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i wpes of curestions abour
the nature of morality can be
distinguished: (a} philosophical,
(b} psychological and {c) epidemiclogical.
The philosophical question asks whether
{and in what sense) “goodness” and “bad-
ness” are real or objective properties that
particalar actions possess in varying
degrees. The psychological question asks,
what are the mental seates and processes
associated with the humat: classification
of events as good versus bad? The epi-
demiological quescion asks, whar is the
actual distribution of maoral judgments
across time (developmental time and
historical time) and across space (for
exarnple, across cultures)? With such
questions 1n mind, I develop a limited
critique of Kagan's “The Nature of
Moraliey” (Labey Clinic Medical Ethics
Newsletter, Fal{ 2001), while at the same
time fully endorsing his central message
that the study of moral psychology bene-

fits greatly from the study of the emotions.

Vice versa, 1 also suggest that an under-
sranding of the cogaitive side of moral
judgment is & necessary precondition for
a full understanding of the psychology
of the emotions.

“Cognitivists” (Plato is perhaps the
most famous) answer the philosophical
questios: izt the affirmative. They believe
thar any particular moral judgment, like
scientific judgments, must thus be eicher
true of false. They conclude, moral com-
petence amounts to discovering the truch
of the matter by means of either secular
or theological modes of reasoning,

In contrast, philosophical “emotivists”
(Hume 1s perhaps the mose famous)
argue that chere really is no real property
“out there” to be represented or described
with such terms as “good” or “bad.”
According to the emotivists, moral judg-
menrs are neither true nor false. They
are merely expressions of personal or
collective choice. Judgments of “good”
and “bad” just express likes and dislikes,
positive and negative feeling states, rastes
and aversions. What you should not do,
say the emotivists, is ask whether likes,
preferences or tastes are accusate estima-
tions of what is truly “good” {or “bad™),
because those moral rerms are merely
labels for vur feelings.
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Kagan suggests answers to che epi-
demiological and psychological questions.
1} The moral sense is unique to our
species and universal across cultures and
history. 2) Doing harm to others with-
out reasont is the only action considered
immoral ir all societies. 3) Moral judg-
ments abour particular actions do not
converge over time or space. 4} In con-
temporary Western society a moralicy
emphasizing autonomy (having the things
you want, preference maximization) is
superceding a morality emphasizing
duties and obligations related to mem-
bership in social categories. 5) Aduirs
experience their moral judgments both
as “cognitive” judgments and “emorive”
judgments; both reason and feeling play
their part in moral psychology around
the world. Nevertheless, Kagan believes,
moral judgments are motivators of acrion
primarily to the extent that they produce
in human beings feelings of repugnance,
gule, indignation and shame; and he
doubts the cognitive side of our moral
satuse is sufficient to motivate moral
action.

He also tells this story abour moral
development. “Good/bad” categories,
mostly devoid of meaning, are already
(innately?) available ro the neonate and
then get “imposed on” experience and
filled in with content. This happens once
the child has the incellectual capacicy to
notice and remember connections
between actions and their consequences,
negative sitbjective states (uncertainty,
feelings of tension, unpleasant emotions)
and parental disapproval. With the
exception of “arbitrary assaule,” Kagan
seems to suggest that the connection
between any action and its classification
as "bad” is almost entirely mediaced by
parental reactions and the experience of
negative feeling staces. Here his fondness
for emotivism seems most apparent,

My admiration for Kagan's research
on morality and emotion is great and
some of my own work!.23 is strongly
supportive of his observations about cross-
culeural variability in moral judgments.
In the places in India where I do research
the category of “bad acts” includes a
widow eating fish, 2 woman having a
conversation with her hushand's elder
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brother, and parents refusing to sleep in
the same bed with their children.

I have also proposed that on a world-
wide scale there is a “big three” of moral-
iry. There is an “ethics of auronomy”
based on moral concepts sach as harm,
righes and justice, which is designed to
protect individuals in pursuir of che
gratification of their wants. There is an
“ethics of community” based on moral
concepts such as duty, hierarchy and
interdependency, which is designed to
help individuals achieve dignity by
vircue of their role and position in a soci-
ety. There is an “ethics of divinity” based
on moral concepts such as natural order,
sacred order, sanctity, sin and pollution,
which is designed to mainzain the
integrity of the spiritual side of human
natuge, These ethics vary in their central-
ity and distribution both across and
within groups.

I offer the following limited critique
of Kagan's position: Firsr, the prohibi-
tion on arbitrary assaule is not the only
“natural” or universal moral standard.
There are many others, including the
moral imperative to “treat itke cases
atike,” to protect the vulnerable, to avoid
incest, to reciprocate in social exchanges,
to be grateful for gifts, to honor promises.
I would add to the list many of the
“virgues.” Of course, as Kagan well
knows, the rub with all such universal
standards, including the norm against
hurting others “withous 4 reason,” is that
they are too abstract to determine moral
decisions abour particular cases. For
example, evet in cases of genocide or acts
of “martyrdom” by cerrorists, the killers
typically believe they are acting in “seif-
defense” (chat is, wish reason) againse
some perceived theeat to their group or
way of life.

Secondly, a question arises. Is Kagati a
soft cognitivist who believes, as I do, that
buman reason has limits and feaves room
for tully rational and morally decent peo-
ple to disagree in their moral judgments?
Or is he an emotivist who believes chat
the experience of a negative feeling state
is sufficient reason to classify almost any-
thing as morally bad? One tener of soft
cognitivism is that normai human beings
are intuitively philosophical cognitivists.
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As Arthur Lovejoy has noted, when
someone says, “The conduct of Adolf
Fitler was wicked,” chey “do not in fact
conceive of themselves merely to be
reporting on the state of their emotions.”
They mean o be saying something more
than “I am very unpleasantly affected
when I chink of it.” Any viable cultural
system provides its members with “good
reasons” for seeing this or that event in
such a way that it can be locally exper-
enced as a concrete instance of some
abscract moral standard. This process of
filling in with “good reasons” the gap
between abstract universal moral sran-
dards and concrete Jocal actions may
involve many parochial concepts and
beitefs, but it is very cognitive. L also
suggest that one reason there is disagree-
ment across cultures abour which actions
are good is because there are so many
universal abstract moral standards (jus-
tice, loyaity, benevolence, duty, respect,
liberty) that chey are in conflict and can-
not all be maximized simulteneously. A
choice must be made about which
“goods” take precedence. Hence one can
be a soft cognitivist while granting that
emorional experiences in childhood may
play a big part in signaling which of the
virtues is mest important on the local
cultural scene.

Thirdly, “Western society” is big
enough to accommaodate many different
types of groups with many different
types of ethics. Lene Jensen discovered
that liberal and fundamentalist Protes-
tants in the USA both endorse an echics
of community, despite Robert Bellah's
concerns about excessive individualism.?
The libesals also accepr an ethics of
autonomy while the fundamenralists
don’t. How these echical ratios are playing
themselves out is more complex than seme
of the critics of Western individualism
and hedonism have suggested.

Finally, it seems to me that reason and
feeling have never had symmetrical parts
to play in moral psychology. Reason can
justify our moral reactions (and if you are
a fully rational person, motivate them as
well) while feelings can only motrvate
behavior, but never justify it. Upon
analysis, many emotions seerm (o contain
within themselves a moral core. “Fear”
is associated with issues of safety and
harm and motivates us to eliminate the
conditions that produce it. “Anger” and
“indignation” ate associated with issues
of fairness, equity and just dessert and

motivate us ro eliminate injustice from
the world. “Love” and “compassion” are
associated with protection of the vulnera-
ble and motivate us to take care of others.
In each case, our emotional reactions can
be justified by the good reasons (the
“cognitive appraisal conditions,” ¢.g.,

the threat to safety, the injustice, the
vulnerability) that produced them. They
can’t be justified by simply pointing te
the motivating feeling stares (e.g., the
heat or tension of uncertainty) that “drive”
us to act. It would be quite insufficient
to translate “T am angry ar him” as only
meaning ‘1 have been unfairly treated by
him.” “I have been unfairly treated by
him” is i the domain of reason. It is a
proposition about a state of the world
that can be judged crue or false. If it is
false, one should not be angry if one is a
reasotable person. Yet, “anger” 15 more
chan its cognitive core. It 1s also the feel-
ing stare. And, of course, human societies
have never been entirely populated by
fully racional persons —— those who are
motivated to do all things only for good
reasons. Which is why one suspects
Kagan is right that withour the feelings
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that go with guilt, shame, disgust, right-
eous indignation and the anticipation of
stigma we would live in a less moral
world.
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