting that 

you do not know who broke window. The virtue of honesty must include an attitude towards this 

distinction between two forms of deception. Does the honest person consider them equally bad, consider 

lying to be worse than misleading, or consider misleading to be worse than lying? 

 

As members of an epistemic community, we need one another to be credible sources of information. We 

need to guard against the loss of credibility that occurs if we are caught deceiving one another. Therefore, 

we should have a strong attitude against lying. This will mitigate against our own lying and will cause us to 

respond negatively when other people are caught lying. The virtue of honesty therefore includes a strong 

negative attitude towards lying. For the same reasons, honesty should include a strong negative attitude 

towards misleading. However, this should frame misleading as less bad than lying. For although being 

caught misleading does damage a person’s credibility, being caught lying damages their credibility more 

comprehensively. Being caught misleading damages only the credibility of one’s conversational 

implicatures. But being caught lying damages the credibility of one’s assertions, thereby undermining the 

assumption of cooperation, thereby damaging the credibility of one’s conversational implicatures too. This 

is why we can respond to a misleading answer by pressing a simple question. ‘Okay, but do you know who 

broke the window?’ The misleader must still decide whether to lie. 

 

It is best if members of an epistemic community do not damage their credibility at all. But if they are 

going to do so, then it is better that they damage only one aspect of their credibility than damage the 

whole of it. Given that people will sometimes be faced with strong incentives to deceive, an epistemic 

community needs a safety valve to relieve this pressure in the least damaging way. We therefore ought to 

have strong attitudes against both lying and misleading, but which indicate that lying is the worse of the 

two. These are the attitudes required for preserving our own and one another’s credibility. They are 

attitudes that a member of an epistemic community ought to have, components of the ethical virtue of 
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honesty.6 These are among a wide range of attitudes that the virtuous person would have, so even the 

virtuous person would sometimes allow that it is right to deceive, even that it is right to lie rather than 

mislead. But they will nevertheless have strong attitudes against deception, which allow that misleading is 

less bad than lying. 

 

If we zoom in to the highest resolution, the beliefs and desires that compose these attitudes refer only to 

our membership in an epistemic community, the need to preserve credibility, the distinction between 

assertion and conversational implicature, the possibility of deception, and the inevitability of the 

temptation to deceive. These are all essential features of the human condition. If treating lying as worse 

than misleading is indeed the best or only way to manage this aspect of our lives, then this attitude is a 

fully universal component of honesty even though it refers to aspects of the environment. Unlike ethical 

integrity, however, honesty might yet involve other attitudes that refer to contingent features of the 

environment. If it does, then honesty is not a fully universal virtue. Either way, these examples of honesty 

and integrity demonstrate the two ways in which an ethical virtue, or a component of an ethical virtue, can 

be fully universal: by not referring to aspects of the physical and social environment at all, or by referring 

only to aspects of the physical and social environment that are essential to the human condition..7 

  
 

6 This section summarises my more detailed argument that we ought to consider lying to be worse than 

misleading (Webber 2013: §§ 1-3). My reasoning has been misread as an act-consequentialist argument 

either that lying is worse because it removes the option of asking further questions (Rees 2014: 62-3; 

Cohen 2018: 69-70) or that lying is worse because it causes greater harm to the linguistic community 

(Berstler 2019: n 28; see also Pepp 2019: n 44 and § 5). However, the argument’s conclusion is not that 

lying is worse than misleading. It is that we ought to have a stronger negative attitude towards lying than 

towards misleading (Webber 2013: 654, 658). Of course, if we do have that attitude, we will say that lying 

is worse than misleading. But the reason we should say that lying is worse than misleading, according to 

this argument, is that the virtuous person, who has the attitudes we ought to have, considers lying to be 

worse than misleading. This is virtue ethics, not act-consequentialism. 

7 This paper derives from my keynote address at ‘Virtues: Local or Universal?’, the seventh annual 

conference of the Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues, at Oriel College Oxford in January 2019. I am 

very grateful to the organisers and participants of that conference for the opportunity to develop these 

ideas through that discussion. I am also grateful to Catherine Darnell, Kristjàn Kristjànsson, and 

Alessandra Tanesini for helpful comments on the first draft of this paper. 
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