






121 The Neglect of Virtue 

thousand feet. If both know what they are doing, what ground is there for 
holding one act to be more horrible than the other? And as for the supposed 
barbarity of torture and terrorism as military methods, is it not sheer sophist- 
ry which allows one to feel morally superior as long as the methods he uses 
(and which produce just as much human suffering) are sanctioned by interna- 
tional conventions? 

What I have to say about this apparent conflict between popular moral 
sentiment and reflective moral judgments is difficult to put in a way which 
does not lead to misunderstandings, but basically it is that there is a kernel of 
rationality in the reluctance to identify, morally, the one who does a wrong 
"indirectly," "impersonally," with one whose wrongdoing is very direct and 
very personal. I am not at all sure that the former is always (or ever) less 
culpable than the latter. I simply want to advance some considerations which 
suggest that the two are not plausibly regarded as on an equal footing, 
morally. 

The considerations to which I refer all relate to what might be called 
"personal distance"-that is, to the "distance" in space, time, or "awareness" 
between one person and another. Spatial distance and temporal distance need 
no explanation and figure in what follows only insofar as they affect what I 
have called distance in "awareness." A detailed analysis is not possible here, 
but for present purposes it will suffice to mention just two aspects of "aware- 
ness distancing" which are of moral importance: cognitive distance and inten- 
tional distance.'8 

By 'cognitive distance' I mean the sort of intellectual "pullback" which 
allows one to know what is going on in a "general" way without being forced 
to attend to the "details." By 'intentional distance' I mean the sort of intellec- 
tual pullback which allows one to define what is being done as, for example, 
solving a complex problem rather than solving a complex problem which will 
permit the development of a weapons system. 

Personal distance in both senses is related to moral character in impor- 
tant ways. Some people are simply unable to do certain things without the 
requisite sort and amount of personal distance. Anesthesia and the sheets 
which drape a patient's body have important functions for the surgeon's 
psyche as well as for the patient's welfare. Eichmann, who could bring himself 
to murder tens of thousands when it was merely a matter of inventing ways 
of having others (far away) do it, was apparently not so competent at close 
range. 19 There is no dearth of data to show that, for most people, an increase 
in the amount of personal distance involved correlates directly with an in- 
crease in the injuries they are capable of doing to their fellows.20 

The interesting question is how we are to regard such correlations-that 
is, with respect to what we call defects of character. Even cursory consider- 

18. Aesthetic distance and emotional distance may perhaps be understood as products of 
various mixes of these types. 

19. See Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem (New York: Viking Press, 1963). 
20. See, e.g.-, Stanley Milgram, Obedience to Authority (New York: Harper & Row, 1973). 
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ation will reveal competing lines of argument. On the one hand, it may be 
argued that what the person who requires a great deal of personal distance 
lacks is courage and the ability to take responsibility for his or her conduct. 
On the other hand, it may be argued that the tendency to distance ourselves 
is not always a defect, and the self-exploitation of this tendency for moral 
wrongdoing is less appalling than the behavior of those who need no self- 
deception to do the same things. 

How the competing arguments will be resolved is not clear. What is 
clear, and what is my point here, is that conscientious consideration of 
concepts of moral character is a necessary element in the philosophic discus- 
sion of this whole range of problems. 

One could bring forward many more examples to show how fundamen- 
tal are considerations of moral character in moral philosophy, and how many 
of the traditional difficulties of axiological and deontological theories are 
eased by an agent-theoretic approach. The concept of "double effect," the 
problem of whether to punish for attempted crimes as severely as for success- 
ful ones, and the troublesome promise-keeping cases (mentioned earlier) all 
would yield similar evidence for the thesis. But the range and fundamental 
character of the examples already presented should be sufficient-sufficient 
to show that our fascination with value and obligation (to the exclusion of 
virtue) has damaged moral philosophy, and sufficient to stimulate more in- 
terest in philosophical work in agent theory. 

This content downloaded from 192.234.5.40 on Wed, 16 Oct 2013 16:12:27 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

122 Ethics 

ation will reveal competing lines of argument. On the one hand, it may be 
argued that what the person who requires a great deal of personal distance 
lacks is courage and the ability to take responsibility for his or her conduct. 
On the other hand, it may be argued that the tendency to distance ourselves 
is not always a defect, and the self-exploitation of this tendency for moral 
wrongdoing is less appalling than the behavior of those who need no self
deception to do the same things. 

How the competing arguments will be resolved is not clear. What is 
clear, and what is my point here, is that conscientious consideration of 
concepts of moral character is a necessary element in the philosophic discus
sion of this whole range of problems. 

One could bring forward many more examples to show how fundamen
tal are considerations of moral character in moral philosophy, and how many 
of the traditional difficulties of axiological and deontological theories are 
eased by an agent-theoretic approach. The concept of "double effect," the 
problem of whether to punish for attempted crimes as severely as for success
ful ones, and the troublesome promise-keeping cases (mentioned earlier) all 
would yield similar evidence for the thesis. But the range and fundamental 
character of the examples already presented should be sufficient-sufficient 
to show that our fascination with value and obligation (to the exclusion of 
virtue) has damaged moral philosophy, and sufficient to stimulate more in
terest in philosophical work in agent theory. 

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp



