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Abstract

In this work, I look to explore the metaethical ramifications of moral psychology by 
examining the impact data form moral psychology has on the cognitivist non-cognitivists 
debate. I found that the data from moral psychology suggests that both cognitive and 
non-cognitive mental states are involved in moral judgments, and this in turn puts 
pressure on more extreme cognitivist and non-cognitivist positions to adopt a more 
moderate position in order to remain empirically plausible.
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Introduction

What should we do? In the context of day to day conversation, this simple 

question is used in order to get advice on some course of action toward some particular 

end. Just behind the simple colloquial use of this phrase lays a profound philosophical 

problem. How do we determine what we ought to do? In other words, what ends or 

values should direct our actions and govern our behaviour? In this work, I will do little to 

address these grand and foundational questions. Instead I will focus on some of the 

problems that arise downstream from the detailed exploration of these questions. In 

particular I will look to compare and partially reconnect two sub-disciplines that have 

grown out of the investigation of these questions. In particular I will attempt to show how 

the findings of moral psychology can have an important impact on particular questions in 

the domain o f metaethics. In order to explain the relevance of this thesis, it will be 

important to take a few steps back from this claim and look at the methods that surround 

the investigation of moral questions in contemporary philosophy.

As those familiar to contemporary debates in moral philosophy will be well 

aware, the study of morality has become a large and complex enterprise. The complexity 

and diversity of moral questions have split our discussion of morality into several sub

disciplines. Traditionally, moral philosophy is divided into three sub-disciplines, 

metaethics, normative ethics and applied ethics. Applied ethics focuses on analyzing 

particular cases of moral judgment. This field looks to analyze issues like abortion, 

animal rights, capital punishment and environmental rights, and determine to what extent 

certain kinds of action or policy are morally permissible. While these particular

controversial topics are often at the forefront of popular consciousness, applied ethicists
1



generally rely on any number o f more general and less widely known ethical systems in 

order to reach their conclusion. Normative ethics investigates these broader ethical 

theories and attempts to justify why one way of systematizing moral claims is better than 

another. These debates generally focus on particular moral theories such as utilitarianism 

and deontology, and attempt to demonstrate that one system is better able to capture, 

explain and systematize our moral intuitions. Metaethics is one step further detached 

from particular moral issues, and it looks to analyze the meaning of our moral concepts 

themselves. Common metaethical debates include questions concerning the 

metaphysical, epistemological and semantic considerations surrounding moral concepts. 

Particular debates include debates surrounding whether or not moral truth exists, whether 

or not moral knowledge is possible, and whether or not moral discourse should be 

considered ‘truth sensitive’ in the first place. Together these three fields represent the 

traditional focuses philosophers have taken when they investigate moral claims. While 

each of these fields has a different focus, they each look to understand morality using the 

traditional methods of philosophy such as introspection and conceptual analysis. In other 

words, they attempt to answer questions about morality by analyzing the constraints of 

our moral concepts and intuitions, and trying to work out implications for the nature of 

morality from these constraints.

In addition to these three more traditional fields of philosophical investigation, 

there is a new field which attempts to investigate morality from another perspective. 

Empirical moral psychology looks to understand questions of morality in terms of 

empirically testable claims about human psychology. Instead of trying to deduce features 

about morality from our intuitions or features of our moral concepts, empirical moral
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psychology attempts to understand morality as a psychological phenomenon which can 

be understood using the methods of empirical investigation. This methodology attempts 

to answer questions about what morality is, how it operates and how it motivates us by 

appealing to data from behavioural psychology, social psychology and neuroscience. 

This approach is novel because it allows us to take a perspective on morality which does 

not rely on the traditional philosophical method of conceptual analysis. That being said, 

empirical moral psychology is an explicitly descriptive project, and so it will not be 

concerned with certain features of the study of morality. It focuses on specific 

descriptive claims about how morality originates in the human subject and how it affects 

our behaviour, and it explicitly ignores questions concerning the justifiability of our 

moral claims and the aptness of certain moral concepts.

Each of the four sub-disciplines I have addressed so far attempt to carve out a 

particular area of moral investigation. It is a commonly held belief among ethicists that 

each of these sub-disciplines operates roughly independently from one another. I argue 

though that this conventional notion fails to appreciate the extent to which conclusions 

reached in one domain have the potential to affect the others. While I think clear links 

can be drawn between applied ethics, normative ethics and metaethics, for the purposes 

of this project I will not focus on these connections, but on a connection between two 

positions which are, in many ways, on the opposite ends of the spectrum in their 

methodological commitments. The connection I will attempt to demonstrate in this 

project is the connection between metaethics and empirical moral psychology. It is 

relatively rare in the contemporary literature for philosophers to draw explicit 

connections between these two methods for investigating morality. This may have to do
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with the fact that groups have traditionally pursued fundamentally different 

methodologies. Metaethics has been concerned with complex and abstract conceptual 

analysis, while empirical moral psychology is concerned with testable observable 

empirical facts about human behaviour. Despite the seeming distance between these two 

methods, I argue that there are several debates in which these methods could overlap. In 

particular, contemporary metaethicists commit themselves to several positions which I 

believe can be translated into substantial psychological claims which in turn can be tested 

by the methods of empirical moral psychology. In this work, I will develop this approach 

by looking at one debate in particular which draws this connection. By analyzing this 

debate, I will look to address many of the methodological and conceptual difficulties 

involved in moving from one domain of moral inquiry into the other. That being said, I 

am confident that, insofar as metaethicists and empirical moral psychologists can be 

shown to be talking about the same phenomenon, they can each provide substantial 

insights into each other’s fields o f inquiry.

In this project, I will be focusing on the debate between the moral cognitivists and 

moral non-cognitivists. Moral cognitivism is roughly the view that moral judgments are 

claims about the world.1 Moral Non-Cognitivists on the other hand hold that moral 

judgments are not concerned with claims about the world, but are concerned primarily 

with the expression of some feeling or non-belief state. Over the course o f this work I 

will attempt to demonstrate that the data from moral psychology can have an important

1 taken  in th e  b roadest sense, to  include claim s ab o u t relations betw een  actions and  m ental responses, 

and  also to  include claims abou t norm ative p roperties th a t som e take to  stand ap art from  th e  natural 

w orld.
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impact on this debate. In the first chapter I will consider some concerns surrounding the 

use of empirical data in philosophical inquiry and I will look to clearly define the context 

in which this data can affect philosophical conclusions. Once I have accomplished this 

task, I will move on to my next chapter, where I will consider the cognitivist and non- 

cognitivist debate in more detail. In this chapter I will use considerations from the first 

chapter to identify precisely which features of the cognitivist/non-cognitivist debate are 

amenable to being assessed in the light of the empirical data put forward by moral 

psychology. Once I have clearly highlighted this feature of the debate, I will move on to 

Chapter 3, where I address potential concerns over how we can apply the data from moral 

psychology to the relevant feature o f the cognitivist/non-cognitivist debate. In Chapters 

4, 5 and 6 ,1 will consider the accounts o f three contemporary moral psychologists, 

Jonathan Haidt, Joshua Greene, and Jorge Moll. These three individuals’ findings will 

provide a good overview of much of the data available in the contemporary debate. By 

comparing the conclusions of these three accounts, I will be able to draw a general 

conclusion about how data from contemporary moral psychology affects the cognitivist 

non-cognitivist debate. This conclusion, roughly, will be that moral judgments are 

constituted by both cognitive and non-cognitive mental states In Chapter 7 I will 

analyze the implications of this conclusion for the contemporary debate, focusing in 

particular on the pressure it places on more extreme positions in the debate.
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Chapter 1 Understanding Morality- Working between Methodologies

In this work, I will be looking to evaluate the extent to which the moral cognitivist 

non-cognitivist debate can be affected by data from moral psychology. In the 

introduction, I briefly discussed what I take to be the methodology and focus of both 

metaethics and moral psychology. Before we can begin applying the findings of 

empirical moral psychology to the cognitivist non-cognitivist debate, we must first 

address a substantial concern that looms in the background of this investigation. This 

concern has to do with the extent to which empirical data can be applied to questions in 

philosophy. In order to address this concern I will focus on a debate where these 

controversies are currently at play. To this end I will focus on the debate surrounding the 

controversial and growing filed of experimental philosophy. By analyzing this debate, we 

will be able to get a concrete look at many of the controversies surrounding the use of 

empirical data on philosophical problems. In an attempt to capture this debate, I will be 

focusing on a set of objections provided by Antti Kauppinen. As we will see,

Kauppinen’s objections will focus on the idea that there is a set of questions that 

empirical investigation cannot properly address. These questions have to do with the 

constraints of our concepts, and experimental philosophy’s primary error is its attempt to 

investigate these questions empirically. Nichols and Knobe respond to this objection and 

argue that despite Kauppinen’s conclusion, empirical considerations still have an 

important role to play in our philosophical investigations. Considerations from this 

debate will lead us to some general conclusions concerning the role of empirical data in 

philosophical inquiry. These considerations will be helpful in framing the rest of our 

investigation.
6



1.1 The Case of Experiments and Philosophy

Experimental philosophy is a field that attempts to reach conclusions about 

philosophical concepts using the tools of experimentation rather than those of 

introspection or conceptual analysis. While philosophy has traditionally attempted to 

determine the intuitive appeal of particular philosophical positions through introspective 

analysis and debate, experimental philosophy adopts an empirical method that looks to 

determine the extent to which the public in general accepts or rejects some feature of a 

particular philosophical concept. Since experimental philosophy is primarily concerned 

with understanding what every-day individuals’ intuitions are on particular philosophical 

issues, they generally gain their empirical data through surveys which are generally 

completed either by undergraduate philosophers, or anonymous online test subjects. 

While numerous interesting insights have come out of experimental philosophy it has not 

been without its critics. In order to address some of these potential concerns about this 

methodology, I will focus on the critique of experimental philosophy offered by Antti 

Kauppinen in “The Rise and Fall of Experimental Philosophy”.1 After considering each 

of Kauppinen’s central arguments, I will evaluate their plausibility in the light of some 

arguments in favour of experimental philosophy as presented by prominent experimental 

philosopher’s Shaun Nichols and Joshua Knobe. Considerations from this debate will in 

turn provide us with some general conclusions about the use o f empirical data in 

philosophical debates.
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1.2 Worries about Experimental Philosophy

In his paper “The Rise and Fall of Experimental Philosophy” Antti Kauppinen 

forwards a number of compelling objections against the project of experimental 

philosophy. Kauppinen’s central claim is that the methodology of experimental 

philosophy is flawed because it is committed to the fallacious assumption that the results 

of a survey can properly test the viability of our intuitions. As he puts it “Experimentalists 

interpret claims about intuitions as straightforwardly empirical and therefore testable 

predictions about how ordinary people will answer when presented with actual or 

hypothetical cases.” Kauppinen argues that intuitions, and philosophical concepts 

properly construed, are not ‘straightforwardly empirical’ and as such, a methodology 

based on this assumption cannot be adequate. In order to understand the basis of 

Kauppinen’s critique, it will be necessary to discuss in more detail what he takes the 

experimental philosophical method to be. Kauppinen provides following formalized 

version of this method:

(E) “In S, we would (not) say that X is C’ is a prediction that (most) non

specialists will (not) say that X is C if the case S is presented to them.” 4 

Here S refers to a particular scenario or thought experiment, X refers to a particular 

element of that scenario or thought experiment and C refers to a particular concept which 

may or may not be properly applied to X. Thus the experimental philosopher looks to 

understand the proper application of C by examining how most people will use this 

concept when confronted with a particular scenario. While this may seem like a 

reasonable method at first, Kauppinen argues that it is problematic because it relies on the 

faulty assumption that we can reach conclusions about the proper application of our

8



concepts simply by appealing to how most individuals use these concepts. This 

assumption is problematic because our philosophical concepts are elliptical, meaning that 

in order to understand them properly we need to be familiar with certain background 

considerations. His claim is that while in an academic philosophical context individuals 

have the abilities and background knowledge necessary to make proper judgments about 

philosophical concepts, individuals outside this context lack these important conditions. 

Kauppinen therefore claims that simply polling individual’s general intuitive reactions to 

thought experiments fails to accomplish the central task of (E), which is to understand the 

proper constraints of the concept being investigated. As a way of focusing this criticism, 

Kauppinen, proposes the following proper methodology for discussing our intuitions 

about a concept:

(A) ‘In S, we would say that X is C’ is a hypothesis about how (1) 

competent users of the concepts in question would respond if  (2) they 

considered the case in sufficiently ideal conditions and (3) their answer 

was influenced only by semantic considerations.5 

Kauppinen lists these three conditions in (A) to ensure that the intuition of the agent in 

question tracks the semantic constraints of the concept being investigated. Each of the 

three conditions of (A) are designed to exclude certain short comings that might prevent 

normal subjects from tracking the semantic constraints o f their concepts. (1) Echoes our 

earlier concern about agent’s inability to fully grasp the constraints of the concepts they 

are employing. While most individuals will likely qualify as competent users for more 

simple concepts, complex philosophical concepts might only be partially understood by 

many members of the public. Thus when we are considering whether or not a concept

9



applies in a particular case, we should limit ourselves to the opinions of those individuals 

who fully understand the concept. Criteria (2) and (3) of (A) echo concerns we might 

have about the conditions individuals are in when they answer the surveys used by 

experimental philosophers. For example, we would want individuals to have the 

opportunity to consider the application of the concept in question free of the distractions 

or time constraints that may be imposed by a survey. Furthermore, we would not want 

individuals to be distracted by pragmatic linguistic practices at play in the question being 

asked. For example, an individual might interpret the claim ‘the individual went to 

lunch’ as a claim about the agent doing so freely, as the pragmatic linguistic practice is to 

simply assume that an agent is acting of their own volition unless otherwise specified. 

This pragmatic linguistic practice could interfere with questions concerning intuitions 

about freedom or other discussions about the nature of agency. Thus (2) and (3) both 

look to insure that the agent’s analysis of the application of a concept stays true to the 

concept itself and is not distorted by any features of the survey process.

Since there is no guarantee that the three ideal features articulated in (A) will 

obtain in (E), Kauppinen argues that the experimental approach can provide no real 

insights into the nature of our shared philosophical concepts. Kauppinen argues that in 

order to insure the existence of the three conditions present in (A), the experimental 

philosopher would have to take measures to insure that the subject understood the 

concept and were applying that concept correctly. Such measures though would require 

the philosopher to engage with the individual in a manner that is excluded by the method 

of an impartial survey. Kauppinen argues that the best method for such interactions 

would be a sort of Socratic Method, which would ask the interlocutor questions to insure

10



that they are using their concept consistently, using proper counterfactual analysis, and 

focusing on the semantic and not the pragmatic features of the question at hand. This 

conclusion would strongly oppose the methods of experimental philosophy, as the focus 

of the analysis would no longer be on what people think, but instead on what people 

properly primed and directed would think. This priming is designed to replicated the sort 

of reflective conceptual analysis that normally takes place in traditional forms of moral 

philosophy. As a consequence, actually going through the Socratic process with an 

individual is unnecessary and we can simply revert back to the forms of analysis that 

traditionally comprise philosophical discourse. For these reasons Kauppinen concludes 

that experimental philosophy is a failed disciple, as it could only reach a substantive 

philosophical conclusion if it followed the constraints o f (A), and in doing so it would 

simply revert back to the traditional forms of philosophical investigation.

As we have seen, Kauppinen’s objections are focused on the methods and 

conclusions of experimental philosophy, and so one might fairly pose the question, what 

does all of this have to do with moral psychology? As we saw in the introduction, 

empirical moral psychology is a field that attempts to address questions about morality 

using data from empirical psychological investigation. While many of Kauppinen’s 

objections were focused on problems particular to experimental philosophy, many of the 

general arguments Kauppinen provided for rejecting (E) could affect the methods of 

moral psychology as well. Recall that one of Kauppinen’s objections to (E) is that it fails 

to appreciate the fact that we need a competent judge in order to properly delineate where 

a concept applies. This failure could potentially affect the methods of moral psychology, 

as many experiments often require subjects to distinguish between moral and non-moral
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cases. If standard individuals are not competent judges, then the data collected on 

‘moral’ phenomenon might be tracking some other psychological feature, as the subjects 

might be considering features that have nothing to do with a proper understanding of 

morality. A similar worry could arise from concerns about ambiguities in the questions 

individuals are asked in these experiments. These ambiguities could get in the way of 

testing the subject’s ability to differentiate between moral and non-moral cases. In 

addition to these procedural concerns, Kauppinen’s critique raises a larger and potentially 

more troubling objection to the methods of empirical moral psychology. This more 

significant worry can be derived from the broader criticism that motivates much of 

Kauppinen’s discussion. This criticism concerns the role of empirical data in matters of 

conceptual analysis. It holds that certain considerations can only be determined by the 

traditional philosophical methods of introspection and conceptual analysis. These areas 

can only be investigated using these methods because they are concerned primarily with 

how we structure our ideas, and not with how these ideas relate to particular facts about 

the world. This more general objection criticises experimental philosophy on the grounds 

that it confuses a field of inquiry that is concerned with structuring our ideas with one 

which looks to represent certain facts about the world. While most fields of inquiry are 

concerned with both aspects of conceptual analysis and matters of empirical fact, it is 

reasonable to worry that we might mistakenly assume that certain empirical facts can 

speak to certain conceptual distinctions, or that certain conceptual distinctions necessitate 

certain empirical facts. Thus as we continue this analysis it will be important to insure 

that conclusions being drawn from moral psychology do not commit us to this error. 

Before addressing this broader concern, it will be helpful to consider some possible

12



replies to Kauppinen’s objection to experimental philosophy. As we will see, these 

responses will sharpen Kauppinen’s more general concern about the role of empirical 

data in philosophical domains. After focusing in on this concern I will attempt to 

elucidate those conditions in which empirical data can address the difficult philosophical 

problems pursued by experimental philosophy.

1.3 hi Defence of Experimental Philosophy

An individual who is sympathetic to the project of experimental philosophy could 

adopt a number of different strategies in order to respond to Kauppinen’s position. The 

first would be to respond to his points directly by arguing that his portrayal of 

experimental philosophy is too pessimistic, and that features 1 -3 of (A) could be 

accommodated in an adequately structured survey. While there is certainly ground to 

argue that Kauppinen is rather unfairly pessimistic about the ability of everyday people to 

understand philosophical concepts and represent them accurately on a survey, I believe 

that there is a more basic and more decisive strategy for responding to Kauppinen's 

objections. This strategy would argue that Kauppinen’s position is based on an improper 

representation of the goals of experimental philosophy. According to this objection, the 

formulation of the experimentalist’s approach which Kauppinen provides in (E) is far 

narrower than the position defended by contemporary experimental philosophers. As we 

have seen in the last section, Kauppinen’s main criticism of the experimental philosopher 

is that they expect truths about the nature of our concepts to be determined by what most 

people think about these concepts. Putting the point crudely, Kauppinen accuses the

experimental philosopher o f doing conceptual analysis by appeal to popular opinion.
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Despite Kauppinen’s seeming claims to contrary, I argue that most experimental 

philosophers would also be opposed to this method of understanding our concepts. The 

modus operandi of experimental philosophy is not to infer truths about our concepts from 

what most individuals think about the concept. Instead, experimental philosophers are 

interesting in determining how most individuals think about philosophical concepts in 

order to gain access to a distinct, though intrinsically related type of knowledge. 

Experimental philosophers are looking to understand not only the conceptual constraints 

of our concepts, but the psychological processes that lead us to adopt our concepts in the 

first place. As Knobe and Nichols put it, experimental philosophers are methodological 

pluralists, and believe that both the method of experimentation and the method of 

conceptual analysis have a role to play in the proper understanding of philosophy.6

Once we have identified that the experimental philosopher is interested in a 

different set o f questions than traditional conceptual analysis, it becomes clear that most 

of the objections raised by Kauppinen no longer apply. For instance, it is no longer a 

concern that most individuals aren’t competent users of a concept, as explaining the 

psychological systems responsible for the systematic misuse of a concept is as interesting 

from an empirical perspective as understanding those systems behind the proper 

application of the concept. Indeed, many of the most interesting studies in moral 

psychology demonstrate that most individuals’ moral judgments can be influenced 

significantly by aspects of a scenario which seem to be entirely missing from our 

conscious moral concepts. Such scenarios may tell us nothing about the necessary and 

sufficient conditions of the moral concepts of the individuals in the experiment, but they 

none the less tell us a great deal about what actually impacts individuals moral behaviour
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or moral judgment. Given these considerations, it is clear that the experimental 

philosopher can agree with Kauppinen’s assertion that (E) is a poor way of understanding 

our concepts, while also preserving the project of experimental philosophy as one which 

looks to understand those psychological systems which produce these concepts.

While this response helps to resolve the primary objection forwarded by 

Kauppinen, it also opens up the experimental philosopher to a new set of objections. 

These objections focus on criticising the new method being used by the experimental 

philosopher. As we have seen, this method focuses on understanding the psychological 

processes that produce our philosophical concepts, and then using this information to 

come to new conclusions about the concepts themselves. Nichols and Knobe consider a 

number o f objections to this new method in their article “An Experimental Philosophy 

Manifesto.”7 The first and perhaps most important objection they consider is that this 

new method cannot yield any interesting philosophical data. This objection holds that 

while this method might reveal some interesting psychological facts about how we 

cognize certain philosophical concepts, it is incapable o f providing us with any useful 

information about the concepts themselves. The reason it fails to tell us anything about 

the concept itself is the fact that the content of a concept is not necessarily tied to the 

psychological system that produces it. Thus even if  the experimental philosopher can 

reach definitive conclusions about the psychological systems that produce our 

philosophical concepts, they will fail to say anything about the concepts themselves.

Since this method doesn’t tell us anything about the philosophical concept it is purporting 

to investigate, the experimental philosopher cannot provide information relevant to 

philosophical problems.
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While certain features of this argument are appealing, it is based on an overly 

rigid distinction between those problems that can be addressed by conceptual analysis 

and those that can be addressed by empirical investigation. In particular, the objection 

fails to appreciate that many of our philosophical positions are directly related to claims 

about the psychological systems that produce them. For example, one way of interpreting 

debates about the plausibility of our intuitions is to view them as debates over whether 

the intuitions represent particular features of the world accurately. According to this 

perspective, we trust our intuitions because we believe they accurately represent some 

feature of the world. Thus it is clearly important to this debate to determine whether or 

not the psychological systems that produce our institutions do so consistently and 

accurately, or whether they are subject to mass deception and error. As Nichols and 

Knobe put it: “Surely the degree to which an intuition is warranted depends in part on the 

process that generated it, and surely the best way to figure out which processes generate 

which intuitions is to go out and gather empirical data. How else is one supposed to 

proceed?”8 Thus we see that facts in the domain of psychology are relevant to 

philosophical investigation whenever our philosophical positions commit us to claims 

about human psychology. Philosophical positions can commit themselves to truths about 

human psychology indirectly, as in cases where we assess the aptness of the 

psychological systems that produce our philosophical intuitions, or more directly, as in 

cases where philosophical positions make direct claims about the nature of the 

psychological systems associated with our philosophical concepts. For example, much of 

contemporary philosophy of mind is concerned with theories about language acquisition, 

complex cognition and consciousness. Each of these areas of inquiry make significant
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claims about the nature o f certain shared psychological systems, and as such the 

plausibility of these theories become tied to what we learn about how these systems 

function. Thus, experimental philosophy can clearly exonerate itself from the charge of 

being concerned with data which is ‘philosophically uninteresting’ as many of our 

philosophical positions are tied to facts about the psychological systems that produce 

them. This in turn provides a strong defence of the method of experimental philosophy, 

as it can not only resists the objection articulated by Kauppinen, but it can also it can 

provide a new method for discovering philosophically interesting conclusions.

1.4 The Implications of this Debate

In considering the debate surrounding experimental philosophy we have seen that 

there is much controversy surrounding the use of empirical data in philosophical pursuits. 

That said, our defence of the experimental philosopher’s position has brought us to a 

more general conclusions about the nature of empirical investigation in philosophical 

affairs. In particular, this analysis has led us to the conclusion that empirical 

investigation is relevant in any field of philosophy which commits itself, either implicitly 

or explicitly, to certain claims about the world. These considerations put us in a good 

position to begin our discussion about how the empirical data from moral psychology can 

affect the cognitivist non-cognitivist debate. In particular it directs our attention toward 

attempting to demarcate a feature o f this debate which is committed to some empirically 

testable claim about human psychology. In the next chapter, we will turn our attention 

toward the moral cognitivist/non-cognitivist debate, and attempt to articulate which

features of this debate could be affected by the findings of empirical moral psychology.
17



Chapter 2 Examining the Moral Cognitivism/Non-Cognitivism Debate

We ended the last section with the conclusion that empirical moral psychology 

can in principle address philosophical positions when those positions are committed to 

particular claims about human psychology. In this section we look more closely at the 

debate surrounding moral cognitivism and moral non-cognitivism, and attempt to 

determine whether or not the debate commits itself to any particular claims about human 

psychology. I will begin this task by building on the brief description of the debate 

provided in the introduction. After presenting the two positions in more detail, I will 

provide some context to help explain the motives that drive each position. I will then 

move on to provide a contemporary example of each position, Allan Gibbard’s non- 

cognitivism and Michael Smith’s cognitivism. After appreciating the complexities of 

these contemporary positions, I will go on to consider which features of this debate are 

amenable to the observations of empirical moral psychology.

2.1 Moral Cognitivism and Moral Non-Cognitivism

Moral cognitivism is the position that moral judgments are beliefs. A belief, for 

our purposes, can be roughly defined as an attitude that affirms a particular proposition.

In the philosophical context ‘propositions’ occupy a number of different roles including 

being the referents of that-clauses, providing the meaning of sentences and being the 

bearers of truth value.9 Thus, according to the moral cognitivist, moral judgments have to 

do with making a claim about the world that has a particular structure, and which is truth- 

sensitive. While this distinction may seem obtuse or abstract, it really only delineates a
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very simple feature of our language which is at play in many of our everyday concepts. 

For example, when I make the claim “water is wet” I am making a particular claim about 

the world that could be true or false. In this case, I am predicating the property of 

'wetness' onto water. Moral cognitivists want to argue that a similar mental process is 

occurring when we make our moral judgments. The cognitivist would argue that when I 

make the judgment 'murder is wrong' I am attributing the property of 'wrongness' to the 

act o f murder. Just as the claim about water being wet commits me to the world being a 

particular way, the claim that murder is wrong also commits me to the world being a 

particular way. Each of these claims has a truth condition, and as such each of these 

claims is shown to be a belief.

Moral non-cognitivism, much as the name would entail, is the denial of this 

position. Non-cognitivists hold that moral judgments are not beliefs and as such have no 

truth conditions. Instead the non-cognitivist attempts to explain moral judgments by 

conceiving of them as non-truth apt speech acts such as an expression of an emotion.

One o f the earliest forms of non-cognitivism was emotivism. Emotivism is the position 

that moral judgments are not claims about the world, but a particular kind o f emotional 

response we have to particular behaviour. For example, the emotivist would interpret the 

claim 'murder is wrong' as 'Boo!: murder' wherein the ‘Boo!’ represented the expression 

o f a negative emotion. These sorts of claims are not apt for truth or falsity because they 

do not make any claims about the world. While most contemporary non-cognitivists don't 

give a story as crude as the emotivist regarding the interpretation of moral language, they 

all agree that what is at the heart of a moral judgment is not a propositional description of 

the world but some sort of expression or non-propositional speech act.
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2.2 Motivations for Moral Cognitivism and Moral Non-Cognitivism

In considering the history of the debate between the moral cognitivist and the 

moral non-cognitivist, it is helpful to consider that moral cognitivism has largely been the 

default position in the debate. This should not be particularly surprising as the majority 

o f our moral discourse appears to commit us to claims about the world that seem to go 

beyond mere expressions of our feelings or preferences. Richard Joyce makes the point 

in the following manner: “...imagine a member of a hospital ethics committee expressing 

her judgments as a series of “Hurray's” and grunts of disapproval- we would be 

appalled.” Indeed we would treat such behaviour “not merely as inappropriate but as 

utterly mystifying.”10 Given these observations, we might wonder what has led
•y

philosophers to adopt such a seemingly problematic position. Both in the history of the 

position, and in more contemporary cases, individuals defend moral non-cognitivism in 

response to certain problems that seem to be entailed by thinking of moral properties as 

features of the world. Emotivism was one of the first versions of non-cognitivism and it 

was introduced as a way of explaining morality within the methodological constraints of 

logical positivism. Roughly, logical positivism is the position that all knowledge falls 

into one of two categories, the tautological claims of mathematics and logic, or 

empirically verifiable claims of science. For the logical positivists, any claim that did not 

fit into one of these two categories was considered nonsensical. Those logical positivists

2 It should be no ted  th a t contem porary  exam ples of non-cognitivism are m uch m ore sophisticated 

than  early emotivism, as will be seen  in discussions of G ibbard's positions. In addition it should be no ted  

th a t contem porary accounts th a t  look to  pu t th e  em otions a t the  cen te r of o u r moral judgm ents do a 

g reat deal to  address th e  ob jections articulated  by Joyce and others.

20



who addressed questions of morality were motivated by problems like Moore's Open 

Question Argument3 to conclude that moral properties could not be natural properties. 

Since moral properties could not be the natural features of the world discoverable by 

science, and since they were not mathematical or logical, all talk of morality must be seen 

as empty and guilty of some fundamental conceptual error. While some logical positivists 

committed themselves to an Error Theory4 concerning moral judgments, others were not 

content in simply labeling morality a nonsensical ‘empty set’. These individuals wanted 

to provide some explanation for why morality seemed to be meaningful to us, and why it 

played the role it did in human affairs. In order to provide such an analysis, logical 

positivists such as A.J. Ayer11 and C. L. Stevenson12 advanced the theory of emotivism. 

Emotivism attempted to solve the problem by appealing to a feature of human behaviour 

that was not governed by the conceptual constraints imposed by logical positivism. Since 

emotive expression was non-propositional, it did not make any claim that attempted to be 

true, and as a consequence did not have to fit into either the category of logical tautology 

or empirically verifiable fact. One can emotively express ‘Boo!: Murder’ without 

attributing any property to the act of murder, and since there is no property, there is no

3 M oore's Open Q uestion Argum ent, is an argum ent advanced by G.E. M oore in Principia Ethica, which 

purports to  show  th a t no natural property could function as th e  definition of 'th e  good'. Roughly, th is 

argum ent is based on th e  observation tha t, for any natural p roperty  X, th e  question 'is it tru e  th a t X is th e  
good?' is open , which is to  say th a t it not clearly th e  case. M oore argues th a t  if X w ere th e  proper 

definition of 'th e  good ' th e  question, would be 'closed' such th a t it would be obvious th a t th e  tw o w ere 

equivalent. Since th e  question  of X's equivalency to  'good ' is open , M oore, and many philosophers to  
follow him, concluded th a t 'th e  good' could not be a natural property.

4 Error Theory is a th eo ry  which holds both the sem antic thesis th a t all moral claims refer to  moral tru th

makers and th e  ontological thesis th a t no moral tru th  m akers exist. Thus th e  Error Theorist trea ts  m oral

discourse in a m anner similar to  th e  way atheists would in te rp re t s ta tem en ts  about God. Such discussions
intend to  refer to  som ething, bu t no such thing exists.
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concern about failing to meet the rigorous constraints of logical positivism. Conceiving 

of moral claims as non-propositional, and thus non-cognitive, was thus first adopted by 

the logical positivists in order to help navigate the difficulties of an extremely strict 

ontology in conjunction with scepticism concerning the plausibility of moral naturalism.

While the above discussion explains why the logical positivists were motivated to 

adopt non-cognitivism, we are left to wonder why those of us who are not logical 

positivists should accept this position. While logical positivism isn’t considered a very 

plausible position in contemporary debates, many of the considerations that drove the 

logical positivist to adopt non-cognitivism still serve to motivate contemporary non- 

cognitivist accounts. In particular, contemporary non-cognitivists share both the logical 

positivists' commitment to properties being empirically detectable, and their skepticism 

concerning natural facts’ ability to act as propositional content for moral judgments. 

Contemporary non-cognitivists are motivated by problems like Moore's Open Question 

argument, and Hume's is-ought problem to attempt to provide an alternative explanation 

of the content and normative force of our moral judgments. These individuals look to 

provide an explanation of our moral judgments qua non-propositional in order to address 

these concerns. Unlike the positions that came before them, contemporary non- 

cognitivists are sensitive to the fact that our moral language appears to be cognitive and 

propositional in some sense. These contemporary accounts attempt to provide an 

alternative explanation of our seemingly cognitive moral judgments. In doing so they 

hope to demonstrate that the key features of our moral judgments are more akin to an 

expression of an attitude, as opposed to a propositional claim about the world. If they are 

successful in this endeavour, the non-cognitivist will explain how moral judgments can
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be non-propositional, and hence avoid the problems of Moore and Hume, while still 

being firmly committed to a modest form of naturalism. In the next section, we will 

examine how the non-cognitivist might provide such an explanation of moral judgment 

by considering Allan Gibbard’s highly influential metaethical account.

2.3 Allan Gibbard’s Non-Cognitivism

Allan Gibbard provides one of the most famous and theoretically robust 

contemporary accounts of non-cognitivism. Gibbard has provided several instantiations 

of this account in his career, and in this section I will be examining this position as it 

evolved from his earlier work, Wise Choices Apt Feelings13 into his most recent 

adaptation in Reconciling our Aims.14 In his latest work, Gibbard advances the position 

that normative questions are essentially concerned with actions and plans for actions. He 

suggests “that we think of ought questions, in the first instance, as planning questions.”15 

But what does it mean for questions of normativity to be about planning? The idea is 

roughly that at the most basic level, when we talk about what we ought to do, we are 

talking about plans for action. The assertion of a particular plan is then seen to be the key 

feature that makes a particular discourse normative. While all normative judgments have 

to do with plans, moral judgments in particular are plans that interact with our moral 

sentiments. So for Gibbard “what is it to think an act morally wrong, as opposed to just 

silly or imprudent... is to think that the act warrants resentment on the part of others and 

guilt on the part of the person who did it.”16 Gibbard here aligns himself with the 

sentimentalist tradition, which posits that moral judgments are constituted, at least in part,
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by particular emotional responses. Without such emotions responses these positions 

claim, we would not be making genuine moral judgments.

We have seen that for Gibbard, moral judgments are assertions o f a particular 

course of action that are associated in the right way with our moral sentiments. It is 

important to note how this is consistent with the general constraints of non-cognitivism. 

The preference of a particular plan can be reinterpreted as the statement 'let’s do x!' This 

statement is not a proposition, and as such is not capable of being made true or false by 

the world. Instead it is simply an assertion of an agent’s preference of one course of 

action over another. In addition, our moral sentiments do not commit us to any 

propositional claims about the world, as they are simply expressions of a particular 

feeling in relation to a particular event. Thus, when we interpret moral claims in this 

manner, we see that a claim like 'murder is wrong' is simply an expression of two 

different attitudes: the expression 'Don’t murder!' and, a negative emotional response 

(‘yuck!: murder’ ‘boo!: murder’). Gibbard believes that these two features can explain 

the content and normative force of our everyday moral discourse.

While this line of explanation of our moral judgments seems consistent enough, it 

still needs to explain why it seems, on the face of things, that we are making 

propositional judgments when we make moral claims. For example, when I make the 

claim 'x is wrong’ I appear to be attributing the property of'wrongness' to ‘x’. In addition 

it seems to make sense to talk about moral judgments using truth-sensitive language. For 

example, when I make the claim 'x is wrong’ in a moral context, I am not merely 

intending to express my opinion, I am intending to make the claim that it is true that ‘x is 

wrong.’ In order for Gibbard’s position to be plausible, it has to account for these
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seemingly truth-sensitive features o f our moral discourse. One strategy Gibbard could

adopt to try and address these features of moral language would be to first show how

certain plans commit us to particular factual claims about the world, and then

demonstrate how these factual claims can account for the propositional and truth-

sensitive component of our discourse. This alternative semantic account can start with

the observation that inconsistent plans (‘Do X!’ and ‘Don’t do X!’) cannot both be

accepted as a courses of action. When we discuss two different courses o f action we

open ourselves up to truth-sensitive language, because these plans in part commit us to

certain beliefs about the world. If a plan commits me to being both in Ottawa and on top

of Mt. Kenya at the same time then the plan cannot be accepted, as it conflicts with the

rather plausible belief that I cannot be in two places at the same time. So there is a sense

in which any moral claim can be false if it commits us to a course of action which is

impossible or which is conditional on false claims about the world. Since our plans are

concerned with the world there is a sense in which they are truth sensitive, as each o f our

plans are premised on the world being one way rather than another. While there is, in a

sense this referential component to our plans, it is important to note that the normative or

moral force of these plans does not arise from this referential component, but from our

desire to have a functional “complete contingency plan of living.”17 Thus, while truth

sensitive-language may work its way into our moral discourse, it is derivative of our non-

1 8truth-apt expressed preference of a set o f plans.

While this may constitute one strategy whereby Gibbard could make room for 

truth-sensitive language in our moral discourse, it is clear that there is a great deal o f 

moral discourse that appears to be truth sensitive that does not commit us to any non-

25



moral facts about the world. Mundane examples such as ‘murder is wrong’ appear to be 

truth sensitive and involve predication, without relating to some factually problematic 

claim embedded in a set of plans. In order to provide a more robust response to this 

problem, we will have to try another approach. In order to provide this approach it will 

be necessary to focus on some of the details Gibbard provides in an earlier instantiation 

of his account as presented in Wise Choices, Apt Feelings.

In this work, Gibbard introduces his explanation of moral discourse using a 

thought experiment involving the Goddess Hera who is “entirely coherent and completely 

opinionated both normatively and factually.”19 According to Gibbard, Hera would have 

both a fully determinate understanding of the way the world is (w) and a coherent system

of norms which she accepts (n). Together these two sets would constitute what Gibbard

00calls a “factual-normative world w,n.” In this “factual-normative world” there is a truth, 

not only about the way the world is, but also about what is to be done in every situation. 

Describing things in this manner allows us to introduce a new form of predication which 

Gibbard calls ‘n-predication’. N-predication arises from our acceptance of a particular 

set o f norms, and can be applied to claims that are normatively relevant. When 

considering a particular normative statement (S) we can re-interpret the normative 

commitments embedded in S to be n-predicates of a particular normative-factual world. 

Blackburn provides the following description of Gibbard’s translation of our moral 

claims:

"Now to settle whether normative statement S holds in factual-normative 

world w, n we do the following. Replace each normative predicate in S 

with its n-corresponding descriptive predicate. That yields a purely
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descriptive statement S. Then normative statement S holds in w, n if  and 

only if Sn, holds in w."21 

Since this analysis reduces the normative components of S to a series of descriptive 

claims about a set of norms, we can then evaluate the truth of S in the context of a 

particular factual-normative world. The claim, 'A ought to do x' holds in w,n if and only 

if A  is n-required to do x' is true in w. We can therefore interpret the discussion of'truth' 

and 'falsehood' in moral claims as claims about what would or would not obtain in a 

particular normative-factual world. In addition we can explain the seemingly predicative 

nature of moral language by appealing to n-predication. According to this view, if I make 

the claim 'it is true that we ought to give more money to charity’ I am, in fact, expressing 

my endorsement of a normative-factual world n,w where 'we are n-required to give more 

money to charity' is true. By making the focus o f normative discourse normative-factual 

worlds, Gibbard provides a non-cognitivist way of explaining the seemingly truth- 

referential and propositional features of moral language. The reason this explanation 

remains a non-cognitivist one is that the features being predicated by moral language are 

not features of the world, but features of a set of plans that the agent accepts. The 

foundation of normative discourse then is not a truth about the world, but an expression 

of a set o f values held by an agent, encapsulated in a general plan for action. While we 

may represent this plan propositionally, it is our expressed preference of this plan, not a 

fact about the world, that makes our moral claims what they are.

Now that f have given a rough presentation of Gibbard's non-cognitivist account 

of moral judgment, I will move on to review an equally well-regarded and insightful 

philosopher of the opposing position. Michael Smith provides an excellent example of a
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contemporary cognitivist view which addresses many o f the same concerns that Gibbard 

attempted to address in his account. Like Gibbard, Smith provides a detailed and 

insightful account of the nature of moral judgment, and also like Gibbard he adopts 

certain features that seem to at first favour his opponents’ position. As we will see, 

despite the fact that both of these individuals take opposing views on the question of the 

nature of moral judgment, their accounts have many important similarities. It will be 

important to clearly articulate these similarities and differences in order to enable our 

future investigation concerning the psychologically-testable claims being made by these 

two positions.

2.4 Michael Smith’s Cognitivism

In The Moral Problem Michael Smith provides a defense of his version of moral

cognitivism in the context of addressing what he takes to be the problem at the heart of

contemporary metaethcial debates. Smith argues that many of the difficulties and

complexities of the current debate originate from the fact that that moral claims have to

exhibit two seemingly mutually exclusive behaviours. First, they have to behave like

beliefs about the world, things which seem to be true or false. Second, they need to have

practical implications, and should ceteris paribus motivate us to act in one way rather

than the other. The conjunction of these features is problematic because it conflicts with a

relatively plausible and widely accepted position in traditional moral psychology.

According to this view of psychology, originally articulated by Hume, there are two

distinct kinds of psychological states: beliefs and desires. Beliefs purport to represent the

way the world is, while desires are states that represent how we want it to be.22 In
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addition, according to this view motivation only arises when we couple a particular desire 

with a particular means-end belief. The problem that emerges for our explanation of 

moral judgments then is that they seem to need to possess both features o f a desire and a 

belief The conjunction these features is explicitly denied by the Humean Theory of 

Motivation. Given Smith’s general acceptance of the Humean Theory, the problem that 

emerges is to try and explain how these three mutually exclusive commitments can 

operate together. Smith formalizes these premises as:

1. “Moral judgments of the form ‘It is right that I (p’ express a subject’s 

beliefs about an objective matter of fact, a fact about what it is right for 

her to do.

2. If someone judges that it is right that she (p’s then, ceteris paribus she is 

motivated to (p

3. An agent is motivated to act in a certain way just in case she has an 

appropriate desire and a means-end belief, where belief and desire are, in 

Hume’s terms, distinct existences.”

Smith argues that much of debate in contemporary metaethical discourse comes down 

to an attempt to address these three mutually exclusive premises. One way of resolving 

the tension between these three positions would be to refute the Humean Theory of 

Motivation. If we could allow for a mental state that could act as both the source of 

motivation and a factual representation of the world, what Smith calls a ‘besire’, then we 

could reject 3, and still accept 1 and 2. Smith considers at length possible responses to 

the Humean Theory of Motivation, and for the sake of this paper it is only necessary to 

note that Smith provides considerable objections to each of these responses. Thus,
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according to Smith, if we are going to solve the Moral Problem, we are going to have to 

focus on the first or second premise in the problem.

Another way to solve the problem would be to go the non-cognitivist route and 

simply deny the first premise by arguing that moral claims are not beliefs. Smith 

provides a number of reasons why he thinks that non-cognitivism cannot capture the 

main features of our moral discourse. For the purposes of this work it won’t be necessary 

to investigate the details of any of these objections. It will be sufficient to note that 

Smith's commitment to cognitivism arises from some substantive arguments he presents 

against the non-cognitivist. The last possibility then is to reject premise two. Rejecting 

premise two would commit one to moral judgment extemalism, the position that one can 

sincerely hold a moral judgment in normal conditions and not feel any motivation pull 

toward a particular course of action. Smith again provides a number of arguments to 

show why he takes this position to be implausible.

After defending these three premises, the only option left to Smith is to show how 

these three seemingly mutually exclusive premises can operate together. In order to 

accomplish this task, Smith sets out to show how a particular set of beliefs can provide us 

with reasons and motivation for action. Smith begins his exploration of this possibility 

with the observation that there is an important difference between desiring something and 

valuing it. There is a gap for example between what the kleptomaniac 'resolves' to do 

after a process of deliberation (not steal and hoard items) and what he wants to do (steal 

and hoard items). This gap demonstrates that an agent can desire something without 

valuing it, which is to say that we can have a desire to act in a particular way without 

believing we have reasons to act in that manner. From this information, Smith concludes

30



that our values are a particular kind of belief. These beliefs are normative because they 

are necessarily connected with our desires. The reason Smith links our moral beliefs to 

our desires is because under the Humean Model, only desires can provide an agent with 

motivation for action. Smith goes on to conclude that there is one belief in particular that 

bears this special relationship with our desires. This is the belief “that what we have 

normative reason to do is what we would desire that we do if  we were fully rational.”24 

According to this position, what makes a claim like 'x is wrong’ true, is that I would 

not do x in that situation if  I were fully rational. In Smith’s words “To say that we have a 

normative reason to (p in certain circumstance C is to say that we would want ourselves to 

(p in C if  we were fully rational.” How though does this premise of full rationality 

bridge the gap between the factual features of beliefs and the motivating features of 

desires? The idea is that while a desire is always involved in the motivation for action, in 

the case o f a normative judgment it is not enough for us to merely have a desire; we want 

to be justified in having this desire. If we found out, for example, that our desire was 

based on a false belief, or conflicted with a more general desire that we took to be more 

important, we would want our desires to change. Smith formalizes this platitude of our 

everyday judgments, and argues that what we really want is not simply what we desire, 

but what we would desire if  we were fully rational. This, in a sense, bridges the Humean 

gap between desires and beliefs by providing us with a belief 'that if  we were fully 

rational we would cp ' which leads to a desire. It is important to note that this is not 

Galling into question Hume's division between beliefs and desires, it is merely presenting 

us with a particular kind of belief which pushes all rational agents toward a particular set 

of desires. By defining a normative reason as 'what we would want ourselves to do if  we

31



were fully rational' Smith also allows for a cognitivist reading of our moral judgments. 

We appear to be making truth-apt prepositional claims when we engage in moral 

discourse because we are in fact predicating a particular set of properties; namely that set 

of things which we would desire if  we were fully rational.

Smith's position is an interesting one to consider for the sake of this project, as it is 

one that accepts the importance o f desire in our everyday motivation, while also 

favouring a cognitivist reading of moral judgments. Smith would not be opposed to 

desire, or other non-cognitive features being involved in the motivations surrounding our 

moral claims. While moral judgments are ultimately beliefs for Smith, their motivational 

force comes entirely from their ability to interact with our desires. The key point then is 

that while much of what is happening around moral judgments is strictly non-cognitive, 

the moral judgments themselves should be interpreted in a cognitive manner. Given that 

cognitivists about moral judgment can allow for a great deal of non-cognitive 

psychological activity to surround moral judgments, it will be a particularly demanding 

task to separate out precisely what the distinction is between non-cognitive elements 

influencing moral judgments, and non-cognitive elements constituting moral judgments. 

In particular, it will be difficult to articulate precisely what, from an empirical 

psychological perspective, makes these views distinct.

2.5 Cognitivism/Non-Cognitivism- Two Central Theses

As we have seen, Gibbard and Smith each provide a robust and complex

explanation o f the nature of our moral judgments. The complexity o f these accounts has

emerged as a result of the long and fruitful debate that has taken place between these two
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views on the nature of moral judgment. It will be important to keep in mind the 

complexities of the two accounts, and to appreciate that a clear distinction between the 

contemporary cognitivist and contemporary non-cognitivist position is muddled by the 

fact that each position has adopted certain features of its opponents’ view. In particular, 

contemporary non-cognitivist accounts generally include some form of pseudo

predication in their moral accounts, while many cognitivists such as Smith tie the 

propositional content of their moral views quite closely to the non-propositional 

components of human psychology. These features of contemporary accounts will make it 

increasingly difficult to keep the two separate, particularly in the context of testing their 

empirically verifiable claims. In order to move forward in this analysis then, it will be 

necessary to attempt to articulate some clear distinction that can separate these two 

positions. In particular, we will need to identify those features of the debate that are 

amendable to empirical investigation. In order to accomplish this task I will rely on the 

analysis of these two positions provided by Mark van Roojen in his article “Moral 

Cognitivism vs. Moral Non-Cognitivism”.26

In his discussion of the debate between the moral cognitivists and the moral non- 

cognitivists, van Roojen focuses on two commitments made by the non-cognitivist that 

help to separate the two positions. The first is semantic non-factualism, which denies that 

moral sentences, properly conceived, express propositions or have truth conditions. This 

feature of the non-cognitivist position is akin to the emotivists’ assertion that moral 

judgments are not so much statements, as they are expressions of approbation or 

disapprobation. As we have seen, contemporary accounts like the one articulated by 

Gibbard attempt to provide some form of pseudo-predication to explain our use of moral
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terms. That said, even these accounts would support semantic non-factualism by arguing 

that no genuine truth-referential predication is occurring when we make moral judgments. 

Semantic non-factualism then is largely a claim about the proper definition of moral 

judgments, and whether the way we use moral terms requires us to think of them as a 

form of predication.

As we observed in the last chapter, claims concerning the proper constraints of 

our language are best addressed by standard methods of conceptual analysis. As such if  

semantic non-factualism was the only thesis that divided the cognitivist from the non- 

cognitivist, then there would be little hope in investigating this distinction using data 

from moral psychology. While this data might provide some insight about the 

mechanisms that produce our semantic content, such an analysis would miss the object of 

concern, which is the semantic content itself. Fortunately for my project, there is another 

distinct, though closely related position that divides the cognitivist from the non- 

cognitivists. This additional position is the latter’s commitment to psychological non- 

cognitivism. Psychological non-cognitivism is an explicitly psychological thesis which 

“denies that the states of mind conventionally expressed by moral utterances are beliefs 

or mental states which fall on the cognitive side of the cognitive/non-cognitive divide.”27

As we concluded in the previous chapter, philosophical positions become 

amenable to the insights o f empirical moral psychology when they commit themselves to 

particular claims about human psychology. Psychological non-cognitivism clearly 

commits itself to a particular claim about the nature of the mental states involved in 

moral judgments, and as such is amenable to the findings of contemporary moral 

psychology. That being said, it is not entirely clear what it would mean for a moral
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judgment to “fall on the cognitive side o f the cognitive/non-cognitive divide.” 28 As such, 

in order to continue this analysis we need a clear understanding of what this distinction 

amounts to in the domain of psychology. Once we have become clearer on this 

distinction further work will need to be done in order to assess whether data from 

contemporary moral psychology can speak clearly to this distinction. In the next chapter,

I will focus on addressing these concerns in a manner that will enable the rest of this 

investigation.
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Chapter 3- Connecting Moral Psychology and the Cognitivist Non-Cognitivist 

debate

In the last chapter, we concluded with the observation that the moral cognitivist 

and the moral non-cognitivist are each committed to particular claims about human 

psychology. In rejecting psychological non-cognitivism moral cognitivists commit 

themselves to the claim that the mental states constituting moral judgments are ‘cognitive 

in the way beliefs are’. In defending psychological non-cognitivism, the non-cognitivists 

commit themselves to the opposite psychological hypothesis, that mental states are not 

‘cognitive in the way beliefs are’ but expressions of non-propositional attitudes. While 

psychological non-cognitivism does make a particular claim about the nature of human 

psychology, it is not entirely clear from a psychological perspective what this claim is. 

Thus, before we can consult this data effectively, we need to have a clearer understanding 

of what it would mean in the domain of psychology for a judgment to be ‘cognitive in the 

way beliefs are’. The first section of this chapter will therefore be dedicated to 

establishing what, from a psychological perspective, the distinction between a cognitive 

and a non-cognitive mental state amounts to. As we will see, our conclusions about this 

distinction will have far reaching consequences for the rest o f our investigation.

3.1 What is it for a mental state to be cognitive/non-cognitive?

The first major ambiguity in the question we are investigating surrounds a precise

psychological definition for what it is for a mental state to be cognitive rather than non-

cognitive. This distinction in the metaethical literature is important because it influences

the ontological and semantic commitments of our moral discourse. If it turns out that our
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moral judgments predicate properties then we need to determine what these properties are 

and to what extent they exist in the world. When we shift our focus from the ontological 

and semantic distinction to its psychological counterpart, it becomes less clear precisely 

what the division entails. In order to clarify how the distinction between cognitivism and 

non-cognitivism might translate into the domain of moral psychology, it will be helpful to 

look at how the division is presented in a similar debate. The debate I am referring to is 

the debate surrounding the mental processes involved in the generation o f the emotions.

In this debate, one of the main distinctions is between the cognitive and the non-cognitive 

theories of emotional processing. While these positions are not directly related to the 

positions we have been discussing thus far, they bear sufficient similarity to serve as a 

helpful entry point into the psychological debate.

3.2 Cognitivism and Non-Cognitivism in Theories o f the Emotions

Cognitive theories o f emotional judgment hold that emotional responses are
<JQ

intrinsically linked to certain cognitive mental processes. These theorists argue that our

emotions are always constituted, in part, by a certain conscious judgment or appraisal o f a

situation. This position is motivated by the observation that our emotional reactions are

often a product of the beliefs or judgments we have about the situation we are reacting to.

Two individuals facing the loss of their job might have entirely different emotional

responses as a result of their perspective on being unemployed. Likewise, two

dramatically different situations might evoke the same emotional response insofar as they

lead two individuals to adopt the same belief about how their situation will affect them.

These observations lead the emotional cognitivist to assert that some other cognitive
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process, like the activation of some cognitive judgment, must take place before any 

emotional response is possible.

Non-cognitive theorists conversely argue that judgments or appraisals are not a 

primary feature of an emotional response. They argue that an emotional response follows 

directly from the perception of a relevant scenario and does not require any additional
->A

judgment or appraisal. This position can be thought of as attempting to represent the 

folk psychological notion that emotions are irrational, and largely uncontrollable. They 

are thought of as ‘hot’ and automatic, while more cognitive process are considered cool 

and directed. Non-cognitive theories look to defend this conception of the emotions by 

arguing that higher-order cognitive activity is not necessary for our emotional responses. 

Different non-cognitive theorists rely on different mental processes to help explain the 

production of emotions without the use of reason or judgment. Paul Ekman for example 

posits two systems to explain the generation of our emotions, the appraisal mechanism 

and the affect programme ? x The appraisal mechanism operates quickly and 

automatically to identify the emotionally relevant features of the scenario. When the 

relevant stimuli are present the appraisal mechanism triggers the appropriate affect 

programme. The affect programme governs the muscular and neurophysiological 

changes associated with the particular emotion. These automatic processes then function 

without the agent’s knowledge or control to elicit the emotion in question.32 This 

simplistic portrayal o f Ekman’s position is sufficient to communicate the central thesis 

common to non-cognitive theories of emotion. This central thesis is that emotional 

responses do not depend on higher-order cognition or judgment, and instead arise from 

psychological processes that are automatic and largely out of the agent’s control.
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The debate between these two positions is a substantial one. That said, for our 

purposes it will be necessary to look past many of the substantive points of contention 

and focus instead on the debate’s categorization of cognitive and non-cognitive mental 

states. Using observations from this debate, I will now attempt to isolate a few key 

features that will help us to delineate between cognitive and non-cognitive mental states. 

In doing so I will focus on outlining those features of cognitive and non-cognitive mental 

states which are both relevant to the moral cognitivist/non-cognitivist debate and which 

fit the general distinction present in the debate surrounding the emotions.

3.3 Cognitive vs Non-Cognitive Mental States: A set of Criteria

As we have seen, the cognitive theorist in the domain of the emotions focuses on

features of our psychologies that are conscious, and have to do with beliefs and

judgments that are largely propositional in form. The cognitive theories posit that the

judgments and appraisals that trigger our emotions are the sort of mental entities that

occupy our daily deliberations, the sort of things that we consciously represent to

ourselves as reasons for action. These mental entities are not only transmittable through

language, but are also for the most part concerned with accurately representing certain

features of the world. Given these observations, the first main feature we can attribute to

a cognitive mental state is that it is concerned with propositions. These states are

concerned with propositions because they are concerned with those features of our

thought that can be systematically structured and fully communicated through language.

For example, when I state 'the cat is on the mat' I am communicating a particular piece of

information concerning the cat being on the mat. Upon hearing this phrase, the listener
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has gained full access to the proposition contained within my belief. In contrast if I say 

“Boo!: that cat on the mat” in a particular tone, I cannot directly communicate the 

emotional valance of the 'Boo' feature o f this sentence.5

While this distinction is difficult to clearly articulate in psychological terms, it 

will be an important distinction to highlight for our purposes, as it is one of the primary 

features which separates cognitive and non-cognitive theories of moral judgment. Part of 

the difficulty in articulating this distinction from a psychological perspective comes from 

the fact that it is not often discussed in the domain of moral psychology. As a 

consequence an important amount of interpretive work will need to be done to divide the 

psychological data that exists into the categories of ‘propositional’ and ‘non- 

propositional’ mental states. This interpretive work will be one of the main goals of the 

chapters ahead.

The observation that cognitive mental states are concerned with propositions leads 

us to the second feature o f cognitive mental states, namely that they involve beliefs. As 

we observed in the last chapter, beliefs are propositional attitudes that take the 

proposition they contain to be true. As we observed, cognitivists about emotion hold that 

a proposition like ‘there is a lion right behind me’ only serve to elicit an emotion if we in 

some sense take that proposition to be true. If for instance, an individual only wondered 

whether or not a lion was behind them, it would only invoke the emotion of fear in 

proportion to the perceived likelihood of the lion being there. This same characteristic 

can be observed in the moral cognitivist portrayal of moral judgments. Once an 

individual makes a moral judgment, they are not simply considering a moral proposition,

5 although the individual may empathize with my sentiment and also 'Boo' at the cat.
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but take it to be true. Thus a cognitive mental state is one that is not only propositional in 

structure, but also endorsed by the individual who adopts it. Thus we can conclude the 

second criteria of a moral judgment, which is that it involves a belief.

I argue that the two features we have discussed thus far are the primary features of 

cognitive mental states. I will focus on these two psychological features in particular, 

because they align with both the commitments of the cognitivist in the domain of the 

emotions and the general features of moral cognitivism. While these two features will be 

the main focus of the rest of this analysis, there are some other psychological features that 

divide cognitive from non-cognitive mental states. These secondary features arise from 

the ways in which the mind processes propositional versus non-propositional mental 

states. The first of these features is the fact that cognitive mental states generally operate 

slower than their automatic non-propositional counterparts. When we are consciously 

working through a particular problem, we are interacting with propositional beliefs we 

have about the subject at hand. Even basic forms of this kind o f conscious rational 

thinking take a long amount of time, particularly in relation to other more automatic brain 

functions. It takes longer for an individual to work their way through a math problem for 

the first time than for an individual to understand a phrase spoken in their native tongue. 

One way of explaining the difference between these two facts is the fact that the former is 

a conscious deliberative process while the latter is an automatic unconscious process. 

While it is certainly up to debate to what extent fast-acting automatic processes can also 

be propositionally structured, cases of conscious rational deliberation are prime 

candidates for propositionally structured mental states.
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These considerations lead to an additional secondary feature of cognitive mental 

states, that they are consciously accessible and in normal conditions controllable by the 

agent. Judgments and beliefs are, in general, the kind of mental state which we take 

ourselves to be able to access and control. While there may be some beliefs that are not 

consciously accessible to us, the vast majority of our beliefs are accessible and, to some 

extent, in our control. If a system of information were both totally inaccessible to us and 

completely beyond any conscious control, it would likely not be a very good candidate 

for a propositional belief. Thus a good candidate for a secondary feature of cognitive 

mental states is that they are consciously accessible and capable of being controlled. 

There are of course some potential concerns for this secondary feature. As we will 

observe later in the discussion, there are several psychological theories which posit that 

propositional beliefs can exist both outside of our awareness and control. While it is 

beyond the scope of this thesis to make a substantive claim about the plausibility of these 

theories, it is important to note that even if they are plausible, it does not take away from 

the fact that propositional mental states are the primary candidates for consciously 

accessible and controllable mental states. Non-propositional mental states are not, for the 

most part, the sorts of things we can deliberate and reason about in the traditional sense. 

Thus when a mental state is one which we actively deliberate over in a rational manner, 

the mental state is most likely to be propositional. Just as in the case of the speed of the 

mental process, the accessibility and controllability o f the process only imperfectly 

correlates to the primary features we are concerned with. As such, these positions are 

both best construed as secondary features. These observations can lead us to a general list 

of the features a mental state will satisfy if it is cognitive:
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Primary Secondary
1. Propositional 3. Relatively slow
2. Involve Beliefs 4. Consciously accessible and controllable.

Now that we have constructed a rough list of the features a cognitive mental state 

will possess, we can move on to consider what different features we should expect to 

characterize non-cognitive mental states. Observations form Ekman’s position can lead us 

to our first conclusion, that non-cognitive mental processes operate quickly and without 

the subject’s conscious awareness. As we saw, Ekman’s affect programme operated 

quickly and automatically outside the agent’s awareness and control. Thus, non-cognitive 

mental states can be seen to have the inverse of cognitive mental states secondary 

features; they are both fast acting and occur largely without the subject’s awareness. Like 

the secondary features of the cognitive mental states, the secondary features of non- 

cognitive mental states are derived from these states’ primary features. The first primary 

feature of these states is that they are non-propositional. This feature is primary because 

it captures the central distinction that is relevant to the moral cognitivist non-cognitivist 

debate. The reason we can know that non-cognitive mental states are non-propositional is 

because they function to process information in a manner that is entirely distinct from the 

agent’s consideration of propositions. Like Ekman’s affect programme, these mental 

states are designed to respond to certain stimuli and evoke certain structured responses 

without entering into the agent’s set of beliefs. Thus these mental states can be thought 

of as non-propositional because they process information in a way that is not belief-like, 

and does not lend itself to being expressed in propositional language. As a consequence, 

non-cognitive mental states are not beliefs, in the sense that they do not contain
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propositional content that is concerned with truth or falsity. Thus we can see from this 

short discussion that these processes have the inverse features of the cognitive mental 

states. That is to say non-cognitive mental states can be characterized by the following 

features:

Primary: Secondary:
1. Non-propositional 3. Operate quickly and automatically,
2. Not concerned with beliefs 4. Not consciously accessible or

controllable

These considerations provide us with a rough set of criteria for distinguishing 

cognitive from non-cognitive belief states. As we have seen, these general psychological 

desiderata parallel nicely with the features that divide moral cognitivists from moral non- 

cognitivists. Now that we have a general set of criteria, we are better equipped to address 

contemporary data from moral psychology, and determine whether or not it speaks in 

favour or against psychological non-cognitivism. That said, before we can carry out this 

analysis, we need to address a few further methodological concerns. The first o f which 

has to do with a potential objection to the list o f secondary features proposed for 

cognitive and non-cognitive mental states.

One argument that could be raised against the discussion so far is that my divide 

between cognitive and non-cognitive mental states enforces an artificial divide in the 

nature of human psychology. One way of articulating this concern would be to point out 

that despite what I have said to the contrary, there are cases where automatic non- 

conscious psychological processes can be propositional. Certain propositional attitudes 

could become so ingrained through habit that they manifest themselves automatically in
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the relevant circumstances. Such attitudes could be cognitive in the sense that they their 

content is truth-apt, and have a distinct communicable linguistic meaning, but they may 

operate automatically and without conscious deliberation. For example, certain 

mathematical truths such as the fact that 2+2=4, can become so habituated that we 

automatically reach the conclusion without conscious deliberation. Thus automatic 

mental processes need not be non-propositional.

This is a reasonable concern, and highlights an important point, namely that my 

division of psychological states between ‘cognitive’ and ‘non-cognitive’ is not meant to 

cover all possible psychological processes. There are certainly cases of propositional 

beliefs becoming habituated, and thereby becoming automatic, but this does not 

undermine my distinction. As I mentioned before, I list these as secondary qualities 

precisely because they are imprecise predictors for the division I am concerned with. I am 

concerned first and foremost with dividing the two sets of mental states along the lines of 

propositions. I argue that many non-propositional states are automatic, precisely because 

they do not enter into the agent’s set of beliefs and as a consequence aren’t the sorts of 

things to be consciously considered. In addition, I have defined cognitive mental states 

as conscious and deliberative because propositional claims monopolize consciously 

accessible deliberative reasoning. While there are arguably many cases of propositional 

reasoning that happen automatically, most kinds of belief states are easier to identify in 

conscious and deliberative psychological activity.

The discussion of this objection will be important to keep in mind in the 

upcoming analysis of the data. As we will see, much of the contemporary literature in 

moral psychology points to automatic psychological processes playing an important role
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in moral judgments. In light of this objection it will be important to not equivocate 

‘automatic’ with ‘non-cognitive’ as we have seen that propositional claims can also be 

cognized automatically. Thus in the final analysis, the primary focus will have to be on 

whether the automatic processes being discussed by contemporary moral psychology are 

propositional or non-propositional in nature.

3.4 Does that mental state influence or constitute that moral judgment?

Before we can move on to assess the data provided by contemporary moral

psychology, it will be necessary to become a bit clearer on what psychological non-

cognitivism is committed to. In particular, the point that needs to be stressed is that

psychological non-cognitivism is a thesis about the nature o f the mental states that

constitute moral judgments, not those that merely influence them. This distinction is

important because it changes the nature o f the data that is necessary to affirm

psychological non-cognitivism. For example, we could not vindicate this thesis merely

by demonstrating that non-cognitive affective features are involved in moral judgments,

as these features could be involved in our judgments, even if our judgments are purely

propositional. An individual may feel disgust toward a scenario, and then form a

conscious rational belief on the basis of this disgust. In this case the non-cognitive

mental state was important only insofar as it triggered the cognitive judgment that

followed it. The moral judgment in this example was constituted by a cognitive mental

state and so while the process of forming the judgment implicated a non-cognitive mental

state, the example would not count in favour of psychological non-cognitivism. In the

metaethical literature many cognitivists are comfortable with non-cognitive mental states
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playing a role in moral judgment. As we saw, Smith was closely tied to Hume's 

observations about moral psychology, and as such was amendable to the idea that the 

sentiments play a key role in motivating moral judgments. None the less, Smith would 

argue that the content of moral judgments themselves are cognitive, and in particular are 

constituted by the belief ‘that which we would do if  we were fully rational.'

Moving forward then, we should narrow our analysis to the following constraints. 

First we must focus on identifying the mental states that constitute our moral judgments. 

Once these mental states have been isolated we should test whether or not they have the 

four descriptors associated with cognitive or non-cognitive mental states, focusing 

particularly on whether or not the mental states are best categorised as propositional or 

non-propositional in nature. Now that we have a general method of investigation, we can 

go on to consider the best way in which to address the significant amount of data 

presented by empirical moral psychology.

3.5 Consulting the Data: Haidt. Greene and Moll

Our discussion so far has provided us with a general framework for deciding what

data we should focus on in the moral psychological literature. Unfortunately, even with a

relatively clear set of criteria for our analysis it is difficult to address the significant

amount of moral psychological data that is available. In anticipation of this difficulty I

will focus my analysis on the positions advanced by three particular moral psychologists:

Jonathan Haidt, Joshua Greene and Jorge Moll. By focusing on these individuals

positions I will be able to rely on their abilities to synthesize a large set of empirical data

into a particular theory. Using these theories, we can determine whether or not the data
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they present favours psychological non-cognitivism. I have chosen to analyze these three 

accounts in particular because they each rely on a different area of moral psychological 

data. In addition, each of their theories provides a different way of supporting and 

challenging psychological non-cognitivism. Exploring each of these three accounts will 

also allow us work through some general problems concerning inferences from the data 

to conclusions about the plausibility of psychological non-cognitivism.

In the coming chapters, I will look to analyse Haidt, Greene and Moll’s positions 

independently. In each chapter, I will look to exposit the author’s general theory, briefly 

present the evidence they offer in its favour, and then consider some objections that can 

be presented to the theory. The objections I will focus on will both challenge certain 

features of the author’s account, and raise general methodological concerns that impact 

broader features of this analysis. Addressing these concerns will therefore offer both the 

benefit of defending the plausibility of the author’s conclusions, and of addressing 

broader concerns that affect the central premises of this analysis. It is important to note 

that my goal in presenting these positions is not to argue that any of them offer a 

complete and unproblematic explanation of the psychological processes behind moral 

judgment. Instead, I will explicitly focus on the common features of these positions in 

order to reach general conclusions about the psychological nature of moral judgments. 

With these general points in mind, I will now turn to Jonathan Haidt’s Social Intuitionist 

Model and its explanation of moral judgment.
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Chapter 4- Jonathan Haidt- The Social Intuitionist Model

4.1 Exposition

Haidt provides a complex and insightful theory for explaining the nature of moral 

judgments. Haidt argues that our moral judgments is not a process involving conscious 

rational deliberation, but a process dominated by a set of fast acting intuitions that 

operate outside our conscious awareness and control. Haidt names his view the Social 

Intuitionist Model (SIM) and it looks to explain the relationship between our intuitions 

and our everyday moral judgments using the connections established by Figure 1,34 This 

image represents the six links that Haidt’s SIM posit are necessary to explain the 

development and functioning of our moral judgments. I will briefly elaborate on each of 

these links before moving on to consider the evidence Haidt forwards in favour of his 

account.

Eliciting
Situation

A’s Judgment M A 's  Reasoni n]A’s Intuition

B’s Judgment W B’s Intuition

Figure 2. The social intuitionist model o f moral judgment. The numbered links, drawn for Person A only, are 
(1) the intuitive judgment link, (2) the post hoc reasoning link, (3) the reasoned persuasion link, and (4) the social 
persuasion link. Two additional links are hypothesized to occur less frequently: (5) the reasoned judgment link 
and (6) the private reflection link.
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Link 1 represents the intuitive judgment link. The intuitive judgment link in many 

ways represents the heart of Haidt’s theory. Haidt’s central observation is that our moral 

judgments are typically determined by automatic non-conscious entities that he calls the 

‘intuitions’. Haidt’s wording choice is slightly problematic as ‘intuition’ carries a number 

of interpretations in the philosophical context. That said, Haidt specifies that by 

‘intuition’ he intends to refer to a kind of mental process which immediately presents us 

with a particular conclusion without making us aware o f the process that lead to this

‘X  *5conclusion. By defining intuitions in this manner Haidt intends to differentiate two 

kinds of mental processes: reasoning and intuition. These processes largely resemble 

(though importantly aren’t identical to) the distinctions we addressed in the last section 

between cognitive and non-cognitive mental states. The key distinction between these 

two processes is that reasoning happens consciously and deliberately and takes time, 

while intuition happens automatically and without the conscious involvement of the 

agent. The intuitive judgment link therefore claims that our moral judgments appear in 

our consciousness as a result of these automatic intuitive processes, and not by rational 

conscious deliberation. This proposal is controversial, as many people believe that their 

moral judgments are based on some form of rational deliberation, and would be surprised 

to find that their moral positions are simply the productive of an automatic psychological 

system operating largely out of their awareness and control. Indeed when most 

individuals enter into moral debate with one another, they do not generally take 

themselves to be simply expressing their own intuitions, but to be reasons and arguments 

for why their position is justified. The next link in the SIM is meant to address this 

concern and explain how reasoning and rationality is related to moral discussion.
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The Second link in the SIM is the post-hoc reasoning link. Here Haidt looks to 

invert our normal understanding of the relationship between our moral reasoning and our 

affirmation of a particular judgment. According to this link, our moral reasoning isn’t 

responsible for our moral judgments, but these judgments direct and determine this 

reasoning. Thus, Haidt argues that the reasons we express in favour o f our judgments are 

typically used as a means of defending the conclusions predetermined by our intuitions. 

Haidt argues that moral reasoning is more often in the role o f a lawyer arguing for a 

particular pre-determined position, rather than a judge or a scientist attempting to reach 

the position which is best supported by the evidence. In order to make this interpretation 

o f the role of reasoning plausible, Haidt cites research in other fields of psychology that 

suggest similar post-hoc reasoning in common in other domains of human affairs. For 

example he cites studies by Nisbett and Wilson that demonstrate the role of post-hoc 

reasoning in causal explanations.36 In addition he cites the work of Kuhn,37 Kunda,38 and 

Perkins, Frady and Bushey whose findings demonstrate individuals’ tendency to 

automatically present reasons for a particular predetermined hypothesis. Haidt uses 

considerations from these studies in conjunction with his own observations about moral 

behaviour in order to conclude that moral reasoning is in the majority of cases, post-hoc.

If Haidt is right in concluding that moral claims are based primarily on our 

intuition, and reasoning plays no direct causal role in forming our own intuitions, then 

one might wonder why we bother with moral reasoning at all. If all we are doing is 

asserting our intuitions, why attempt to ground these intuitions in principles and 

arguments in the first place? Haidt attempts to answer this puzzle by appealing to the 

‘social’ aspect of the SIM. He argues that the role of rational argumentation in moral
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judgment is not to lead the speaker to any new conclusions, but to convince their 

interlocutor to accept their position. This leads to the next link in the SIM.

This third link in the SIM is labeled the reasoned persuasion link. Here Haidt 

argues that the points being put forward by individual A can have an effect on the 

intuitions that govern the judgments of individual B. Haidt recognizes that it is relatively 

rare for an individual to change their mind after being confronted by another individual’s 

moral arguments. Haidt argues that the rarity of these changes in moral opinion is 

understandable according to the SIM, as an individual’s intuition is not based on a 

particular argument but on the mental processes governing their intuition. As such, 

identifying a faulty premise or a fallacy in someone’s moral beliefs will not thereby 

convince them that they should change their moral view. Haidt’s hypothesis is that most 

changes in moral opinions occur when the speaker triggers an affectively charged 

intuition in the listener. By becoming aware of this new affectively charged intuition, the 

listener might then change their stance on the position. Haidt cites the work of Shavitt40 

and Edwards and von Hippel41 whose findings demonstrate the effectiveness of affective 

persuasion to change affectively based attitudes. Since moral judgments are often 

affectively based attitudes, Haidt takes this to be reason for supposing that affective 

persuasion will be the most effective in changing these views as well. While Haidt 

allows for new intuitions to be implanted in people through moral reasoning and 

discussion, he does not take it to be the primary method by which individuals develop 

their moral intuitions. Haidt argues that subtle cues from our social environment do far 

more to shape our moral intuitions than any argument or rational discussion we might 

have in our upbringing. This leads to the next link in the SIM.
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The fourth link of the SIM is the social persuasion link. In this link Haidt posits 

that the majority of our intuitions are determined by norms adopted by the group we are 

embedded in. As such Haidt argues that the fact that our friends or allies believe a 

particular act or behaviour is right or wrong will lead us naturally to have the 

corresponding intuition. Haidt relies on a number of studies that show that these social 

factors not only lead to behavioural conformity with group norms,42 but a change in 

privately held judgments as well.43 44 45 46 Haidt takes these social forces to be the 

primary force that determines the content of our moral intuitions. In particular, Haidt 

believes that different cultures and even different sub-cultures engender the promotion of 

different kinds of intuitions.47

These four links constitute the primary features of the SIM. The solid lines in 

figure 1 represent the fact that Haidt takes these features to be those that are the most 

important in explaining our moral judgments. These four primary features are largely 

automatic and occur with little conscious involvement or control from the agent. The last 

two processes (5 and 6) represent features of morality that are consciously controlled by 

the agent. These links focus on the role that conscious rational deliberation can play in 

our moral judgments. While many individuals believe that conscious rational 

deliberation plays a significant role in the functioning of our moral judgments, Haidt 

represents link 5 and 6 in Figure 1 with dotted lines in order to represent the fact that 

according to his theory, these links play a relatively minor role in standard cases o f moral 

judgment.

The first of these two consciously accessible features of moral judgment is the 

fifth link in the SIM, the reasoned-judgment link. Haidt observes that people may at

53



times reach a particular moral conclusion through the sheer force of reason and logic 

alone. One might, for example, observe that one of their higher order moral beliefs 

(prevent suffering) leads to a conclusion that they had no particular intuition about (the 

consumption of meat). Haidt argues that while such reasoning does occasionally lead us 

to new moral judgments, these judgments are generally weaker than those directly backed 

by an affectively charged intuition. It is weaker in the sense that it is less likely to lead to 

action and is more easily defeated by competing considerations. In cases where this 

rational judgment conflicts with an intuition, it leads the agent to have a ‘dual attitude’ 

wherein the individual’s conscious judgment conflicts with how they intuitively feel 

about the case.48 That said, deliberative reason can at times lead us to a particular moral 

judgment without an intuition to back it up. While Haidt allows for moral reasoning to 

lead to a moral judgment without a change in the intuitions, he also allows for cases 

where our moral reasoning changes our intuition directly. These changes are explained 

by the next link of the SIM.

The sixth and final link of the SIM is the private reflection link. Haidt allows for 

cases where an agent can change their intuition about a moral judgment through 

reasoning and rational reflection alone. One of the most common methods for doing so is 

to intentionally trigger a new set of intuitions through imagining yourself in someone 

else’s situation.49 By imagining yourself in another person’s position you are capable o f 

generating new intuitions based on how the situation is affecting them. Haidt notes that 

more cognitively focused psychologists such as Piaget50 and Kohlberg5152 cite ‘others 

perspective’ reasoning as one of the primary forms of reasoning which leads us to new 

moral judgments. While Haidt’s position can accommodate this data, he argues
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deliberative reason plays only a minor role in constituting our moral judgments. While 

individuals can trigger new intuitions by going through the rational process of putting 

themselves in another person’s situation, it is far more common for them to form their 

judgment on the basis of whatever intuition is triggered by the scenario.

These six links I have considered, connected in the manner presented in Figure 1, 

constitute Haidt’s Social Intuitionist Model. As I mentioned earlier, Haidt’s model is a 

controversial one, as it largely aims to invert our common understanding of the 

relationship between our intuitions and our moral reasons. Since it is such a controversial 

proposal, Haidt attempts to make his model plausible by providing a wide array of 

evidence from behavioural and social psychology that he argues favours his position.

This evidence purports to show that automated processes play a far greater role in human 

cognition than most of us would commonly believe. Such evidence supports Haidt’s 

position insofar as it vindicates the SIM’s general strategy of relying on automatic 

intuitive process to produce our moral judgments.

4.2 Evidence in Favour of the View

Hadit provides four general considerations that he believes helps to support his

theory of moral judgments. The first set of evidence Haidt presents looks to defend his

central premise that “There is a Ubiquitous and Under-Studied Intuitive process at work

in much of human cognition”.53 Haidt bases his division of the intuitive and the rational

spheres of mental processing on a number of well-regarded theories in both cognitive and

social psychology. Primarily, he cites the work of Zajonc who advances an affective

primacy theory that states that feeling and thought are, to a certain extent, different
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systems that function parallel to one another.54 Zajonc's theory itself is based on the 

synthesis of a number of studies from both psychology and sociology. Zajonc infers from 

the findings of these studies that the affective system is primary as it operates faster than 

the other system, and is generally more powerful when the two systems conflict. Haidt 

also cites a number of studies on the 'automatic evaluation effect' which show that very 

brief and even subliminal presentation of affectively charged words55 56, facial
C*T C O

expressions and photographs of people and animals “alter the time it takes to evaluate 

a target object presented immediately afterward indicating that affective processing is at 

work within a quarter second of stimulus presentation.”59 Zajonc's theory and the other 

observations in social and cognitive psychology support Haidt's assertion that there is a 

separate and automatic affective process at work in much of our mental activities.

Haidt attempts to add evidence to this position by showing how many other 

common mental activities appear to function using an automatic non-belief oriented 

system of evaluation. Haidt observes that one of the emerging views in social cognition is 

that most of our behaviours and judgments occur automatically “i.e. without intention, 

effort, or awareness of process.” 60 First impressions for example seem to be best 

described as an automatic process rather than a deliberate judgment about an individual. 

Haidt cites Albright, Kenny, & Malloy who demonstrate that the opinions an individual 

forms of someone from observing a 'thin slice' of behaviour (as little as 5 seconds) are 

nearly identical to those they form after longer observation.61 Individuals also instantly 

and automatically categorize other people, often attributing them to morally evaluative

f t )traits. These processes show that many of our evaluative processes happen 

automatically without rational and deliberative involvement.
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In addition to our automatic evaluative judgment of others, several studies have 

shown that our deliberative processes occur in a way consistent with an automatic 

system. Haidt cites Chaiken's 'heuristic system model of persuasion' which posits that 

individuals rely on certain heuristics in discussions to conserve cognitive resources, and 

only employ slower and more systemic processing when there is sufficient complication 

for the heuristic to not apply.63 One of the heuristics Chaiken identifies is the “I agree 

with people I like” heuristic. If moral judgments are the automatic processes the SIM 

takes them to be, then they likely follow a similar heuristic for determining their content. 

As such, we would expect that when individuals reason with each other about moral 

issues (links 3 and 4) they are far more likely to change their opinion by reasons 

presented by their friend rather than the same reasons presented by their adversary. Davis 

and Rusbuly have documented this precise phenomenon, wherein an individual is more 

likely to agree with an argument if it comes from their allies, a process which they have 

labeled attitude alignment.64 In cases where two opponents with mutually exclusive 

intuitions attempt to argue against one another, it often only leads to further polarization 

of each other’s beliefs. This phenomena is documented by Lord, Ross and Leper and is 

labeled “attitude polarization”.65 Haidt argues that these features of our psychological 

behaviour provide us with grounds for adopting a dual level view of human cognition and 

this in turn vindicates one of the central components of the SIM.

The second general consideration that Haidt provides in favour of his view comes 

from a set of evidence that suggests that reason plays a fundamentally post-hoc role in 

moral judgments. As Haidt puts it, rationality is better categorized as a lawyer defending 

a client then a judge or a scientist searching for the truth. In order to motivate this
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conception of rationality, Haidt provides two examples of types of motivation which 

heavily bias and direct subject’s reasoning. The first are relatedness motives and the 

second are coherence motives. Relatedness motives refer to those motives that arise from 

the relationship we have with the individual we are reasoning with. As Haidt puts it, 

from an evolutionary perspective “it would be strange if  our reasoning system was 

designed principally for accuracy, with no concern for the disastrous consequences of 

periodically siding with our enemies over our friends.”66 This consideration helps to 

motivate the idea that in particular situations reason would be amenable to the more 

automatic psychological systems that governed social interactions.

One such set of situations that followed this model were observed in a study by

f nChen, Shechter, and Chaiken. In this study, the authors demonstrated that when 

individuals think they are going to be paired up with some one of a particular view, they 

automatically change their position to fit closer with that individual’s view. This sort of 

behaviour is commonly observed in studies investigating the relationship between social 

pressure and belief formation. Haidt also observed another set of motivations that subtly 

affects agents reasoning. Haidt points to data that suggests that individuals often focus 

on evidence and arguments that support their current position. Haidt refers to these 

tendencies as coherence motives. A long standing history of research on cognitive 

dissonance demonstrates that individuals often automatically undergo radical changes to 

their beliefs in order to avoid internal contradictions.68 69 More recent considerations 

from Chaiken, Giner-Sorrolla, and Chen show that this effect is particularity strong in 

'self-definitional attitudes and beliefs' such as individuals moral attitudes.70
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This sort of automatic biasing effect can be seen in studies that challenge 

individual’s moral and political ideologies. Lord et al. found that when subjects were 

researching the death penalty, they would uncritically accept evidence that supported 

their position, while critically examining those pieces that went against it.71 Other studies 

show how individuals automatically and unconsciously change their beliefs to fit other 

commitments. For example individuals generally want to believe the world is just and 

fair and as a consequence when individuals view people who suffer for no reason, they 

often denigrate or blame them.72 73 In addition, Tetlock, Kristel, Elson, Green, and Lemer 

show that individuals are less willing to use information and counter-factual thinking in 

particular situations if it could potentially damage their “sacred beliefs”.74 Haidt argues 

that each of these observations show how reasoning can be co-opted by automatic 

psychological systems that look to defend and advance certain conclusions.

This sort of behaviour is also observed in moral judgments. For example, Haidt 

cites evidence suggesting that when individuals are primed with thoughts of death, they 

attach themselves more strongly with their cultural worldview. As a consequence these 

primed individuals also condemn violations of cultural values more harshly, and provide 

more praise for moral behaviour. 76 These observations lead Haidt to the conclusion that 

human reason is not a mechanism designed to be objective in all cases, but is for the most 

part designed to fulfill certain social functions by automatically providing justification for 

our behavior. Haidt doesn’t think the upshot of this evidence is that people are stupid or 

irrational but that we should “look for the roots of human intelligence, rationality and 

virtue in what the mind does best: perception, intuition, and other mental operations that

77are quick, effortless, and generally quite accurate.” Haidt thereby concludes that the
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more intuitive and automatic elements of our psychology play a primary role in shaping 

our judgments.

The third general consideration that Haidt provides in favour of his position is the 

fact that post-hoc rationality is a common feature of human psychology. In other words, 

Haidt argues that as a rule, we are generally bad at citing the factors that actually 

influence our judgments. In addition there is good reason to believe that we naturally 

provide alternative explanations that we then take to be the genuine reasons for our 

judgment. For example, Nisbett and Schachter conducted an experiment where 

individuals were asked to subject themselves to increasing levels of electric shock.78 Half 

of the participants received placebo pills while taking the shocks, while the others did 

not. Those who took the placebo pills misattributed the symptoms of the shock to these 

pills, and willingly subjected themselves to four times the shock than those individuals 

who did not receive the pills. When individuals were asked whether or not they were 

attributing the symptoms to the pill, only 25% of participants were capable of recognizing 

that this is what they were doing. The remaining subjects provided some alternative 

explanations to try and explain their tolerance to the shocks.79

This data coheres with Nisbett and Wilson’s general theory that states that when 

individuals attempt to explain their actions, they are not trying to accurately represent the 

cognitive activity that led to their behaviour, as much of this activity is not available to 

their conscious mind. Instead, they consider the “pool of culturally supplied explanations

8ftof behaviour,” and select the best fitting explanation from this pool. Nisbett and Wilson 

argue that when we look for an explanation for our action we simply look at whatever 

pieces of our behaviour fit into the acceptable cultural model and then present those
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reasons as our own.8182 Post-hoc reasoning can also be observed in cases where 

experimenters use hypnosis83 and subliminal presentation84 to make people behave in a 

particular manner. In these cases, individuals actively invent reasons to explain their 

behaviour. Individuals in these experiments sincerely believe that the post-hoc reasons 

they are presenting for their actions are actually the reasons for their behaviour. The key 

observation here for Haidt is that these individuals aren’t intentionally lying to cover up 

their inexplicable behaviour, they are automatically generating plausible stories for their 

behaviour which they take to be true.

The most compelling evidence for post-hoc rationalization according to Haidt 

comes from studies of split-brain patients. Split-brain patients are patients which have 

had their corpus callosum severed in order to reduce the threat of seizures. The corpus 

callosum functions to communicate information between the left-brain and the right- 

brain, and so in split-brain patients, these two brain regions operate largely independently 

of one another. When a split-brain patient moves her left hand by operating the motor 

cortex in her right brain, the linguistic center in her left-brain automatically provides a 

story for this behaviour.85 This is surprising behaviour, as the right brain motor cortex 

has no means of communicating with the linguistic center in the left brain. This region of 

the brain then is seen to automatically provide an explanation for the agent’s action, 

despite its inability to connect with the cause of that action. The linguistic center o f the 

brain so consistently and automatically provides explanations of our action that 

Gazzaniga has posited it as an “interpreter module” which constantly and automatically
O/-

provides us with plausible stories for our behaviour.
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Haidt argues that the commonality of post-hoc rationality in many features o f our 

lives provides reason to suspect it will be working in moral reasoning as well. In order to 

bolster this hypothesis, Haidt draws several parallels between the cases that have been 

discussed and cases of moral reasoning. According to the SIM, when an agent judges 

something to be wrong, they do so because of an automatic intuitive response that occurs 

without their control or awareness. While the agent has no conscious access to the 

reasons for their judgment, they can access the culturally supplied norms for evaluating 

behaviour and then provide their reasoning using these norms. Haidt labels these norms 

a priori moral theories.6 As such, when individuals attempt to provide an explanation for 

their moral intuition they can appeal to a principle like ‘unprovoked harm is bad’. This 

norm may not govern the intuitive mechanism that governs their judgment, but it is still a 

reason they can voice in its favour. Haidt suggests that our a priori moral theories will be 

largely built around these intuitions and so it will appear as if  our moral judgments are 

built from these principles, when in fact it is the other way around.

Reversing the causal relationship between these two features allows us to provide 

interesting interpretation of a number of observations that are generally meant to favour a 

rationalist reading of moral judgments. Kohlberg is largely responsible for the cognitive 

revolution in psychology, a movement which looked to place reason and rationality at the
O 'J

center of explanations of human action. Kohlberg attempted to explain moral behaviour

by dividing groups of individuals into stages of moral development on the basis o f the

sort of explanations they would provide for why something was wrong. While the theory

6 N ote th a t Haidt's use of phrase 'a priori moral theo ries ' is entirely distinct from how th e  phrase is used  in 
general moral philosophy. Here Haidt is only referring to  those  se ts  of m oral reasons we pick up w hen  w e 

are raised in a particular society.
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posited that progression through these stages indicated a sign of moral maturity, Haidt’s 

theory provides an alternative explanation of this progression. According to this 

explanation, as individuals developed intellectually, they would gain access to new 

reasons that they could use to justify their intuitive judgments. For example, children in 

Kohlberg’s first stage of development generally explain that an act was wrong because 

they would be punished for performing it. While Kohlberg generally interpreted this as 

evidence of an undeveloped moral rationality, Haidt argues that children may provide 

these explanations because they are reasons that sound plausible to the child, as they are 

likely reasons that have been presented to them in the past. Post-hoc reasoning then can 

be shown to explain these more rationally oriented theories of moral judgment. We 

appear to be reasoning in cases of moral judgments because, as in other social scenarios, 

we naturally rationalize our action using the cultural information available to us.88

The final general consideration Haidt puts forward in favour of his account is the 

observation that “action covaries with moral emotion more than with moral reason.”89 In 

order to help add plausibility to this claim, Haidt cites a number of studies that show that 

there is a weak link between reasoning and moral action. Before we can consider these 

studies further, it will necessary to address some of the considerations that have lead 

individuals to believe that reasoning does play an important role in moral judgment. In 

particular it will be necessary to explain Blasi’s findings that “moral reasoning and moral 

action are statistically related”.90 While Blasi only ever viewed the relationship between 

moral reasoning and moral action as correlational, individuals in the cognitive 

development tradition argued that this link should be seen as causal. The cognitive 

development theorists then want to try and preserve the arguably folk-psychological
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notion that being better at moral reasoning will lead us to act more morally on account of 

the fact that this reasoning will lead us to the right moral conclusion more often, and this 

in turn will lead to action.91

Upon further investigation, Blasi found that another explanation of the 

relationship between moral reasoning and moral action was available. According to this 

explanation, it is not the reasoning itself but the IQ of the agent carrying out the 

reasoning that predicted moral behaviour. This alternative explanation arguably still 

favours the cognitive developmental interpretation, as it seems natural to presume that IQ 

would affect moral reasoning and not some other non-rational psychological system. In 

response to this, Haidt attempts to provide an alternate explanation for IQ's effect on 

action. To provide this explanation Haidt relies on Metcalfe and Mischel's dual process 

theory of willpower. According to this position, there are two systems that govern 

behaviour in cases of temptation. The 'hot' system runs on quick emotional responses and 

relies on amygdala-based memory. The 'cool' system is designed to deal with “complex 

spatiotemporal and episodic representation and thought.”93 It employs hippocampal 

memory and relies on the activation of the frontal lobe.

This theory was developed in part to explain a number of findings. In particular it 

was motivated by the surprising discovery that the number of seconds a preschooler 

delayed an immediate reward (one marshmallow sitting in front of them) for a larger 

future reward (two marshmallows) was a strong predictor for their cognitive competence 

13 years later (as measured by their SAT scores and the ability to demonstrate self- 

control).94 These findings support the hypothesis that certain children start off with 

stronger 'cool' systems as a result of better or faster frontal cortex development.95 A
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stronger frontal cortex leads these individuals to exhibit more intelligence and willpower 

later in life, resulting in better SAT scores and better performance on tests measuring 

willpower. The fact that intelligence and willpower are both a result of a strong frontal 

cortex can in turn explain why moral reasoning and moral behaviour are correlated. 

According to these observations, individuals with higher moral reasoning will also have a 

stronger inhibitory system, and as a consequence will be better at inhibiting immoral 

behaviour.

This prediction is consistent with the longstanding observation that there is an 

inverse relationship between criminality and IQ (even after isolating socio-economic 

factors).96 It is important to note that what has been said so far only applies to limiting 

immoral behaviour, not to promoting moral behaviour. When it comes to positive moral 

motivation, the link between intelligence and moral behaviour becomes less clear. For 

example, several studies examined pro-social moral exemplars with non-exemplars and 

showed that the two groups did not differ in their moral reasoning abilities (as measured

07  OSby Kohlberg and Rest's scales). A more comprehensive review of the standard tests 

conducted for moral reasoning showed that while there was a relationship between these 

scores and negative moral behaviour, there was no relationship between the scores and

i  . . 9 9positive moral activity.

These considerations lead Haidt to the conclusion that moral reasoning does not in 

itself provide us with motivation for moral action. After establishing this point, Haidt 

attempts to show that emotions play the primary role in providing this motivation. Haidt 

derives most of his evidence of the role of emotions in moral motivation from the study 

of psychopaths. Haidt takes psychopaths to be ideal subjects for this analysis because
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they are individuals who are capable of advanced higher-order reasoning, but appear to 

lack certain important moral emotions. Cleckley’s study of psychopathy shows that 

psychopaths suffer from an inability to generate a number o f affect reactions, 

“particularly those that would be triggered by the suffering of others (remorse, 

sympathy), condemnation by others (shame, embarrassment), or attachment to others 

(love, grief).”100 The emotional deficits in psychopaths are then thought to be responsible 

for their antisocial behaviour.

Several studies also suggest that this behaviour is due to selective damage in the 

prefrontal cortex.101 In particular Haidt relies on the research done by Damasio and 

colleagues who found a consistent set of anti-social personality changes that accompany 

damage to the ventromedial prefrontal cortex (VMPFC).102 Individuals with this damage 

are fully capable of retaining information about moral rules and social conventions, and 

are even capable of performing well in hypothetical moral dilemmas. Despite the fact 

that these individuals maintain the rational capacity to think about morality in theory, 

they lose the ability to be moral in practice. Damasio goes on to show that the central 

capacity that is lost from damage to the VMPFC is the ability to have normal emotional 

responses to the world. When measuring the skin conductance of subjects exposed to 

emotionally provocative photos (nudity, mutilation, people dying), normal subjects show 

increased receptivity, while those with damage to their VMPFC experienced no 

response.103 This same behaviour was observed in individuals with psychopathy.104 The 

subjects with VMPFC damage in these cases report that they know that they should feel 

something in response to the pictures but they simply feel nothing. For Haidt’s purposes, 

these cases are important because they show that moral reasoning can stay intact, while

66



moral motivation is lost. This shows that moral reasoning cannot be a sufficient 

condition of moral judgments, as moral judgments are generally also thought o f as having 

a motivational/practical component to them.

After showing that moral reasoning isn’t enough to provide us with moral 

motivation, Haidt goes on to review the evidence that suggests that the emotions play an 

important role in providing us with this motivation. Haidt briefly reviews the debate 

surrounding the empathy-altruism hypothesis which states that empathy aroused by the 

perception of someone else’s suffering produces altruistic motivation to reduce that 

suffering.105 106 While there is a live debate over the plausibility of this view, both its 

proponents and its opponents agree that the motivation to help others comes from a 

primarily affective system which includes empathy, as well as sadness, guilt and 

shame.107 Thus Haidt concludes that the primary motivation for moral action is from the 

automatic non-rational domain of the emotions and not from the rational domain of 

reflective conscious deliberation.

4.3 Criticism: Saltztien and Kasachoff

Before considering some of the major criticisms of Haidt’s SIM, it will be helpful

summarize the evidence he has provided in its favour. Each of the pieces of evidence

Haidt presents is meant to add to the plausibility of certain features of his position. In

particular Haidt wants to make two general claims: 1) that there is an affective intuitive

system at work as the dominant system in much of human cognition and 2) that this

system, and not the slower more rational one, is primarily responsible for moral

judgments. Haidt is also committed to the more specific claim that these judgments
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operate through the six links posited by the SIM. When objecting to Haidt’s position one 

can take issue with any of these three claims. In objecting to the first claim, one could 

argue that our psychological systems are both more unified and more rational than 

Haidt’s model would allow. In objecting to the second claim, we could remain 

ambivalent about the role o f rational conscious judgment in more general cognition, but 

insist that in the moral domain, conscious rational judgment is more important than the 

SIM would have us believe. Conversely one could agree with much of the evidence 

Haidt advances in favour of his position, but argue that a different model could better 

accommodate this data. Along a similar line, one might pursue a line o f general 

scepticism toward Haidt’s position and argue that the data he presents fails to vindicate 

his particular theory, and that the same data could be interpreted to different ends.

The objection I will focus on the second general line of argument, namely that 

reason plays a more important role in moral judgment that Haidt allows. The critique I 

will consider speaks to Haidt’s position directly, offering particular reasons for why his 

affect-centered account is inadequate. For the purposes of this project, it will be most 

beneficial to focus on this line of criticism as it more directly speaks to issues which 

affect the plausibility of psychological non-cognitivism. While many features of Haidt’s 

theory may be open to reasonable critique, for the purposes of my project these more 

particular criticisms are not as relevant as the more general point that automatic and 

seemingly non-propositional mental states play a large role in our moral judgments. As 

such, I will focus on Saltzstein and Kasachoflf’s critique that these automatic social- 

intuitive features are unable to provide an adequate explanation of moral judgments.
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The first major critique to Haidt’s position that I will consider comes from 

Herbert Saltzstein and Tziporah Kasachoff 2004 article Haidt’s Moral Intuitionist Theory:

10ftA Psychological and Philosophical Critique. In this article Saltzstein and Kasachoff 

(S&K) make three general criticisms against Haidt’s position. First, they claim that 

Hadit’s position reduces social influence to compliance while ignoring other more 

rational forms of influence. Second, they argue that this position fails to distinguish 

between the causes that lead to the development of morality, and those that operate in its 

deployment. Thirdly, they argue that Haidt’s position fails to distinguish between causes 

and ‘reasons’ or justifications.

S&K’s first objection rests on the observation that there are many forms of 

influence that are more rational than those that Haidt’s model accepts. S&K argue that 

Haidt’s account does not allow for our intuitions to change as a result of reasoned 

argument and persuasion. Intuitions for Haidt’s position are the starting point for moral 

judgments, but S&K claim that in moral discourse our moral intuitions are often 

generated or changed as a result of moral discussion. Indeed in certain debates we may 

have no moral intuition to begin with, and then generate new intuitions as a result of 

reasoned deliberation. In addition, there are cases where we have a strong moral intuition 

against killing an innocent individual, but we can override that intuition if  it will, for 

example, result in saving the lives of a number of people.109 There are other cases as 

well, where subjects might find themselves with an immediate repulsion to something 

(such as homosexual activity) but still not judge these actions to be morally wrong. In 

addition we also want our moral judgments to be consistent with one another, and this
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desire for consistency is more consistent if  we interpret our judgments as beliefs rather 

than mere intuitive preferences.

As a more general point, S&K observe that Haidt fails to sufficiently explain how 

moral discussions influence our moral intuitions. They recognize that Haidt is committed 

to the claim that rational discussions can only cause individuals to change their mind by 

triggering new non-rational intuitions. S&K challenge this assertion by citing a number 

of theories which suggest that there are different ways which our interactions with others 

can change our position.110 Some forms of persuasion are social and non-rational while 

others are deliberative and reflective. S&K argue that Haidt fails to appreciate the 

diversity and pervasiveness of this more reflective and deliberative form of social 

influence, and argue that individuals change their mind on the basis of reasons far more 

than Haidt’s model will allow.

The second objection S&K present against Haidt’s position is that it fails to 

distinguish the development of morality from its deployment. In particular S&K want to 

argue that Haidt’s observation that moral judgments rely on automatic responses does not 

rule out the possibility that they were at one point based on rational deliberation. S&K 

observe that many processes we establish through conscious reasoned steps become 

habituated over time. Mundane examples of this include processes like learning to tie our 

shoes or learning the rules of addition. Along these lines, our moral attitudes might have 

been established through reasoned deliberation, but now have become automatic due to 

habituation. As such in order to make his position plausible Haidt has to do more than 

merely show that our moral responses are automatic, he must also eliminate the 

possibility that these automatic responses are simply habituated rationality.
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The third objection presented against Haidt’s account is that it fails to distinguish 

between causes and reasons for action. Recall that in defending his position, Haidt argues 

that we do not have conscious access to the psychological processes that cause our moral 

judgments, and as such rationality only plays a post-hoc role in justifying the outputs of 

these non-conscious systems. S&K argues that this line of reasoning commits Haidt to a 

conflation between the justificatory reasons we have for an action, and the psychological 

explanations for why we acted the way we did. S&K put the point as follows:

“If we are trying to show that a moral judgment is correct, appeal must be 

made to criteria that morally justify the judgment and not to processes that 

made it occur. If you want to know whether what I did was morally 

correct, you are asking not what made me do what I did but whether what 

I did was the right thing to do in the circumstances” 111 

The idea then is that moral judgments are concerned not with the mental state that caused 

us to have that judgment, but the reasons we have for making that judgment.7 If this is 

correct, then Haidt’s analysis has made a fundamental error. If moral judgments are 

really about the reasons we can express for those judgments, then the SIM could at best 

show us that a series of complicated automatic systems skew our perspective and distract 

us from the proper focus of our moral judgments. This is an important point to consider, 

not just for Haidt’s position but also for our more general discussion concerning the status 

of the plausibility of psychological non-cognitivism. If moral judgments are only

7 It is im portan t to  no te th a t our reasons for action can also be th e  cause of this action. W hen w e ac t for a 

reason, th a t reason is also th e  psychological cause of our action. Thus while we generally discuss reasons 

independently  of the ir role in causation, it is im portant to  be aw are of th e  fact th a t reasons can also be 

causes.
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concerned with the reasons we can voice in their favour, reasons that we process and 

generate in a conscious and deliberative fashion, then it seems that psychological non- 

cognitivism would be necessarily false, as anything that was a moral judgment would be a 

reason, and reasons are represented by cognitive mental states. Thus it will be important 

both for Haidt’s position, and for the broader project, that we consider Haidt’s response to 

these objections.

4.4 Response to Saltzstein & Kasachoff

Haidt provides a detailed response to S&K in his article “The Emotional Dog

119Gets Mistaken for a Possum.” Haidt chose this title to draw attention to the fact that he 

takes many of S&K’s comments to be based on an incomplete reading of the SIM. As 

such, much of Haidt's response revolves around pointing out those features of the SIM 

that S&K failed to consider in their critique and then showing how these unconsidered 

features counter their objections. This is particularly the case in regards to S&K's first 

criticism. Haidt argues that this criticism is based on a failure to appreciate the role o f the 

reasoned persuasion link in his model (link 3 in Figure 1). Recall that according to this 

link, one of the major ways individuals’ intuitions change is by having other individuals 

in their community reason with them about their judgments. Haidt’s position therefore 

allows for moral discussion to lead to changes in our moral judgments, he simply argues 

that these changes are not necessarily attributable to any sort of conscious reasoning by 

the agent involved. While he doesn’t rule out this happening on occasion, he argues that 

the change o f opinion is far more often attributable to individuals being stimulated to 

have an intuition that they did not possess before. Thus Haidt can accommodate S&K’s
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assertion that there are two distinct ways to influence individuals moral positions, one 

social and one more rational, by appealing to the distinction between the reasoned 

persuasion link and the social persuasion link.

S&K cite our desire for coherence amongst our judgments as a reason for 

favouring a more rational construal of our moral judgments, but this desire for coherence 

can be accommodated in Haidt’s account by positing it as an innate feature of our 

intuitions. Given that the social intuitions are meant to coordinate social activity, it 

makes sense that they would be structured in a way that would favour coherence, as an 

inconsistent set of moral intuitions would lead to social disarray. Thus we see that much 

of S&K’s first objection to Haidt can be attributed to an incomplete and uncharitable 

reading of the SIM. While many features of their first objection rest on a misreading o f 

SIM, Haidt also looks to address a substantive disagreement that ties many of these 

criticisms together. This substantive point concerns the extent to which conscious 

deliberation leads to a change in moral option.

S&K maintain that moral reasoning works more or less as it appears to, we argue 

about particular claims, and then when one is confronted with a stronger argument one 

changes their mind. The main focus of Haidt’s project is to provide an alternative story to 

this commonly held view. As we have seen, Haidt relies on evidence forwarded by 

Edwards and von Hippel113 and Shavitt114 that shows the importance of affect priming in 

changing individual’s affectively based attitudes. This investigation, as well as many 

others like it shows us that human reasoning is not always what it seems, and that our 

psychologies preform many quick and subtle changes in response to affect laden stimuli. 

Affective priming has been shown to have a substantial effect on changing individuals
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affectively laden attitudes, and since in the majority of moral judgments are affect laden, 

Haidt concludes that those arguments which appeal to an affective component will have 

a far greater effect on shaping an individual’s moral intuitions. Given these 

considerations and the others discussed in the previous section, Haidt concludes that the 

non-rational features of moral arguments will have a much greater effect on our moral 

beliefs.

It is important to note that Haidt does not require all changes in moral opinion to 

be based on these affectively charged arguments. The reasoned judgment link allows for 

the possibility that an individual employing conscious effort and logical reasoning can 

alter their judgment. This in turn allows for the possibility of the individual changing 

their beliefs on the basis of reason alone. While this is possible under Haidt’s model, his 

substantive point is simply that this is not what takes place in standard cases of moral 

judgment. Haidt’s position is therefore not threatened by S&K’s first criticism, as it can 

accommodate the general concern while providing an alternative account of how moral 

reasoning affects our future judgments.

The next general criticism S&K advanced was the claim that Haidt’s position fails 

to consider the possibility that moral judgments are automatic in their application, but 

were originally established through reasoned argument. I argue that Haidt can respond to 

this criticism simply be appealing to his own explanation for how our moral intuitions get 

established. I did not discuss this feature of Haidt’s theory earlier, but roughly, Haidt 

believes that our intuitions are established both biologically and through particular 

features of cultural conditioning. In his more recent renditions of the SIM, Haidt narrows 

down 5 general categories of moral intuitions: harm, fairness, ingroup-outgroup,

74



authority and purity.115 In this work Haidt argues that these categories are set up as a ‘first 

draft’ in our biology and then get refined and focused through cultural conditioning.

Each cultural has a set of practices that helps to set the parameters of those situations that 

will trigger our moral intuitions. We observe these practices starting at a very young age, 

and through our observation of the norms of others, we internalize a particular set of 

moral intuitions. If this story is plausible, then Haidt rules out the notion that our moral 

judgments could be established by habituated rational deliberation.

While a full discussion of the plausibility of Haidt’s explanation of moral 

development would take us far from the task at hand I argue that even without this 

investigation, there are a number of psychological considerations that favour Haidt’s 

proposal over S&K’s. First of all, many moral intuitions are expressed by children long 

before they have developed enough to do any sort of complex moral reasoning.116 This 

seems to call into question S&K’s proposal, as these children clearly were not capable of 

cognizing the sort of conscious rational deliberation necessary to form a critical moral 

judgment. That said, S&K might claim that these judgments are rationally assented to 

later in life, and that this rational assent leads to the automaticity of moral responses 

through a kind of habituation. This sort of response though seems largely post hoc, as it 

is clear by studies of moral responses in children that the psychological activity necessary 

for the expression of moral intuitions develops faster, and independent of, the activities of 

higher order rational thought. Haidt’s position can respond to S&K’s criticism therefore 

by providing a plausible explanation for the automatic nature of moral judgments.

The third and most interesting objection provided by S&K concerns Haidt’s 

alleged conflation between explanations and justifications for moral judgments. S&K
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argue that the focus of our moral judgments are the reasons we can give in their favour, 

not the psychological mechanism that caused them to occur. Haidt’s response to this 

objection begins by revisiting what he takes reasoning to be:

“After reviewing the literature on everyday reasoning, I concluded that the 

critical feature of reasoning is that it occurs in sequential steps, at least a 

few of which must be performed consciously. I defined moral reasoning as 

“conscious mental activity that consists of transforming given information 

about people in order to reach a moral judgment” 5,117

Thus for Haidt, in order for moral judgments to be primarily concerned with what is 

rational, they would have to be constituted by several sequential steps which occur 

consciously. Haidt observes that S&K define rationality in a far broader manner. They 

seem to define rationality “as any mental process that is responsive to reasons and reason
I t o

giving.” Haidt argues that this conflates two very different cases. The first case has 

two individuals discussing a moral issue, and in this discussion person A understands B ’s 

contrary position, decides it is correct and then changes her mind. For Haidt, as long as 

there was two consciously understood sequential steps involved in A changing her mind, 

Haidt fully accepts that the change in A’s judgment is a product of conscious reasoning. 

The other case could involve the same conversation, but in this case A doesn’t go through 

conscious reasoning but surely just “gets” it. This for Haidt is not a case of reasoning, 

but a case of an intuition. In these cases, Person A has not gone through any moral 

reasoning herself, but has had a new intuition triggered by the words of Person B. Haidt 

then allows for reasons and reasoning to influence behaviour in a way that is, by his
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definition, not rational. Reasoning for Haidt is a conscious system of deliberation, and 

therefore anything relegated to unconscious automatic cognition is not ‘reasoning’ in a 

substantive sense. Haidt’s first point against S&K’s objection then is that it is a mistake to 

label all systems that are reason responsive as ‘rational’, as some systems change in 

response to reasons without being rational.

The other more general, and for the purposes of this project, more interesting 

feature of S&K’s criticism is the idea that the proper focus of moral judgments are 

reasons. As they put it, if one were to respond to the question ‘why do you think that is 

wrong’ with ‘because my psychological system x did y’ we would accuse them of failing 

to understand our question. This objection is important for my more general project, 

because if  S&K can show that the proper concern of moral judgments are reasons, and 

these reasons are expressed propositionally, then it seems to lead to a necessary refutation 

o f psychological non-cognitivism. That said, I do not think that S&K can plausibly assert 

that the psychological states relevant to moral judgments can be limited to the reasons we 

provide for and against them. Indeed, one of the biggest insights of Haidt’s system is that 

our moral reasoning is only one part of what determines the content o f our moral 

judgments. When an individual makes a moral judgment, they are not merely 

adjudicating amongst reasons; they are reacting to affectively charged intuitions that play 

a large role in constituting their judgment. S&K might press the point and claim that 

these features should only be seen as influencing our moral judgments, and not in any 

way constituting them. I believe that this move would be unwarranted, as according to 

Haidt’s system, our intuitions don’t simply motivate our judgments, they also constitute 

an important feature of these judgments.
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Our moral reasoning is built on certain intuitions about what is right and wrong. 

Thus in order to make sense of moral judgments as they operate in normal subjects, we 

ought to include this system that does so much to provide the motivational and affective 

content of our moral judgments in the first place. It is of course possible for us to ignore 

the role these intuitions play in our moral judgments and focus exclusively on the moral 

reasoning, but doing so would fail to accurately represent the psychological states 

involved in our moral judgment. Since psychological non-cognitivism is a thesis that is 

concerned with the nature of these mental states, we cannot rightly exclude the intuitions 

from our analysis. With this consideration in mind, Haidt is able to resist S&K’s third 

line of criticism. For those readers who are interested, I have considered an additional set 

of objections to Haidt’s account by Pizzaro and Bloom in Appendix A. While these 

objections do bring out some interesting features of Haidt’s position, it is not essential 

that we consider them in order to advance the primary focus o f this work. Thus in the 

interest of continuing our central investigation, I will now set out to consider the effects 

of Haidt’s position on the plausibility of psychological non-cognitivism.

4.5 SIM’s Implications for Psychological Non-Cognitivism

Now that we have analyzed in detail the main features of Haidt’s position, we can 

go on to consider the implications of his view on the plausibility of psychological non- 

cognitivism. While a full analysis of the implication of Haidt’s position will have to wait 

until after I considered Greene and Moll’s accounts, on the basis of what has been seen so 

far I believe I can safely claim that Haidt’s SIM favours psychological non-cognitivism. 

There are a number of features of the SIM that support psychological non-cognitivism.
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First and foremost, Haidt’s conception of an ‘intuition’ is very close to the definition of a 

non-cognitive mental state which we discussed in the last sub-section. As we have seen, 

Haidt’s intuitions function both automatically and without the agent’s direct conscious 

involvement. As such, intuitions clearly satisfy the two secondary features of non- 

cognitive mental states identified in the previous chapter. The question then becomes 

whether or not the ‘intuitions’ as Hadit describes them, have propositional content, and 

whether they can be properly categorized as ‘beliefs’.

While Haidt never explicitly evaluates the intuitions within the context of 

propositional content, I think it is safe to infer that the intuitions are largely non- 

propositional entities. First off, Haidt does quite a lot to tie the intuitions to affectively 

charged psychological systems. As we discussed earlier, affectively charged states are 

prime candidates for non-propositional mental states, as significant features of these 

mental states are neither truth-apt nor concerned with the predication of properties. The 

fact that intuitions rarely operate in moral reasoning, but are instead only indirectly 

affected by the reasoning provided by others indicates that they are not sensitive to the 

propositional content that dominates conscious rational deliberation. The intuitions 

insensitivity to these propositional beliefs gives us further reason for thinking that they 

are non-propositional. I argue that these features of Haidt’s intuitions ought to lead us to 

the conclusion that they are non-propositional mental states.

Given the intuitions prominent role in Haidt’s theory of moral judgment, this 

might lead us to the conclusion that Haidt’s theory strongly supports psychological non- 

cognitivism. That said, it is important to keep in mind that the SIM incorporates features 

other than the intuitions in its explanation of moral judgments. Haidt’s system does allow
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for moral reasoning to both directly affect the output of our moral judgments, as well as 

change our moral intuitions in particular situations. The puzzle then is to determine to 

what extent these other features ought to change my previous assertion that Haidt’s 

account favours psychological non-cognitivism.

In order to properly address this problem, we need to revisit the distinction made 

in the last chapter between those features that constitute moral judgments and those that 

merely influence them. Given the different roles that reasoning and the intuitions play in 

Haidt’s account, it is difficult to determine precisely which features should be viewed as 

constituting our moral judgments, and which should be viewed as merely influencing 

these judgments. Recall that reasoning does play an important role in several ‘links’ of 

the SIM including the reason persuasion link and the private reflection link. Haidt also 

fully recognizes that moral judgments are often presented in the form of propositional 

claims and arguments. As such, a tempting interpretation of Haidt’s position, shadowing 

one of our considerations from S&K, is that it postulates that moral judgments are 

essentially propositional, and that these propositional beliefs are merely influenced by our 

non-propositional intuitions. A proponent of this interpretation of Haidt’s position would 

bolster this position by arguing that if moral judgments were fundamentally non- 

propositional, then the sort of reasoning outlined in the reasoned persuasion link of 

Haidt’s model would be impossible, as non-propositional content cannot enter into acts of 

moral reasoning. Since moral reasoning is possible by Haidt’s model, our moral 

judgments must be, in some sense, propositional.

The easiest way to accommodate this observation with the important role played 

by non-propositional intuitions would be to hold that the intuitions subtly influence our
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moral judgments, but that when we form the judgments, their essential mental content is 

propositional. While this is an interesting interpretation of Haidt’s position I believe it is 

mistaken. I argue that it is mistaken because it fails to appreciate the degree to which the 

intuitions not only influence but also constitute the content of our moral judgments. For 

Haidt, the intuitions help to explain not only our disposition to form a particular moral 

judgment, but the character and motivational force of the judgment itself. It is precisely 

the inclusion of the intuitions that helps to delineate a moral judgment from some other 

normative requirement. So while Haidt’s account allows for moral judgments to play a 

role in rational deliberation, he allows for the intuitions, which I have argued are non- 

propositional, to play an important constitutive role in what it is to have a moral 

judgment. This observation though leaves us with a new puzzle as to how the non- 

propositional features of an intuition could play a role in cases of moral reasoning, 

insofar as reasoning generally only involves propositional content. In order to address 

this puzzle, we need to consider how non-propositional mental states might come to play 

a role in normal cases of propositional reasoning.

In order to consider how a non-propositional mental state like an intuition can 

play a role in reasoning it will be helpful to look at how other non-cognitivists address 

this sort of problem. When an individual advances a non-cognitivist position about a 

particular region of discourse it is important to recognize that they are not arguing that the 

sentences expressed in this discourse lack any determinant meaning. Instead, they are 

only arguing that this meaning originates from mental states which are non-propositional. 

In other words, the meaning of the discourse comes from a feature that is not truth-apt 

and which is not designed to predicate properties. Each non-cognitivist account provides
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a different explanation for what constitutes the meaning of these concepts. Once this 

meaning has been defined by the appropriate non-propositional feature, the agent can 

then make meaningful claims about the object in question. While this explains how non- 

propositional concepts can be meaningful to the agent, it still does not explain how these 

meaningful claims can be used in seemingly propositional forms of reasoning. While 

many different non-cognitivists have adopted different strategies to address this problem, 

for the purpose of this project I am going to focus on a strategy which attempts to solve 

this problem by having us represent propositionally the meaningful features of our non- 

propositional mental states.

According to this strategy, a non-propositional area of inquiry is one wherein the 

central meaningful features of the concept are provided by non-propositional mental 

states. Once the meaning of these concepts are provided by the non-propositional mental 

state, the agent can then represent the fact that they are having these mental states in a 

propositional manner. This process would translate roughly to an agent ‘A’ having a non- 

propositional mental state NP, and then representing the fact that they are experiencing 

NP to themselves as a separate propositional-belief state (A(NP)). Thus A can have the

propositional belief A(NP) while still allowing for the non-propositional features o f NP to
£

constitute a substantive feature of the concept in question. By referring to the fact that 

we are experience NP, we can translate our non-propositional mental states into a 

propositional form that can then enter into conscious rational deliberation. So returning 

to Haidt and the intuitions, the meaningful content of our moral judgments could arise 

from an expression of our intuitions, which we could then represent propositionally in a

8 A similar strategy is adop ted  by Jesse Prinz in The Emotional Construction o f  Morals.
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manner that would enable us to use this information in standard forms of reasoning. This 

sort of general approach could explain how the non-propositional features of moral 

judgments could come to play an important role in propositional moral reasoning. The 

question then arises, if  this strategy is successful, to what extent does Haidt’s position 

support or refute psychological non-cognitivism? While a full exploration of this 

question will have to wait until after I consider the evidence from Greene and Moll’s 

accounts, it will be sufficient for the time being to note that both rational and intuitive 

features seem to play an important role in Haidt’s theory. That said, intuitions clearly 

play a more important role, and if  the argument I have just presented is plausible, we 

have reason to believe that these non-propositional mental states are the primary 

constitute features of our propositional moral judgments as well. This fact seems to lend 

support to psychological non-cognitivism, though questions concerning the extent to 

which it vindicate this thesis will have to wait until we consider the rest of the data. To 

this end, I will now move on to present another contemporary moral psychologist whose 

position largely builds off of the data Haidt used to support his position.
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Chapter 5- Greene’s Dual-Process Model

5.1 Exposition

Joshua Greene proposes a model of moral judgment which is distinct from the 

SIM but shares several important features.119 First, like the SIM, Greene’s theory of 

moral judgment posits that two psychological systems operate in moral judgment, one 

which is slow, conscious and deliberative, and the other which is quick, unconscious and 

automatic. Unlike Haidt, Greene divides these two systems along different categories of 

moral judgments. He argues that the quick and automatic system is one largely governed 

by our emotional responses, and it leads us to from deontic moral judgments. Deontic 

moral judgments are concerned with questions of rights and duties, and are roughly 

judgments that evaluate things to be right or wrong in themselves, not as a product of 

their future effects. Contrarily, our slow rational and deliberative judgments produce 

consequential moral judgments. These judgments view the moral value of an action on 

the consequences of that action alone. Green’s dual process view then attempts to explain 

many cases of internal moral conflict as the product of these two different cognitive 

systems conflicting with one another.

Greene’s position originally emerged in part to explain the radically different

responses generated by two thought experiments. The first experiment is the trolley

problem. In the trolley problem, subjects are asked if they would throw a switch to divert

a trolley from a track with five people on it to a track with only one individual,

effectively killing one to save five. In this case, most subjects will choose to divert the

trolley, saving five and letting one die. This original scenario is labeled the switch

scenario because the subject is diverting the trolley using a switch located a safe distance
84



away from the gruesome event. The other case is the footbridge dilemma. In this 

example, there is a trolley heading for five individuals on the track, but this time your 

only means of stopping it is to push a fat individual standing on a footbridge onto the 

tracks, thereby stopping the trolley. In this scenario, the majority of individuals chose not 

to push the fat man off the bridge in order to save the five on the track. The puzzle then 

is to explain why individuals chose to sacrifice the one to save the five in the switch 

scenario but not in the footbridge scenario. Greene’s Dual-process theory of moral 

judgment looks to explain this difference by positing that each triggers a distinct 

psychological system responsible for the judgment. The switch scenario involves the 

engagement of the slower deliberative psychological system that appeals to 

consequentialist considerations. As such, this view concludes that one ought to throw the 

switch because the overall harm will be reduced (one death rather than five). The 

footbridge scenario on the other hand is thought to trigger the automatic deontic moral 

response in the agent. In this case, the individual is overcome with the automatic 

negative emotional response that comes with the idea o f pushing someone to his or her 

death. This automatic negative feeling leads the individual to conclude that pushing the 

fat man off the bridge is morally impermissible.

The question then is why does the rational-consequential system become activated 

in one scenario and the emotional-deontological system become activated in the other? 

Green believes that the relevant distinction between the two scenarios is that the switch 

scenario is ‘impersonal’ while the footbridge scenario is ‘personal’. Greene defines 

‘personal’ scenarios as those which involve “(a) serious bodily harm, (b) to a particular 

person or group, where (c) the harm does not result from deflecting an existing threat.”120
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His position therefore holds that those situations that have these characteristics will likely 

trigger our automatic and emotive moral response, while those that are more impersonal 

will trigger our cooler more reflective rational judgment. Much like Haidt’s theory, 

Greene’s position is controversial, and so it will be important to consider the evidence he 

puts forward in its favour.

5.2 Evidence

The first major set of evidence Greene provides in forward of his view originates

191from his original publications proposing the dual-processes theory. In this publication, 

Greene and colleagues presented subjects with a battery of moral scenarios while they 

were connected to devices that would collect functional magnetic resonance imaging 

(fMRI) and reaction time (RT) data from their responses. These scenarios were divided 

into ‘personal’ and ‘impersonal’ scenarios along the lines discussed earlier. Personal 

dilemmas included the footbridge scenario, a case of stealing one individual’s organs to 

save five other individuals lives, and a case of throwing some people out of a lifeboat in 

order to save the rest. The more impersonal dilemma’s included the switch scenario, a 

case considering keeping money from a lost wallet, and a case of voting for a policy 

which is anticipated to have more deaths than its alternative.

In the first experiment (Experiment 1) individuals were exposed to a set of 60

scenarios. The fMRI data from these questions showed that distinct regions of the brain

were activated in ‘personal’ and ‘impersonal’ scenarios. This data showed that in

personal scenarios, regions of the brain associated with emotion were active. In addition

areas with working memory were shown to be less active in these scenarios, a behaviour
86



consistent with observations of normal cases of activation of emotional regions of the 

brain. Experiment 2 replicated the materials from Experiment 1, but this time tested for 

RTs. Greene’s theory predicted that there would be longer response times when 

individuals responded “appropriate” to ‘personal’ moral dilemmas as such a response 

would require the agent to override their initial emotional response with a more 

deliberative one. These predictions were largely vindicated by the data. In impersonal 

dilemmas, there was no significant difference in RT between responses of ‘appropriate’ 

and ‘inappropriate’. That said, either choice was slower overall than judgments of 

‘inappropriate’ in personal scenarios, showing that emotional responses happen quicker 

overall than their ‘rational’ counterparts. In addition, by correlating results between the 

fMRI and the RT tests, Greene observed that regions in the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex 

(DLPFC) were activated in high RT-trial. This, he argued, reflected the engagement of 

abstract reasoning processes and cognitive control.

The evidence generated by Greene et al.’s initial investigation lead to further 

experiments designed to evaluate the plausibility of the dual-process view. The first

study to note is Greene et al.’s 2004 paper The Neural Bases o f  Cognitive Conflict and

100Control in Moral Judgments. This study looked to show that the brain regions 

associated with abstract reasoning and cognitive control are recruited to resolve dilemmas 

where utilitarian and more emotional evaluations conflict. To test this aspect of their 

position Greene and colleagues came up with a set of dilemmas that would bring these 

two systems into conflict. A good example of one such scenario is the crying baby 

dilemma. In this scenario, enemy soldiers have taken over your village and their orders 

are to kill all the villagers. Your baby starts crying, and the only way to make it stop is if
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for you to smother it to death. If you do not do this, the solders will find you and kill you, 

your baby and the rest o f the survivors. It goes without saying that this is a difficult 

moral dilemma, as either option leaves one with the impression that one has done 

something wrong.

When confronted with this scenario, subjects tend to respond slowly and exhibit 

no consensus in their judgment. This dilemma, like the others used in the 2004 study is 

structured to put aggregate welfare in direct conflict with a ‘personal’ moral violation. In 

these cases Greene predicted that the anterior cingulate cortex (ACC), and areas o f the 

brain associated with cognitive conflict, will be activated. Green also predicted that the 

control-related processes in the DLPFC will activate and tend to favour a utilitarian 

conclusion for the scenario. Greene contrasted these hard cases with ‘easy’ personal 

dilemmas that lent themselves to rapid and uniform judgments amongst subjects. An 

example of this case would be the infanticide dilemma wherein a teenage mom must 

decide whether or not to kill her unwanted infant. In these cases the strong negative 

social-emotional response associated with killing the child overwhelms the non-existent 

cognitive justification for the action.

Greene’s first analysis tested the reaction time (RT) differences between cases like 

the infanticide and crying baby dilemma. He predicted that RTs in the harder dilemmas 

would increase due to the mitigating effects of the DLPFC. In his second analysis,

Greene had individuals answer whether the utilitarian option in the hard moral dilemmas 

was ‘appropriate’ or ‘inappropriate’. This experiment looked to isolate those regions of 

the brain that were responsible for the subject producing a utilitarian response in these 

cases. The results from these two analyses largely confirmed Greene et al.’s initial
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hypothesis. Analysis 1 showed that individuals faced with difficult moral dilemmas had 

both a higher RT as well as a greater activation of the DLPFC. The results from Analysis 

2 demonstrated that individuals who select ‘appropriate’ in the difficult moral dilemmas 

activated a number of distinct brain regions from those who selected ‘inappropriate’. 

These regions included certain specific areas o f the DLPFC as well as the ACC, both o f 

which are associated with cognitive control.123

Together these two analyses provide evidence for Greene’s dual-process theory, 

as they show that cognitive conflict arises in cases where utilitarian reasoning and 

emotional responses clash. In addition these results demonstrated that utilitarian 

reasoning requires more time and requires activation of the DLFPC, and that in cases 

where emotional and utilitarian judgments conflict cognitive control processes in the 

brain need to be activated in order for the utilitarian judgment to be made. This empirical 

data reflects Greene’s prediction that two distinct systems are operating in moral 

judgments, and that when they conflict, the agent has to exert some cognitive control in 

order to reach the rational-utilitarian conclusion.

The last piece of experimental evidence I will consider in favour o f Greene’s 

account comes from his 2008 article Cognitive Load Selectively Interferes with 

Utilitarian Judgment.124 In this article Greene and colleagues attempt to add further 

plausibility to their position by testing the effects of cognitive load on moral judgments. 

Since the dual-process theory posits two distinct systems of moral appraisal, we should 

expect each system to be affected by cognitive load in a different way. In particular we 

would expect the more cognitively demanding system to be effected by an increase in 

cognitive load, while the automatic system would remain relatively unaffected. Greene et
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al. attempt to test this prediction by presenting participants with “high-conflict”125 

‘personal’ moral dilemmas. These included the footbridge dilemma as well as more 

difficult dilemmas like the crying baby dilemma. While responding to these dilemmas, 

participants were subject to an increased cognitive load through a concurrent digit-search 

task. After conducting the experiment on 82 subjects, Greene et al. found that cognitive 

load did indeed selectively increase RT for utilitarian judgments. They observed that 

cognitive load increased the RT of utilitarian judgments by three quarters of a second, 

while there was no observable increase in the RT for non-utilitarian judgments. This 

confirmed the dual-process theories hypothesized asymmetry between utilitarian and 

non-utilitarian moral judgments.

In addition to these results, Greene et al. conducted a follow-up analysis that 

explored the possibility that individuals RT to problems would vary depending on their 

tendency to make utilitarian or non-utilitarian judgments. Greene et al. ranked 

participants based on how many utilitarian judgments they made in the high-conflict 

dilemmas. Through this analysis it was observed that high-utilitarian participants were 

faster in their RT than their low-utilitarian counterparts. In addition, load did not have a 

significant effect on the sort of judgments made by either group. These results are 

particularly interesting because they seem to suggest both that mental distractions don’t 

change the output of our judgments, and that high-utilitarian individuals are quicker to 

form utilitarian judgments. This quick RT may be indicative of a kind of habituation of 

the agent’s alignment to utilitarianism. Overall the data of this experiment seem to 

support Greene’s position, insofar as it shows that one kind of moral judgment 

(consequential/utilitarian) is affected by cognitive load while the other is not. This, along
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with the 2001 and 2004 studies mentioned earlier, provide Greene’s dual-process view 

with a strong evidential foundation on which to rest.

Now that I have considered some of the evidence that Greene provides in favour 

of his account, I will move on to consider some objections presented against this position. 

Greene’s view faces many of the same concerns that were provided against Haidt’s 

position in the last section, including the general concerns voiced by S&K about the role 

of reasoning in moral judgments. Greene would likely respond to many of these 

concerns in a similar manner as Haidt. Therefore, In order to avoid redundancy in these 

responses, I will consider objections that are unique to Greene’s account and which focus 

on some of the key assumptions which support his positions.

5.3 Criticism: McGuire et al..

In my evaluation of Greene’s view I am going to focus on one particular objection

19Ato his methodology raised by Jonathan McGuire et al. McGuire attempts to challenge 

Greene’s model by re-examining the data brought forward in his original 2001 paper. In 

particular McGuire and colleagues look to question the impersonal/personal distinction 

used by Greene in his earlier paper. They argue that with further analysis we will 

discover that only a small number of stimuli drove the effects recorded by Greene’s 

original study, and that these stimuli aren’t reasonably divided along personal/impersonal 

lines. In addition to this general conclusion, McGuire provides several other concerns 

one might have with Greene’s account including “using more emotive language and 

references to family members or friends in their personal dilemmas, for failing to control
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for cognitive processing requirements across conditions, and for ambiguously asking 

whether actions were ‘appropriate.’ ”127

After presenting these concerns McGuire et al. go on to provide an analysis which 

aims to disentangle particular features of the ‘personal’ category in order to test whether 

Greene’s results were based on the entire category, or simply a few items within the 

category. In order to help dissociate certain features of the category of ‘personal’ moral 

dilemmas, McGuire provided a series of altered versions of Greene’s original experiment. 

Analysis 1 recreated Greene’s original questions, excluding the non-moral control 

questions, and found that the distribution of answers mirrored Greene’s initial analysis. 

Analysis 2 provided a more substantial alteration of the original experiment, 

disassociating particular features o f the original scenario and running it across a broader 

population in order to show that “the subject analysis are not generalizable to other 

populations of moral dilemmas, instead being driven by just a few particular dilemmas

178within this set of stimuli.” Analysis 3 was based on the observation that scenarios that 

most individuals judged ‘inappropriate’ had extremely low RT scores. As such for this 

third analysis, McGuire and colleagues ran the experiment again, this time eliminating 

those scenarios which less than 5% of subjects labeled appropriate. By removing these 

cases RT differences between the two categories were no longer statistically significant.

McGuire concludes that a small subgroup of poorly endorsed items within the 

‘personal’ category were responsible for the observed difference in RT between the two 

categories. McGuire argues that this should lead us to the conclusion that Greene’s dual

process interpretation of the data is false, and that some other more parsimonious 

interpretation ought to be adopted. McGuire extends the implications o f these findings
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and argues that it challenges the general credibility of Greene’s dual-process approach.

He concludes that these findings provide us with “no reason to assume that emotionally 

salient moral decisions are processed in a qualitatively different way to those dilemmas 

that are not emotionally salient.”129 McGuire et al. conclude that Greene’s dual-processed 

theory bases its plausibility on an erroneous study and should be rejected.

5.4 Response to McGuire et al..

Greene's response to McGuire et al.'s criticism begins with the concession that 

they did indeed identify an important misstep in the original study supporting the dual 

process theory.130 The focus of Greene's response then is not to try and challenge the 

results o f McGuire et al.’s study, but to argue that they overstep the scope of the evidence 

by claiming that it provides grounds for refuting the dual-process theory. Greene argues 

that McGuire largely oversteps his conclusion by making two basic errors. The first error 

comes from their failure to consider other evidence in favour of the dual-process view 

that does not depend on the personal/impersonal distinction. The second error is that 

McGuire conflates the personal/impersonal distinction as it is drawn out in Greene 2001 

with the dual-process view more broadly.

As we have seen, Greene presents several pieces of evidence in favour of the

dual-process view following his original 2001 article. In particular, the data from the

fMRI in his 2004 study, and the effects o f cognitive load from his 2008 study provide

alternative reasons in favour of his account that in no way rest on the results of his first

study. Given that Greene has provided these additional reasons in favour o f his account,

and given that McGuire et al. in no way address this data, it is clearly an error to claim
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that their findings provide any sort of general refutation of the dual-process account.

That said, Greene recognizes that the lack of RT differences between the personal and 

impersonal scenarios in McGuire et al.’s study does suggest a minor problem for his 

view. In particular it seems to cast doubt on the fact that the utilitarian system works 

slower than the automatic system, as no real difference in RT’s were found in the study 

after the confounders were removed. Greene though has made steps to address this puzzle 

in his previous work. Data from his 2008 study showed that those individuals who were 

disposed to make utilitarian judgment were hypothesized not to need to exert as much 

cognitive control into order to reach their conclusions. This in turn provides an 

explanation for these individuals lower RT's while also explaining the non-utilitarian’s 

high RT's when forming utilitarian judgments.

In his response to McGuire’s stronger conclusion, Greene provides reasons for 

thinking that the fate of the dual-process theory should not be tied to the 

personal/impersonal distinction. Recall that for Green, the personal/impersonal 

distinction was meant to try and capture a more fundamental distinction, namely the 

difference between those scenarios that engage our emotional moral system and those 

that engage our rational moral system. Thus for the dual process view it is irrelevant what 

the trigger is for distinguishing between these two systems; it is only committed to the 

position that these two systems are distinct. Equipped with these additional studies and an 

explanation for why the dual-process theory should not be conflated with the 

personal/impersonal distinction, Greene has grounds for rejecting the more damaging 

conclusions of McGuire et al.'s critique.
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Now that I have shown how Greene can resist the criticism offered by McGuire et 

al., I can move on to consider how the plausibility of Greene’s position can affect the 

plausibility ofpsychological non-cognitivism. For those who are interested in further 

considerations of the plausibility of Greene’s position, I provide a set of objections 

articulated by Moll and Oliveria-Souza, as well as Greene’s reply to these objections in 

Appendix A. While considerations of this critique are interesting, for the purposes o f this 

project it will be sufficient to note that Greene is capable of responding adequately to 

Moll and Oliveria-Sousza’s criticisms. Given that Greene’s position can stand up to both 

McGuire and Moll’s critiques, we have good reason to take the implications of this view 

seriously. As such, I will now turn my attention to how this position affects the 

plausibility ofpsychological non-cognitivism.

5.5 Implications for psychological non-cognitivism

Now that we have reviewed the details of Greene’s dual-process view, we can

move on to assess the extent to which the truth of this position would favour

psychological non-cognitivism. In considering Haidt’s account, I argued that any theory

which relies primarily on automatic and affectively charged psychological states to

produce moral judgments would be a theory which provided partial support for

psychological non-cognitivism. This support arose from the observation that affectively

charged non-propositional mental states play a fundamental role in constituting our moral

judgments. As we have seen, Greene’s dual-process view does to a limited extent fit this

mould. His theory posits that a fast acting intuitive system functions to produce our

deontic moral judgments. That said, his theory diverges from Haidt’s insofar as it
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postulates another psychological system responsible for producing moral judgments. As 

we have seen, this additional system is slow, produces low level of affect in the agent, 

and follows utilitarian principles to arrive at its moral judgments. In order to determine to 

what extent Greene’s theory favours psychological non-cognitivism, we need to 

determine both how prominent the utilitarian feature of Greene’s position is, and the 

extent to which this psychological system is amenable to psychological non-cognitivism. 

In particular we need to consider whether this system functions in a fundamental 

propositional manner, or whether it, like the deontic system, is constituted by a non- 

propositional mental states.

It is hard to determine precisely how prominently the utilitarian feature of 

Greene’s account factors into his explanation of moral judgment. Since this system is 

only activated in certain scenarios, the degree to which this system is active is largely 

determined to the sort of scenarios we encounter. As such, it is impossible to determine a 

priori the degree to which we will activate the utilitarian moral system in forming our 

moral judgments. That said, Greene did find that those individuals who are prone to 

utilitarian judgments (labeled ‘high-utilitarians’ in his 2004 and 2008 study) activate this 

system frequently and automatically. For these individuals at least, the utilitarian system 

will play a large role in the majority of their moral judgments. Thus for these individuals, 

and arguably even for those individuals who are not considered high-utilitarians, the 

utilitarian system will play an important role in determining the nature of the 

psychological states which constitute our moral judgments. Thus whether or not 

Greene’s dual processing view supports or refutes psychological non-cognitivism will be 

determined largely by the extent to which the utilitarian system either favours or rejects
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this position. As we will see, the question of whether or not the utilitarian system 

supports psychological non-cognitivism largely comes down to the question of whether or 

not this system represents our moral judgments propositionally.

In describing the features o f the utilitarian system of moral judgment, Greene 

attributes to it several characteristics that overlap with the secondary features o f cognitive 

mental states articulated in Chapter 3. Greene took the utilitarian system to be both slow 

and deliberative, involving conscious control to reach its conclusion often in the face of 

negatively charged emotional states. While Greene does attribute these secondary 

features to this system, he does not directly discuss whether the content of our utilitarian 

judgments should be considered propositional in nature. Recall that for a state to be 

propositional, it has to have communicable linguistic content that is truth sensitive. The 

question then becomes whether the process demarcated by the utilitarian system operates 

using information that is truth sensitive and functions in a manner consistent with 

standard propositional practices in language and logic. I argue that this system’s 

judgments do cohere with these propositional practices. Recall that for the utilitarian, the 

morality of an action is determined by its overall effect on welfare. Determining whether 

or not a scenario will lead to a maximization of welfare requires us to be both sensitive to 

features of the world and to cognize these features in a way similar to other typical 

cognitive mental activities. While these calculations may become faster over time, the 

speed of these judgments is arguably attributable to a habituation of rational activity, as 

opposed to some non-propositional automatic response. Thus I argue the utilitarian 

system in Greene’s account ought to be considered an example of a cognitive mental 

process.

97



Given these observations, it seems that Greene’s moral view portrays moral 

judgments as both a product of a ‘cognitive’ and a ‘non-cognitive’ mental system. The 

question then becomes, if  Greene has both a cognitive and non-cognitive system at work 

in his theory, what does this theory say about the plausibility ofpsychological non- 

cognitivism? This question is a difficult one, and in order to address it adequately we will 

have to revisit some considerations discused earlier. In particular, we need to consider 

the fact that in the previous chapter we explored a strategy for having non-propositional 

mental states enter into propositional moral reasoning. In Haidt’s system this resulted in 

the agent representing to themselves the non-propositional intuition of ‘an aversion to x ’ 

as the propositional claim ‘x is wrong’. In this case an important component o f the 

meaningful content of the claim ‘x is wrong’ came from the agent’s experience of the 

non-propositional intuition. Haidt’s support for psychological non-cognitivism originated 

from the fact that the central mental state being expressed by a moral judgment was non- 

propositional, even when it was represented in a propositional mental state.

If Greene’s theory is going to support psychological non-cognitivism, he will have 

to analogously provide a theory that requires non-propositional mental states to play a 

central constitutive role in our moral judgments. While the deontic/emotional side of 

Greene’s dual-process theory likely supports psychological non-cognitivism in a manner 

similar to Haidt’s SIM, the question becomes whether the utilitarian side of his theory 

allows for a non-propositional mental state to play a role in constituting moral judgments. 

As we have just observed, the Utilitarian component of the dual-process view clearly 

processes information in a way that is propositional. The question then is whether or not 

the Utilitarian system includes a non-propositional element in its content of moral
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judgments. I believe that providing a definitive answer to this question is both extremely 

difficult and highly contentious because it rests on a central point of disagreement 

between the cognitivist and the non-cognitivist.

In order to show that the utilitarian judgments necessarily rest on some non- 

propositional component, the non-cognitivist would have to identify some essential 

feature o f these judgments which is non-propositional. As we have seen, utilitarian 

judgments operate in a largely propositional fashion. Thus the only feature of the 

utilitarian position that the non-cognitivist could claim is non-propositional is the 

utilitarian’s motivating premise that we ought to pursue the maximization of pleasure and 

the minimization of pain. The non-cognitivist could argue that the normative force o f this 

‘ought’ claim is conditional on it coming from some sort of non-propositional assertion or 

expression of a desire. Without this non-propositional feature, the non-cognitivist would 

argue, this assertion would lose some of its fundamental conceptual content, including the 

feeling that we ought to do it.

The cognitivist on the other hand would reject this assertion, and provide an 

alternative explanation wherein our commitment to utility is founded on a belief that is 

capable o f providing the ‘feeling that we ought to do it’ that characterizes moral 

judgments. Since it is far beyond the scope of this project to determine which of these 

approaches is the most plausible, we will have to remain neutral on whether or not an 

individual’s commitment to the principle of utility has to be founded on a non- 

propositional mental state. Since we cannot reach a determinate judgment about this 

point, we also cannot reach a determinate judgment on whether or not the utilitarian 

component of the dual-process view favours or rejects psychological non-cognitivism.
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For the purposes of this project then, Greene’s dual-process theory provides both support 

and potential opposition to psychological non-cognitivism. It provides support to this 

position, insofar as the emotional side of the theory postulates that non-propositional 

mental states play a constitutive role in moral judgments. It provides potential opposition 

to this position if utilitarian judgments turn out to be founded on propositional beliefs that 

do not incorporate non-propositional content. Now that we have considered the ways in 

which Greene’s position can count both for and against psychological non-cognitivism, 

we can go on to the next section wherein we will examine Jorge Moll’s theory and 

consider its implications for this position.
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Chapter 6 Moll- The Event-Feature-Emotion-Complex View

6.1 Exposition

In their 2005 article The Neurological Basis o f  Human Cognition, Jorge Moll et

al., provide an account of moral judgment that looks to incorporate several key

1^1neuroscientific investigations into the nature of moral cognition. In this article, Moll et

al.. look to critique several contemporary explanations of moral judgment and provide

their own account which they argue best fits the neurological data. They label their

theory of moral judgment the event-feature-emotion-complex view (EFEC). According

to this theory, moral judgments arise out of three main features of our psychology:

structural event knowledge, social perceptual functional features, and central motive or

basic emotional states. Structural event knowledge is constituted largely by activity in

the preffontal cortex. These activities include structuring our observations such that they

can be interpreted by other brain regions, storing ‘over-learned event sequences’ such as

routine tasks, coordinating different brain regions to reach general goals, and generally

performing the complex and long duration multi-staged cognitive activities necessitated

by moral judgments. These activities are located primarily in the prefrontal cortex (PFC).

Social perceptual and function features of moral judgments are constituted by activity in

the superior temporal sulcus (STS). The STS functions to enable our interpretation o f the

social perceptual and functional features of our environment. The STS automatically

interprets social perceptual features derived from “facial expression, gaze, prosody, body

posture and gestures.”132 Activation of the STS is necessary for many of our moral

judgments, as the cognition of social situations is often necessary in order to evoke the

relevant moral sentiment.133 The motivational and moral emotional features of moral
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judgments are constituted largely by activity in the limbic/paralimbic and brainstem 

structures, as well as activity in the hypothalamus. The limbic/paralimbic structures 

produce basic emotional or motivational force, which is at play both in moral judgments 

and in other features of motivation.134 Several of these sets of motivational structures 

have a strong influence on behavior due to their reciprocal connection with other brain 

regions such as the PFC. One of the central features of the EFEC is that it posits that a 

key feature of our moral judgments arise from these integrated cortical-limbic networks. 

These cortical-limbic networks enable us to go from noticing someone in pain (PFC/STS 

activity) to instantly activating limbic/paralimbic structures that trigger anxiety and 

attachment. This in turn leads us to consider activity which will help the person in need. 

Moll et al. argue that the processes outlined by the EFEC can accommodate several key 

features related to moral judgments.

In particular, Moll et al.. focus on how their account can accommodate the 

emergence of moral emotions, moral values, and long-term goals. Moral emotions are 

those emotions which are linked to the interest or welfare of other individuals and include 

guilt, compassion, embarrassment, shame, pride, contempt and gratitude. In order to 

demonstrate how their account can explain the emergence o f the moral emotions, Moll et 

al. focus on the example o f the moral emotion of compassion. In this example, Moll et 

al. talks the reader through the mental processes that would take place according to the 

EFEC in our considerations of an older child stuck in an orphanage. According to the 

EFEC, in this case the PFC would provide the more complex propositional information 

about the situation, namely that the child’s chances of adoption are low given her age. 

While the agent’s PFC is reaching this conclusion, the STS is processing information
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from the facial expression of the child, and other aspects of the social cues of the 

situation, such as the child’s experience of helplessness. Simultaneously, the 

limbic/paralimbic regions are activated to produce feelings of sadness, anxiety and 

attachment to the child’s situation. These processes combine to have us experience a 

feeling of sympathetic compassion toward the child and her situation. In addition to the 

moral emotions, the EFEC attempts to explain the emergence of broader moral values, 

like being a caring parent, or a good citizen. Moll et al. admit that the neural correlates of 

moral values are still poorly understood. That said, in neural studies of individuals 

expressing moral values, the same brain regions are implicated as those which the EFEC 

observes in normal moral judgments. Moll et al. also consider how the EFEC can explain 

the evaluation of the long term goals which are often involved in moral judgments. Moll 

et al. observant that both the activation of the anterior PFC and limbic structures are 

necessary in order to weigh different choices in social situations. The activation of these 

brain regions are predicted both by the EFEC and with other cognitive neurobiological 

models for reward anticipation. This view of the role o f the PFC in moral judgments 

goes against Greene’s assertion that the PFC functions to suppress emotional responses 

and carry out abstract reasoning. Moll et al.’s explanation of moral judgment focuses on 

our ability to represent and evaluate a large number of outcomes, outcomes which 

generate emotive force due to the links formed with the limbic systems. Thus the EFEC 

attempts to provide an explanation of moral judgments which integrates neurological 

observations from studies on the moral emotions, moral values and long term planning. 

Each of these features o f our moral judgments rely on the three key brain regions outlined
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in the EFEC: the PFC for representations, the STS for social and contextual cues, and the 

limbic/parlimbic region for affective and motivational responses.

6.2 Evidence

As was mentioned in the exposition of their position, Moll et al. based the EFEC 

on the numerous neurological studies that have been done on moral judgments. Their 

position looks to provide a coherent explanation of the numerous brain regions that have 

been shown to be activated by moral judgments. Given the vast number of studies which 

Moll et al. cite in favour of their position, it won't be practical to examine the 

experimental procedure o f each. Instead, I will briefly list the findings o f these studies 

and then explain how they support Moll’s position. I will then consider more general 

reasons for why we might find Moll et al.’s position plausible.

Moll et al. rely primarily on evidence from fMRI studies of moral cognition to 

support their approach. These studies show that the anterior prefrontal cortex (aPFC), the 

STS, the anterior temporal lobes (aTL) and limbic structures are all implicated by moral 

judgments. Activation of these brain regions were observed over multiple studies.135136 

137 1 3 8 139 140 141 142 jn ^ i f io n ,  regions overlapping between the PFC, STS and aTL are 

also activated.143 144 145 Each of these neural observations support Moll’s position by 

demonstrating that the three regions outlined in the EFEC play a prominent role in 

forming individuals moral judgments. In addition, the observed neural overlap between 

these brain regions supports the EFEC’s assertion that moral judgments are a product of 

the integration of these three neural systems.

104



There are two additional considerations outside of this empirical evidence that 

arguably favour Moll et al.’s approach. First, it is able to offer a unified theory of moral 

judgment and second, it is able to provide a plausible explanation of the evolutionary 

origins of these judgments. Moll et al.’s position looks to challenge the assertion, 

advanced by Greene and others, that moral judgments involve multiple competing 

systems of moral evaluation. As we have seen the EFEC provides a more unified 

conception of how our moral judgments operate. Unlike Greene’s position, each of the 

three cognitive systems of the EFEC operate together in all cases of moral judgments.

The outputs of these systems are always integrated, and while different scenarios might 

require greater activation of one system rather than another, each system is always 

required in order to form a moral judgment. Moll can accommodate Greene’s 

observation that we respond to different types of moral scenarios differently by arguing 

that different moral problems require a heavier reliance on certain cognitive systems 

implicated by the EFEC. For example, more utilitarian judgments would require 

additional cognitive framing, and thus would require more activity in the PFC. As such 

we would expect an increase in cognitive load to affect these judgments, as cognitive load 

is designed to target mental activity in the PFC. Moll et al.’s account is therefore shown 

to be able to explain the differences in these kinds of moral judgments without requiring 

us to posit the existence of multiple independent systems of moral cognition. While these 

considerations by no means settle the debate between Moll et al. and their opponents, 

their unified account is arguably more parsimonious than one which requires multiple 

competing cognitive systems. This parsimony is arguably a virtue of Moll et al.’s 

approach, and as such should count partially in its favour.



Moll et al.’ system also seems to gain some additional plausibility by explaining 

how moral judgments could emerge out of cognitive systems that play other important 

roles in our social and emotional mental activities. As Moll, Greene and Haidt all 

recognize, our pro-social moral emotions all have roots in our evolutionary history. As 

such moral judgments as we know them today would plausibly arise out of the integration 

and development of several other cognitive mechanisms designed for other tasks. The 

STS for example is theorized to play a role in complex social interactions, which would 

have played an important role in increasing the fitness of our highly social hominid 

ancestors. The development of the PFC in humans allowed us to do far more complex 

higher order cognition, which in turn allowed us to frame situations in a way distinct 

from our ancestors. Given these adaptations, it makes sense that our moral judgments 

would arise from these other newly developed features of our psychology. Moll et al.’s 

unified system therefore gains some plausibility from the fact that it can explain how 

moral judgment could emerge from our evolutionary past. These considerations, 

alongside the substantive amount of neuro-scientific data integrated into the EFEC 

provide Moll et al. with a strong evidential foundation on which to rest their position.

6.3 Criticism: Casbeer and Hynes

For the purpose of critiquing Moll et al.’s position, I will focus less on those 

critiques which target the mechanisms of EFEC, and more on those which target Moll et 

al’s approach on the grounds of broader methodological concerns. These broader 

methodological criticisms will have more relevance to the discussion at hand, as they will 

relate to the plausibility of Greene and Haidt’s positions as well. The criticism I will
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consider come from observations written by William Casbeer146 and Catherine Hynes147 

in response to a separate article written by Moll on the nature o f the moral emotions. In 

this article, Moll et al. provide a similar explanation of the moral emotions as the one just 

discussed.148 Casbeer and Hynes critique revolves around concerns about how to 

determine which sorts of judgments and emotions should count as moral as appose to 

merely pro-social. Moll et al. delineate moral emotions from their ‘primary’ counter parts 

by the fact that they are other-oriented. Moral emotions then are social and other 

focused, while basic emotions are self-directed. As Hynes notes, this definition of what 

constitutes the ‘moral’ emotions seems to be a bit too broad, as certain cases o f guilt or 

shame may play a very social other-focused role, but have little to do with morality.

Hynes provides the example of a soccer player who misses a key shot and feels guilt and 

shame as a result of his failure. This feeling plays a social role as it affects his fans, and 

will likely have a future affect in how his team treats him (he may be fielded less often if 

he is determined to be an inadequate player). While such emotions may be social, they 

clearly are not in any relevant sense moral. Thus we need a more rigid set of criteria to 

delineate the social from the moral. The worry is that if  we fail to delineate moral aspects 

o f cognition properly, then we might either ignore key features of our moral judgments 

which aren’t always present in our other social emotions, or we might overemphasize 

features that are relevant to social, but not to moral mental activity.

In response to this observation, each author provides their own way of delineating 

the domain of the ‘moral’. Hynes argues that moral judgments/emotions should be 

defined by those behavioral imperatives which are designed to counteract selfish social 

behavior.149 One might worry that this definition might be too broad, as it is possible that
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some pragmatic means for preventing selfish behavior might not fall within the moral 

domain (some policy or taxation for example). In response to these sorts of concerns 

Casbeer argues that we will need to refer to a particular normative theory in order to 

demarcate the field o f study.150 In other words, we should appeal to certain pre-existing 

moral concepts like the welfare of individuals (utilitarianism) the rights of individuals 

(deontology) or individuals virtues (virtue theory) in order to determine which 

emotions/cognitive apparatuses are at play in moral judgments. One worry of this more 

constrained approach is that it will allow our pre-theoretic assumptions o f morality to 

determine what we investigate, and this will in turn cause us to miss out on key 

observations about the mental processes involved in moral judgments. Casbeer attempts 

to address this concern by drawing an analogy to the study of the cognitive activity 

surround facial recognition. At first this study was limited to what we normally think of 

as ‘faces’ but further investigation showed that those features we wouldn’t normally think 

of as a ‘face’ (ie. Two black dots and a line) activate the same regions in the brain.151 

Thus delineating our field of investigation by some pre-theoretic notions can often lead 

individuals to conclusions outside those original assumptions. Thus Casbeer argues that 

our best means of investigating the neural correlates o f moral emotions and moral 

judgment is to delineate our field of investigation by particular moral theories and then to 

continue our investigation from there. Given that Moll and others fail to delineate their 

studies in this manner, both Casbeer and Hynes argue that we may be failing to properly 

hone in on the relevant area for investigation.
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6.4 Response to Casbeer and Hynes

Moll et al.’s published response to this aspect of Casbeer and Hynes objection is 

rather brief, and simply restates that their findings follow the standard delineation

tmethods of cognitive neuro-science. Thus, in responding to Casbeer and Hynes’ 

concern, it will be necessary to say a bit more to justify why the investigative practices of 

Moll, Greene and Haidt, correctly target moral phenomena. I argue that these individuals 

properly capture the constraints of moral judgments by designing their experiments 

around normal societal constraints of what is considered moral. For example, much of 

the behavioral data incorporated by Haidt and Greene’s accounts arises out of 

experiments which incorporate moral thought experiments such as the footbridge 

scenario and the crying baby scenario in their procedures. These thought experiments are 

selected precisely because they are commonly recognized as moral dilemmas, both by the 

experimenters and the subjects involved in the experiment. Thus the psychological 

phenomenon these individuals are testing for are largely predetermined by what most 

people take to be morally important.

The data used by Moll et al. is a bit more complicated, as many of the studies they 

use to support their account were not originally designed to explain moral judgments.

For example, much of the fMRI data Moll et al. rely on come from fMRI studies done on 

features o f human cognition which are not explicitly concerned with moral judgments. 

These studies include investigations into individual’s emotional reactions, their ability to 

pick up social cues and their ability to plan and think long term about the future. While 

each of these studies are not directed at moral judgments, Moll et al. adopt other 

considerations to help tie these non-moral cognitive process to moral judgments. They
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look to accomplish this goal by coordinating this information with studies done on 

individuals with particular brain lesions and other disorders which effect moral judgment. 

In these experiments, subjects are asked questions and evaluate scenarios which are built 

from general social beliefs about what is moral. Thus by comparing this data with the 

data on more general cognitive systems, Moll et al. can make inferences about which 

cognitive systems are involved in moral judgments. As such the data compiled by Moll et 

al. is directed at our common understanding of what falls in the domain of the ‘moral’ 

because the data is structured around studies which adopt these notions. We therefore 

see that the fMRI data of Moll et al.’s position manages to stay close to our everyday 

conception of morality by relying on its use in the design of the experiments used to 

support his theory. This in turn shows that Casbeer and Hynes’ concerns are largely 

addressed by the procedural methods adopted by the experiments referred to by Moll et 

al.’s position. More generally, this gives us good reason to think that the findings of both 

behavioural and neuroscientific moral psychology are properly focused on moral 

phenomenon, as these studies are largely built around common social notions o f what is 

morally important.

6.5 Implications for psychological non-cognitivism

Now that we have discussed the evidence Moll et al. put forward in favour o f their 

account, we can go on to consider the implications o f their position for psychological 

non-cognitivism. As we have seen, Moll et al.'s theory provides a more integrated 

approach to explaining the psychological basis for moral judgments. Unlike Greene and 

Haidt, Moll does not draw a clear line between the rational and the intuitive features of
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our moral judgments. Instead, Moll’s position integrates multiple regions of the brain 

into a single system responsible for processing moral judgments. Moll's position also 

posits the existence of integrated cortical-limbic networks, which tie higher order 

cognitive representation to motivational states. According to this feature of his position, 

abstract representation of moral situations will automatically lead to the motivational and 

emotive force often associated with moral judgments. This feature of Moll’s position 

opens up the possibility that propositional mental states constitute our moral judgments, 

and affectively charged non-propositional mental states merely get triggered by these 

judgments. This interpretation of Moll’s position would hold that when we feel anger or 

empathy toward a particular situation, it can help to motivate a moral judgment, but that 

these motivational components have nothing to do with what constitute the judgment 

itself. This in turn seems to allow Moll’s position to offer strong opposition to 

psychological non-cognitivism, insofar as it could allow for higher order propositional 

content to be the main kind of mental state expressed by moral judgments.

While Moll’s position may at first appear to favour a cognitivist reading of moral 

judgments, I argue that further investigation will lead us to find that this is not the case. 

Using the same strategy articulated in our discussion of Greene and Haidt’s positions, we 

can interpret Moll’s position as demonstrating that the PFC functions to represent the 

non-propositional affective mental states in a propositional form. Thus, like Haidt, these 

non-propositional components will play a fundamental role in constituting our moral 

judgments and will be represented propositionally for the sake o f communication and 

formal reasoning. I argue that this interpretive strategy is ultimately favoured by Moll’s 

position, as it holds that non-propositional mental states play an important constitutive
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role in our moral judgments. As Moll points out, there is a certain experiential feature of 

moral judgments which is not wholly propositional, but something that is more analogous 

to a non-propositional feeling. When we condemn something as wrong or praise 

something right we are, in the majority of cases, not simply stating a fact, we are 

expressing approval or condemnation of that fact. In short, we don't cognize the idea that 

the murder of an innocent person is wrong in the same way we cognize the fact that 

2+2=4. The experiential difference between the moral judgment and the mathematical 

one is that the moral judgment evokes a certain feeling about the action, while the 

mathematical judgment largely leaves us cold. Thus our moral judgments are not simply 

motivated by our emotions, but are in part constituted by them. Given these 

considerations, we can reach the conclusion that Moll’s position provides general support 

for psychological non-cognitivism. As we have seen, this conclusion can only be reached 

if  the general strategy advanced in Chapter 4 holds. As such, it will be prudent to take 

this opportunity to consider an additional objection to this strategy and examine whether 

or not this objection undermines the conclusions reached thus far.

One objection that might be raised against the assertion that non-propositional 

affective mental states play a fundamental constitutive role in moral judgments is that this 

view seems to contradict the belief that it is possible for us to have a genuine moral 

judgment without having any sort of emotion or motivational state attached to it. This is 

problematic because this belief is one of the central commitments of moral judgment 

•extemalism, one of the two prominent positions involved in metaethical debates 

concerning the relationship between motivation and moral judgments. Moral extemalism 

is the position that a moral judgment and the motivation caused by these judgments can
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be separated. In other words, the externalist holds that we can have a genuine moral 

judgment without having any sort of emotive or motivational response to that judgment. 

The central thesis of the moral externalist then seems to contradict one of the main 

premises of the argument we considered earlier in Chapter 4. If we can have a genuine 

moral judgment without any sort o f motivational or emotive component, then it seems 

that the fundamental constitutive feature of morality has to be propositional. Thus if 

moral judgment extemalism turns out to be true, then it seems to cast serious doubt on the 

central strategy I articulated in Chapter 4. This puts me in an uncomfortable position, as 

it is clearly beyond the scope of this project to attempt to provide any definitive 

judgments on the plausibility of moral judgment extemalism, but without such a 

judgment it seems that I cannot know whether or not the central argument I have been 

relying on is plausible. In order to resolve this dilemma I will need to try and show how 

this strategy can be considered plausible regardless of the truth of moral judgment 

extemalism. In order to see how this goal could be accomplished, we must first consider 

the goals o f the judgment externalist.

Moral judgment externalists want to argue that the genuine features o f moral 

judgments are not those which motivate us, or cause us to have a particular feeling, but 

those which we represent propositionally as 'reasons' in favour or against a position.

Thus the externalist makes a substantive conceptual claim about what features ought to 

be included in our definition of a moral judgment. The conflict that my position 

generates with the judgment externalist therefore arises from what we think ought to be 

included in our definition of a moral judgment. The question then becomes how can we 

compare the plausibility of the judgment externalist’s definition with one that is more
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favourable to non-propositional mental states? As we saw when considering Kauppinen’s 

objections in Chapter 1, claims about the proper limitations o f our concepts are best 

resolved by a kind of reflective conceptual analysis, wherein competent users apply the 

terms in ideal conditions. While most individuals will look for this method to reach a 

single definition of any given term, I argue that two separate conclusions about the proper 

definition of ‘a moral judgment’ will be reached. This analysis will reach two separate 

conclusions concerning the proper definition of ‘moral judgments’ because the way we 

conventionally use and think about moral judgments allows for these two interpretations. 

These two different interpretations arise when the competent speaker focuses on different 

features of a moral judgment.

The first definition can be derived from the competent speaker’s reflection on 

what it is like for them to have a moral judgment in normal conditions. This definition 

will align with my portrayal of Moll’s position, and will state that the non-propositional 

feelings that accompany our moral judgments constitute a substantive part of what it is 

like to have these kinds of judgments. The second definition will be derived from the 

competent speaker reflecting on how we use moral judgments in our language and our 

day to day moral reasoning. This definition will be in line with the main commitments of 

the externalist, holding that a moral judgment stripped of its emotive or motivational feel 

is still a moral judgment. Thus, I argue that a reflective analysis will reach both of these 

conclusions because they are each fulfill a different role that ‘moral judgments’ play in 

our normal discourse. The first definition looks to capture what most individuals 

experience when they form a moral judgment, while the second definition focuses on the 

propositional outcome produced by that experience. I argue that since the focus o f each
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of these definitions is different, an individual can adopt both definitions without 

contradiction. For our purposes, we can label the first definition, which includes the 

emotional features of standard moral judgments 'moral judementl', and we can label the 

other purely propositional definition 'moral judgment2'. While it is arguable that both of 

these definitions capture most of what we mean by a ‘moral judgment’ I need to provide 

some reason for thinking that we ought to adopt both definitions, and not simply favour 

(2) over (1) as the externalists do.

I argue that we ought accept both of these definitions, because together they better 

capture normal discourse about our moral terms. In other words, a pluralist perspective 

on the definition of moral judgments is sensible because people in practice use ‘moral 

judgment’ to refer to both definitions. The fact that individuals use both these definitions 

is best demonstrated by otherwise seemingly contradicting statements such as ‘while I 

rationally judge something to be wrong I don't really think that it is wrong.’ This 

seemingly self-refuting assertion can be explained by the fact that an individual can judge 

rationally (2) that something is wrong without necessarily having the feeling that it is 

wrong (1). Analogously one might judge a piece of art to be good on the basis of some 

standard criteria, while also not really believing that it is good because it fails to generate 

any sort of positive aesthetic experience. I argue that differentiating between (1) and (2) 

enables us to explain the multiple ways in which we discuss moral judgments.

This plural view does not eliminate the possibility that, in light of additional 

considerations, we could limit ourselves to using only (1) or (2) as a definition of moral 

judgments. For example, a moral realist might claim that the feelings accompanying our 

moral judgments are not important because our moral judgments primary function is to
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be receptive to certain moral truths, and doing so only requires definition (2). Likewise a 

bold non-cognitivst might argue that our moral judgments are always embedded in a non- 

propositional experience, and so cannot be properly captured by the propositional 

structure advocated by (2). That said, these more substantive claims are clearly beyond 

the scope of this discussion. For our purposes it is only necessary to note that overall a 

pluralist interpretation of the definition of'moral judgment' is possible, and would allow 

for Moll’s system to accommodate the truth of moral extemalism by interpreting it as a 

position which asserts that we only ought to focus on definition (2). Thus Moll’s position 

would be that, while the moral externalist captures some feature of our definition o f a 

moral judgment (2), it fails to appreciate the other important features (1) which play a 

prominent role in our general notions of what a moral judgment entails.

Given these general considerations, we can see how the strategy I have been using 

can be advanced without making any substantive claims about the plausibility o f moral 

judgment extemalism. It is interesting to note that Moll's position can add further 

plausibility to this distinction, by providing a plausible psychological explanation for why 

we would have both 'cold' propositional beliefs about right/wrong and immediate 

emotional/motivational judgments about what is right/wrong. Recall that according to 

Moll, in day to day cases of moral judgments, our cortical-limbic networks function to 

form judgments that have both emotional force and propositional content. When 

reflecting on these judgments, we would be able to represent them using the PFC and 

abstract away from the emotive and motivational force produced by the cortical-limbic 

networks. This process could lead us to think of moral judgments as being strictly
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propositional, and not being tied to the affective features that normally accompany these 

judgments.

While Moll’s psychological system can explain why we might occasionally think 

of moral judgments as a purely propositional affair, his account clearly shows that 

defining all moral judgments exclusively in terms of these propositional structures 

produced by the PFC would be a mistake. This would be a mistake, because these 

propositions get their content in part from the conclusions reached by the affectively 

charged cortical-limbic networks. This observation vindicates the general strategy 

advanced in Chapter 4, as non-propositional content is shown to be a necessary part of 

the mental states which constitute our moral judgments.

Given these considerations, what conclusions can we reach about Moll’s support 

for psychological non-cognitivism? Like Haidt, Moll allows for both cognitive and non- 

cognitive mental states to play a role in constituting our moral judgments. There are 

clearly features of moral judgments that are in some sense propositional; they have to do 

with the abstract slow and communicable processes of the PFC. That said, like Haidt and 

Greene, Moll’s position has non-propositional mental states play a central role as well. 

Thus Moll's position, like Greene and Haidt’s, provides partial support for psychological 

non-cognitivism. It is interesting to consider to what extent Moll Greene and Haidt’s 

position support psychological non-cognitivism, given that each position, in its own way, 

allows for cognitive mental states to play a role in the formation of moral judgments. In 

the next sub-section of this chapter, we will explore this question in detail, and attempt to 

become clear on the features of psychological non-cognitivism these three positions 

support.
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6.6 To What Extent Do Haidt Greene and Moll Support Psychological Non-Cognitivism?

Now that we have reviewed each of these three positions individually, we can 

move on to consider what general conclusions we can reach concerning the plausibility of 

psychological non-cognitivism. In order to explore this question it will be helpful to 

revisit precisely what this thesis is committed to. Psychological non-cognitivism can be 

stated formally as follows:

(PNC) The states of mind traditionally expressed by moral judgments are 

not cognitive.

As we have seen, Haidt, Greene and Moll’s positions each provide varying levels of 

support for PNC. Each view provides an explanation of moral judgments which 

implicates a set of non-cognitive mental states in its explanation. Each position argues 

that these mental states are not merely the cause of moral judgments, but in part 

constitute what it is for a mental state to be a moral judgment. Haidt’s position for 

example posits that an automatic and affectively charged mental mechanism operates to 

produce our moral judgments. This process is not concerned with the conscious or 

rational contemplation of particular propositions, but instead operates automatically 

driven largely by social and emotional cues. These intuitions not only cause our moral 

judgments, they constitute them as well, providing them with their unique experiential 

content and motivational force. Greene’s account provides similar support for the 

importance of non-cognitive mental states in constituting our moral judgments. For 

Greene the subset of ‘personal’ moral judgments relies on activation o f particular 

automatic emotional responses. As in Haidt’s case, these judgments are not merely
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triggered by the activation of the moral emotions; these emotional responses constitute a 

key feature of what it is to have a moral judgment in the first place. As we have seen, 

Moll et al.’s theory supports a similar conclusion, implicating the activation of moral 

emotions and the limbic system into the standard experience o f having a moral judgment.

These three theories all provide support for the notion that non-cognitive mental 

states are expressed by moral judgments. That said, each of these accounts also threaten 

the plausibility of PNC by allowing for situations where cognitive mental states play an 

important role in partially constituting our moral judgments. As we have seen, Haidt 

allows for this through his reasoned judgment link, wherein rational propositional 

thinking can lead us to have a new judgment. Greene’s dual-process theory allows for 

rational-utilitarian judgments to be carried out by the propositional reasoning produced 

by the prefrontal cortex. In addition, Moll’s position allows for propositional 

representation to play a role in the cortical-limbic networks which play a prominent role 

in our moral judgments. Each of these three positions would also be amenable to the 

notion that the content of moral judgments can be represented propositionally 

independently of the original experience of having a moral judgment. In other words, 

these individuals will allow for both ‘moral judgmentl ’ and ‘moral judgment2’ to be 

plausible products of the mind. Given that these three positions, and the evidence they 

represent, allow for both cognitive and non-cognitive mental states to play a constitutive 

role in our moral judgments, the question is to what extent can these three positions count 

. in favour o f PNC?

In its current form, these three judgments clearly do not support PNC. As we 

have just observed, each position allows for propositional mental states to play some role
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in standard moral judgments. What then is the implication of these findings? Should we 

conclude that PNC is implausible, and as a consequence vindicate psychological 

cognitivism? I argue that this too would be a mistake. As we have seen, Haidt Moll and 

Greene each have non-cognitive mental states play a central role in our moral judgments, 

and as a consequence the psychological cognitivists’ claim that most moral judgments are 

cognitive is also mistaken. Thus the first conclusion we can derive from our analysis of 

these three positions is that neither robust psychological cognitivism nor robust 

psychological non-cognitivism are vindicated by the data. Instead, we have to look for a 

position that is more moderate, and which allows for both types of mental states to play a 

role in moral judgments. To this end I argue it will be helpful to re-define PNC into a 

more plausible position.

In redefining PNC, it will important to try and eliminate those features of PNC 

which conflict with the data we have considered. The primary way in which PNC 

conflicts with the data is its implicit assertion that only non-cognitive mental states are 

expressed by moral judgments. As we have seen, Moll Haidt and Greene each recognize 

that cognitive mental states can play an important role in moral judgments in certain 

contexts. Thus in order to accommodate this data, the altered PNC has to leave open the 

possibility that cognitive mental states play a constitutive role in our moral judgments. 

That being said, the altered version of PNC has to accommodate the role non-cognitive 

mental states play in moral judgments. In order to balance these commitments, I argue 

that this altered premise should focus on the fact that non-propositional mental states play 

a prominent, though non-exclusive, constitutive role in standard cases of moral
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judgments. This new weaker form of psychological non-cognitivism can be formalized 

as follows:

(PNC*) The states of mind traditionally expressed by moral judgments are in part non- 

cognitive.

This weaker premise acknowledges the possibility that cognitive mental states 

play an important role in moral judgments, while also holding that non-propositional 

content plays an essential constitutive role in these judgments. On the face of things, this 

more moderate thesis is supported by the evidence we have considered. Haidt, Greene 

and Moll’s theories posit that a majority of moral judgments incorporate non-cognitive 

elements, whether they are automatic intuitive responses, moral emotions or motivational 

states triggered by limbic/paralimbic activity. These features of our moral judgments also 

help to explain the experiential character of standard moral judgments, and they help to 

explain why moral judgments generally provide motivation for action. It is important to 

note that PNC* can also accommodate the insights made earlier concerning the 

distinction between ‘moral judgmentl ’ and ‘moral judgment 2.’ While we may at first be 

concerned that the use of (2) contradicts PNC* by providing a set of moral judgments 

which does not include non-cognitive mental states, we can resolve these concerns by 

revising a few considerations we have already discussed. It is entirely consistent for an 

individual to accept that the conclusions of normal cases of moral judgment (1) involve 

non-cognitive mental process, while also holding that the conclusions of these judgments 

can be represented propositionally (2). Thus, as we saw in Haidt’s chapter, it is entirely 

consistent for an agent to represent non-propositional content as a propositional belief.

As a consequence, even if  we have reason to interpret a particular moral judgment using
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the definition provided by ‘moral judgment 2’, we can still hold that some fundamental 

feature of the propositions involved in (2) are non-propositional. This in turn shows us 

how PNC* and our earlier discussions concerning moral judgment (1) and (2) are entirely 

compatible.

Given these considerations, it is safe to conclude that the behavioural and neuro

psychological data provided by Haidt, Greene and Moll favour PNC*. In the next 

chapter we will consider the general implications of the empirical plausibility of PNC* 

and the concurrent implausibility of PNC. We will see that this data serves as much to 

sharpen the distinctions between cognitivism and non-cognitivism as it does to settle any 

substantive disagreement. In particular, PNC* will be shown to put pressure on the most 

extreme positions in the debate, and thus provide further motivation for individuals to 

adopt more moderate accounts.
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Chapter 7- The Impact of Moral Psychology on the Moral Cognitivist/Non- 

Cognitivist Debate

In the last chapter we concluded that considerations from empirical moral 

psychology support a mediated version of psychological non-cognitivism. This mediated 

version holds that standard moral judgments are partially constituted by non-cognitive 

mental states. In this chapter we will consider the general effects of this conclusion on the 

cognitivist non-cognitivist debate. The first observation we should make about this 

conclusion is that it can be accommodated by moderate positions on either side of the 

debate. Insofar as a cognitivist allows for non-propositional content to play a constitutive 

role in moral judgments they can accommodate PNC*. Likewise a non-cognitivist can 

accommodate PNC* if they allow for propositional features to play some sort of role in 

our moral judgments. The question then becomes, do contemporary cognitivists and non- 

cognitivists hold these moderate positions, or do they hold stronger positions that would 

be threatened by PNC*? As we will see, there are individuals in both camps in the 

contemporary debate. One group, which I will label the ‘double externalists’ present a 

view of human cognition that directly opposes PNC* by requiring only cognitive mental 

states to play a constitutive role in our moral judgments. Other positions have adopted a 

more moderate stance and allow for both cognitive and non-cognitive mental states to 

play a role in constituting moral judgments. In what follows we will consider the ways in 

which PNC* interacts with these different positions. First we will consider how the more 

moderate cognitivist and non-cognitivist theories accommodate PNC* and then we will 

go on to consider the ways in which stronger positions might look to oppose this view.
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7.1 The Effects of PNC* on Moderate Positions

PNC* is a premise which requires positions to be flexible concerning which sort 

of mental states play a role in moral cognition. These more moderate positions need to be 

able to accommodate the plausible elements of their opponent’s position, and explain 

how both cognitive and non-cognitive mental states can play a role in our moral 

judgments. As we will see, both Gibbard and Smith provide positions that satisfy these 

criteria. Smith provides a cognitivist account which can accommodate non-cognitive 

mental states by making them part of what substantiates the belief states that constitute 

moral judgments. Gibbard’s non-cognitivist account on the other hand looks to 

accommodate a form of predication, n-predication, which is able to explain the seemingly 

cognitive mental states that play a role in standard cases of moral judgment. In order to 

better appreciate how each of these positions can accommodate PNC*, I will revisit each 

account in further detail.

As we observed in chapter 2, Smith provides a unique explanation of moral 

judgments which attempts to synthesize the insights of individuals from both sides o f the 

cognitivist non-cognitivist debate. Smith is favourable to Hume’s sentimentalism and 

desire based moral psychology, and as a consequence his position is comfortable with the 

notion that non-cognitive mental states would play a role in the formation of our moral 

judgments. That said, Smith is a cognitivist and is committed to the claim that the belief 

‘what one would do if  one were fully rational’ plays a central role in forming our moral 

judgments. Recall that Smith chose this belief because it has an important relationship to 

our desires, which Smith argues is necessary in order to account for the motivational 

force o f our moral judgments. This beliefs connection to our desires also arguably
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connects it to the non-cognitive mental states associated with these desires, such as 

emotional states like fear and joy. Thus for Smith, it is natural for non-cognitive mental 

states to play a role in what it is to have a standard moral judgment.

While this explanation arguably shows why non-cognitive mental states would 

play a role in influencing our moral judgments for Smith, one might worry that it does not 

do enough to show that these states partially constitute our moral judgments as well. It 

could be argued that the proper interpretation of Smith’s position would be to view moral 

judgments as constituted by the belief ‘that which I would do if  I were fully rational’ and 

to in turn view non-cognitive mental elements as mere consequences of entertaining this 

belief. I would argue that this interpretation of Smith is problematic as it fails to properly 

understand Smith’s position as it arises in The Moral Problem. Recall that the reason 

Smith believes the belief he selects can solve the moral problem is because it bears the 

right kind of relationship to our desires. The important motivational force provided by a 

desire is not produced by a propositional mental state, but by something akin to a non- 

propositional expression of preference. Thus Smith already allows for the fact that our 

moral beliefs motivate us and are important to us because they include the non-cognitive 

mental states which constitute desires. Given this consideration, and given Smith’s 

general affiliation with Humean sentimentalism, we would expect that his position would 

support the notion that moral judgments are partially constituted by non-cognitive mental 

states. Smith’s moral judgments include non-cognitive mental states, because these states 

are part of what makes the belief ‘what I would do if  I were fully rational’ motivating in 

the first place. Without including non-cognitive mental states as part of what it is to have 

a moral judgment, the belief about ‘what I would do if I were fully rational’ would have
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no motivational force and would thus fail to solve the moral problem. For these reasons I 

argue Smith’s position would promote a conception of moral judgment that includes both 

cognitive and non-cognitive mental states, and as a consequence can accommodate 

PNC*.

Gibbard’s non-cognitivist position also provides room for both cognitive and non- 

cognitive mental states in the production of our moral judgments. As we have seen, 

Gibbard’s position revolves around considerations of plans for action. The non-cognitive 

element of Gibbard’s position comes from the observation that we chose to follow these 

plans of action as a consequence of an expressed affinity toward them. While these plans 

are pursued on the basis of our non-cognitive expressions o f preference, Gibbard allows 

for pseudo-propositional entities to enter into our moral discourse. In part, this 

propositional component enters into our plans when these plans refer to features in the 

world. In this regard, our moral judgments are propositional because they make 

reference to activities in the world. Gibbard also looks to accommodate propositions at a 

more fundamental level of moral discourse by introducing the concept of n-predication. 

While n-predication isn’t predication in the robust sense, it functions in a similar manner. 

As we have seen, n-predication predicates features of a particular ‘normative-factual 

word’, which is itself determined by our expressed preference for one set of norms rather 

than another. N-predication then is shown to be non-cognitive because it relies on our 

expressed preference of a particular normative-factual world. While n-predication is non- 

cognitive, it functions in a way extremely similar to normal predication. It is therefore 

not unreasonable to assume that n-predication would rely on the same cognitive mental 

activity as regular predication. Insofar as Gibbard can provide an adequate explanation
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for why the cognitive mental states involved in n-predication shouldn’t be considered 

cognitive in the semantic sense, Gibbard’s account can accommodate the idea that 

cognitive mental activity plays a role in moral judgments without jeopardizing his 

commitment to non-cognitivism. Gibbard’s position is thus able to accommodate the 

possibility left open by PNC*, that cognitive mental states play a role in our moral 

judgments.

Now that I have considered the ways in which more moderate contemporary 

positions can accommodate PNC*, I will move on to address those positions that are 

threatened by the empirical plausibility o f this position. In particular I will focus on a 

group which I have labelled the ‘double externalists’ who argue that non-cognitive mental 

states cannot play a role in constituting our moral judgments. After considering this 

position I will consider some objections its proponents might put forward against the 

plausibility of PNC*. I will respond to these objections, and then conclude the chapter by 

considering the broader impact the plausibility of PNC* has on the contemporary debate.

7.2 Double Extemalism and its Opposition to PNC*

There are a group of individuals within the contemporary metaethical debate who 

I argue take a very strong stance on the nature of the mental states involved in our moral 

judgments. These individuals, who I have labelled ‘double externalists’153, hold that only 

cognitive mental states can play a role in constituting our moral judgments. The reason I 

have labelled this position ‘double extemalism’ is because its proponents are both moral 

judgment externalists and moral reason externalists. Double externalists argue both that 

moral judgments do not entail any motivational state and that our judging a moral
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proposition to be true does not affect the reasons that compose these judgments. Thus, 

according to this position an individual can form a moral judgment without being 

motivated to act in a particular manner. In addition, the agents own interests play no role 

in determining the truth of the proper content of these judgments. Such strong 

extemalism allows for the individual to exclude any and all non-cognitive forces that 

might be playing a role in moral judgments. It does so by excluding the non- 

propositional mental states that normally accompany motivation, as well as any non- 

cognitive mental states that might cause us to advance our own non-referential reasons as 

the content of our moral judgments. The commitments of this position thus exclude, by 

definition, any non-cognitive mental states playing a role in our moral judgments. Double 

externalists would thus object to the PNC* by arguing that a proper analysis of moral 

judgments reveal that it is impossible for non-cognitive mental states to play a 

constitutive role in these judgments.

A possible example of this position can be found in a particular interpretation of 

the moral theory advanced by Derek Parfit.154 Parfit’s theory of morality conceptualizes 

moral judgments as judgments first and foremost concerned with reasons. For Parfit, 

reasons are the basic units of normative justification for our actions.155 This definition of 

reasons partially parallels our colloquial use of the term. When we want to explain why 

we did something, or why we ought to do something, we provide reasons for action. 

While the term is elevated for the purposes of philosophical discussion, Parfit’s use of 

reason stays fairly close to its use in justifying everyday behaviors. Moral judgments for 

Parfit are concerned with one set of these reasons. According to Parfit, when we make a 

moral judgment we are essentially attempting to make reference to the reasons that apply
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to our situation.156 This explanation of moral judgments in turn helps to explain Parfit’s 

potential commitment to double extemalism. Our recognition that there is a reason for an 

action does not necessitate that this reason comes from our own subjective interests, nor 

does it necessitate any emotive or motivational response to this reason. This in turn 

seems to disqualify non-cognitive mental states from constituting part of our moral 

judgments. If moral judgments are defined as propositional mental states which refer to 

reasons, and reasons by definition exclude non-propositional content, then non-cognitive 

mental states have no role to play in moral judgments. Thus, Parfit would recognize that 

while emotions may influence our moral judgments, they can never be properly 

considered a constitutive feature of these judgments. This interpretation of Parfit’s 

position is thus fully opposed to the truth of PNC*, as non-cognitive mental states cannot 

play a constitutive role in any o f our moral judgments.

As I have argued in the last chapter, PNC* is a premise that is generally supported 

by the empirical data provided in this account. Thus, in accord with our conclusions to 

chapter 1, any position which commits itself to a substantive claim about human 

psychology which contradicts this premise will be called into serious question. As we 

have seen, double externalists clearly commit themselves to claims about human 

psychology which contradict PNC*, and as a consequence should be rejected. In order to 

retain their plausibility in the face of this objection, the double externalist could provide a 

number of arguments in order to call PNC* into question. Before we can draw any 

substantive conclusions about the effects of PNC* on this position, we will need to 

address these critiques.
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7.3 Objections to PNC*

As we have seen, the plausibility of ‘double extemalism’ is called into serious 

question by the empirical plausibility of PNC*. In order to counteract this objection, 

proponents of this position need to provide reasons for thinking that PNC* is mistaken. 

Since the proponents of double extemalism are clearly not concerned with providing 

contradicting empirical data, their objections will have to focus on challenging one o f the 

conceptual premises which PNC* relies on. One way to do so will involve revisiting the 

distinction from the last chapter between ‘moral judgment 1 ’ and ‘moral judgment 2’. An 

individual looking to defend double extemalism could argue that ‘moral judgment 1 ’ 

should be discarded and that we should focus primarily on ‘moral judgment 2’. In 

addition, the double externalist would argue that we ought to adopt a definition of ‘moral 

judgment 2’ which only takes propositional content as its focus. If the double externalist 

can sufficiently motivate this position then they will have a strong case for confronting 

the conclusions of PNC*, as moral judgments will now, by definition, only include 

propositional belief states. In order to advance this conclusion, the double externalist will 

have to argue that the motivational or emotional components of our day to day moral 

judgments should be ignored. The key task for the double externalist then is to provide 

some reason for asserting that the propositional features are the only features worth being 

considered in our definition of a moral judgment.

One way the double externalist could motivate the claim that we should adopt a 

purely propositional definition o f moral judgments is by claiming that such a definition 

would better track what morality is really about. This approach would argue that the 

primary function of a moral judgment is to put us into contact with the truth-makers o f
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our moral claims. A proponent of my interpretation of Parfit’s position for example, 

would argue that we should limit our definition of moral judgments to a set of 

propositional claims that are capable o f referring to object-given reasons. Parfit’s 

objection thereby originates from a claim about the proper function o f our moral 

language. If the only important feature of a moral judgment is that it puts us in contact 

with moral truth, then any non-cognitive feature which cannot perform this function 

should be ignored.9 If Parfit is successful in demonstrating that the proper definition of 

moral judgments is such that it can only be satisfied by cognitive mental states, then the 

psychological investigation is over before it has begun, since any psychological data 

which purported to implicate non-cognitive mental states in moral judgments could be 

rejected on the basis that it fails to cohere with the object of investigation. Thus a great 

deal is at stake in whether or not the double externalist can provide adequate reasons to 

limit the definition of morality to a purely propositional form of moral judgment2.

As we observed in the first chapter, discussions concerning the proper constraints 

of our concepts need to be resolved using traditional methods of conceptual analysis. 

Kaupinen argued then when we attempt to define a term we should consider how a 

competent agent in ideal conditions would define it. The question then is whether or not a 

competent agent in ideal circumstances would restrict their definition of moral judgment 

to fit Parfits constraints, or whether they would adopt the broader definition captured by

9 It is in teresting  to  consider how this objection draw s to g e th er th e  tw o th e ses  van Roojen articu la tes to  

sep ara te  th e  cognitive from  th e  non-cognitive sides of th e  d ebate . If th e  double externalist can win a 

strong victory in th e  dom ain of semantic non-cognitivism  th en  th is might affect th e  plausibility of 

psychological non-cognitivism  as well, insofar as th e  dom ain of w hat is considered a 'm oral ju d g m en t' is 
determ ined  in p art by th e  sem antic constrain ts of th is te rm . That said, th e re  is still good reason to  

suppose th a t even a to ta l victory in th e  first d eb a te  will leave th e  second d eb a te  underdeterm ined .
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PNC*. This question in turn requires us to revisit considerations made in the last chapter 

concerning what features should be considered relevant in our definition of moral 

judgments. Empirical psychological investigation has shown us that non-cognitive mental 

states play an important role in our day to day moral judgments. As a consequence, most 

individuals understanding of what a moral judgment entails will include this non- 

cognitive element. Thus the majority of people will identify some sort o f emotive or 

motivational change to be part of what it is to have a moral judgment. The question then 

is whether a fully rational agent in ideal circumstances would also agree to this 

conclusion.

The answer to this question requires us to revisit the reasons I articulated earlier 

for distinguishing between moraljudgmentl and moraljudgment2. As we have seen, the 

way in which a competent agent in ideal circumstances will define a moral judgment will 

largely rely on what feature of the phenomena of a moral judgment they are trying to 

define. If they are attempting to explain what they normally experience when they have a 

moral judgment, they will admit a level of non-cognitive activity, for if  they are a 

psychologically stable individual, they will have some non-cognitive responses to 

judgments in morally relevant scenarios. In line with our previous analysis, we should 

recognize that an agent conducting this analysis under ideal conditions will also 

recognize that part of what it is to have a moral judgment can be captured in a 

propositional form. Thus one can adopt the belief ‘I take x to be wrong’ without, in 

entertaining that thought, experiencing an emotion or non-cognitive mental state. This 

analysis clearly shows that an agent would reach two separate definitions for what a 

moral judgment entails depending on whether they were focusing on the experiential
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features of having a moral judgment, or the propositional beliefs that are built from these 

experiences. In order to block this conclusion, the double externalist would have to 

provide additional reasons for thinking that we ought to only adopt the propositional 

interpretation of our moral judgments. That said, the only reason they could provide in 

favour of this position is that it advances their own theoretical commitments. Since a 

robust analysis o f what a moral judgment entails reveals both moral judgment 1 and moral 

judgment2 as plausible definitions of our moral judgments, the double externalist cannot, 

on the basis of an ideal semantic analysis, claim that we ought to restrict our definition of 

moral judgments to propositional mental states.

I argue that these considerations show that the double externalist would not be 

able to limit the definition of moral judgments to propositional mental states using 

considerations of the descriptive character of standard moral judgments. That said a 

proponent of Parfit’s position could attempt to limit the definition to propositional 

features by appealing to ‘ideal-epistemic’ considerations. Parfit, or any other moral 

realist for that matter, could argue that we ought to restrict the domain of moral 

judgments to those mental features which could, at least in principle, make reference to 

the truth makers o f our moral terms. We ought to restrict our definitions in this manner 

because, insofar as the moral realist is right, our moral judgments are designed to track 

moral truths. Thus, our definition of moral judgments should be restricted to cognitive 

mental states, as these are the only states capable of referring to moral truth. Parfit could 

therefore concede that our standard conception of a moral judgment include non- 

cognitive mental states, while also arguing that we should ignore these mental states 

because they are incapable of accomplishing the epistemic goal of our moral judgments.
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Thus the ‘ideal-epistemic’ objection rejects PFC* on the grounds that it includes features 

which inhibit the truth-referential role of our moral judgments.

These considerations allow Parfit to argue for a reclassification of what ought to 

count as a moral judgment. It is important to note that this reclassification does not look 

to challenge any of the empirical observations captured by PNC*. It would still be true 

that individuals employ non-cognitive mental states in standard cases of moral 

judgments. That said, this position would have us reclassify this data in order to exclude 

non-cognitive processes from being considered a constitutive feature of our moral 

judgments. It should be noted that this strategy is a tenuous one, as it not only relies on a 

victory for the cognitivist in the more general debates concerning moral realism, it also 

requires us to reclassify our judgments in a way that is not true to human psychology or 

to standard human experience. If moral judgments, as the data suggests, really are tied to 

affective non-propositional experiences in normal cases, then the most adequate theory 

should be one which recognizes this fact. It may be, at the end of the day, that the realist 

has reasons to mitigate this feature o f moral judgments in order to allow moral judgments 

to better serve their truth-referential purpose, but such considerations should not distract 

us from the fact that when most people form a moral judgment they are doing something 

more than simply entertaining another proposition. Moral judgments have a particular 

experiential character, and this unique experiential character is best explained by the 

inclusion of non-propositional affective states into the definition of what it is to have a 

moral judgment. While double externalists might argue that the only important feature of 

moral judgments are their truth referential features, this move is problematic because it is 

based on the faulty assertion that the proper definition of a word can be determined by
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how it looks to be used by a particular theory. While the double externalist wants to limit 

the definition of moral judgment until it is merely truth referential, it is an open question 

whether or not this concept, in our psychology and in daily use, incorporates more than 

this referential feature. Indeed our analysis thus far has shown that there are good 

reasons to think that moral judgments are not simply concerned with propositional 

referential activity, but function to incorporate non-propositional affective components as 

well. Thus I take PNC* to be a plausible commitment even in the face of this objection. 

If moral realism is true, we might have epistemic reasons to favour the truth-referential 

features of our moral judgments over the non-propositional ones, but this doesn’t take 

away from the psychological observation that non-propositional mental states play a role 

in these judgments as well. Thus the double externalist’s attempt to refute PNC* is 

unsuccessful, as even if  moral realism turns out to be true, it doesn’t eliminate the 

prominent role non-cognitive mental states play in our moral judgments.

Our discussion thus far has shown that the double externalist’s position is strongly 

challenged by the empirical plausibility of PNC*. The double externalist may, for 

epistemic reasons, ignore the psychological realities captured by PNC*, but this move 

does not drastically change the plausibility of their position. If double extemalism is 

going to remain plausible, it has to allow for the possibility that non-cognitive mental 

states play a constitutive role in at least some of our moral judgments. If it cannot find a 

way to accommodate this position, then in the face o f the evidence in favour of PNC*, 

double extemalism will be found to be, at least in this regard, an implausible position.
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7.4 General Implications of PNC*

The majority of this chapter has been focused on working out the implications of 

PNC* for contemporary positions in the moral cognitivism/non-cognitivism debate. I 

have argued that more moderate positions on both sides of this debate can accommodate 

this conclusion, while more extreme views conflict with it and are thereby called into 

question. As we have seen, ‘double extemalism’ can attempt to mitigate the implications 

o f PNC* by providing epistemic reasons for limiting the domain of moral judgments to 

cognitive states, but such a response does not mitigate the descriptive plausibility of 

PNC*.

The plausibility of PNC* can be seen as adding additional pressure for individuals 

to incorporate the plausible features of their opponents positions in the cognitivist/non- 

cognitivist debate. PNC* shows us that both cognitive and non-cognitive mental states 

have an important role to play in our moral judgments. While PNC* does not radically 

alter the landscape of the contemporary debate, it does provide us with additional reasons 

for favouring moderate positions like Gibbard and Smith’s over more extreme positions 

like double extemalism. This conclusion in turn demonstrates how findings from moral 

psychology can effect positions in the domain of metaethics. By clearly articulating the 

psychological commitments of each position and comparing these commitments to the 

findings of empirical moral psychology, we can reach new and important conclusions 

about the plausibility of these positions. While such conclusions will always be limited 

by the data available and our ability to translate the metaethical positions into a 

psychological format, even modest conclusions like PNC* can have an important impact 

on framing and directing future debates.
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Conclusion

In this work I have attempted to show how considerations from empirical moral

psychology can affect the cognitivist non-cognitivist debate. I began this analysis by

addressing some general concerns surrounding the use of empirical data in investigating

philosophical problems. In attempting to address these concerns I came to the conclusion

that empirical data can be applied to a philosophical position when this position commits

itself to a particular empirically testable feature of the world. This in turn led to the

conclusion that in order to properly apply the findings of empirical moral psychology to

the cognitivist non-cognitivist debate, I needed to find some feature of this debate which

was concerned with facts about human psychology. After analyzing the commitments of

cognitivists and non-cognitivists, I discovered one such position, psychological non-

cognitivism, which commits non-cognitivists to the position that moral judgments

express non-cognitive mental states. After establishing a rough set of desiderata for

distinguishing cognitive from non-cognitive mental states, I set out to test PNC

empirically. I chose to test the empirical plausibility of this premise by examining its

compatibility with the data provided by Haidt, Greene and Moll. My consideration of

these three individuals’ positions revealed that psychological non-cognitivism was too

strong of a claim to be supported by the data. This led me to adopt a more moderate form

of this position, PNC*, which held that non-cognitive mental sates constituted a central

component of standard moral judgments. This weaker premise was able to accommodate

Haidt, Greene, and Moll’s observation that both propositional and non-propositional

elements play a role in constituting our moral judgments. While PNC* was more

moderate than its unaltered counterpart, it was still shown to provide strong opposition to
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more extreme metaethical views such as double extemalism. Thus, by supporting the 

plausibility of PNC*, empirical moral psychology directly affected certain features o f the 

moral cognitivist/non-cognitivist debate.

As I stated at the begging of this project, my interest in examining the effects of 

empirical moral psychology on the cognitivist non-cognitivist debate did not arise simply 

from my interest in this debate, but in a general curiosity in how considerations from 

empirical moral psychology might affect metaethical discussions. Thus my analysis not 

only looked to address the cognitivist non-cognitivist debate, but it also looked to provide 

an example of how moral psychology might come to effect discussions happening in the 

field of metaethics. To this end it will be helpful to look past the particular conclusion of 

PNC*, and to focus on the general conceptual moves that allowed us to apply data from 

empirical moral psychology to a traditionally metaethical debate.

The analysis carried out in this work demonstrates that there are two general ways 

in which empirical moral psychology can affect metaethical debates. The first method is 

direct; it looks to determine whether the metaethical view in question commits itself to 

any empirically testable claims about human psychology, and then tests these claims 

using the appropriate psychological evidence. For some debates this process is straight 

forward, as the psychological commitments of the metaethical position are easy to 

identify. For example, the debate between the moral judgment externalist and the moral 

judgment internalist clearly has to do with a particular psychological feature of our moral 

judgments, namely whether or not they necessarily entail a motivating psychological 

state. While some debates are relatively easy to test empirically, other debates in 

metaethics are less clearly relatable to empirical claims. For example, questions about
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the epistemic status of our moral intuitions might come down to some commitment about 

the nature of the psychological states that produce our moral intuitions, and their 

relationship with certain facts in the world. That said translating this debate in this 

manner requires us to make several controversial claims about both the nature of our 

intuitions and the role they ought to play in our conceptual analysis. Thus some 

metaethical positions might only be amenable to psychological data once hard conceptual 

battles have been won. Whether its application is complex or straight forward, this first 

method provides a clear manner in which the empirical findings of moral psychology can 

apply to metaethical debates. While I have focused primarily on this method of applying 

the data in this work, there is a more subtle and potentially profound way for 

considerations from moral psychology to affect metaethical debates.

This more subtle method forces us to clarify and challenge concepts that were 

useful in the context of metaethical debates but which fail to have any obvious correlation 

in the psychological domain. This approach looks to use empirical moral psychology to 

provide us with a vantage point to critique the usefulness or plausibility o f some of our 

metaethical concepts. For example, in my analysis I was forced to provide an 

explanation of what ‘cognitive’ and ‘non-cognitive’ translated to in the psychological 

context. While I did my best to explain how these metaethical terms could be translated 

into the psychological domain, some may argue that the difficulty of this task indicates 

something about the plausibility of these concepts. Perhaps the distinction suggested by 

cognitivism and non-cognitivism simply is not present in human psychology, and if  this is 

the case then perhaps we should consider either abandoning or revising these terms in 

order to make them cohere with an empirically informed understanding of the nature of
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human cognition. While this is an exciting possibility, such a strong position can hardly 

be adequately defended or articulated here. For the purpose of this project, it will have 

been enough to show that empirical moral psychology can directly affect metaethical 

debates. It will be up to future investigations to determine whether this new and bolder 

approach can more profoundly affect the landscape of the metaethical debate.
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Appendix A- Additional Considerations for Haidt and Greene

Pizarro and Bloom Critique of Haidt

In their paper The Intelligence o f  the Moral Intuitions: Comment on Haidt

1 57(2001), Pizzaro and Bloom argue that while they agreed with many of Haidt’s 

conclusions, they believed that the SIM places too little emphasis on the role of reason in 

shaping our moral intuitions. They agree with Haidt that people possess intuitively given 

first principals, but they argue that deliberative reason does far more to determine our 

moral judgments than Haidt’s position would have us believe. Pizzaro and Bloom focus 

on two ways that reasoning can affect our moral judgments, the first is by framing the 

situation in a way to trigger certain intuitions, and the second is by exerting direct control 

and altering these intuitions intentionally.

Pizzaro and Bloom point out that reasoning can influence our intuitions by 

altering the way we evaluate a situation. They refer to a number of studies that have 

demonstrated the importance of cognitive appraisals in changing quick involuntary

1 58responses. These studies provide evidence that suggest that if  an individual has certain 

beliefs about a situation, they are far more likely to trigger particular automatic 

responses. For example, Dandoy and Goldstein conducting an experiment where 

individuals viewed films where people suffered bodily harm, and those subjects who 

were told to take an ‘objective perspective’ toward the film showed less psychological 

distress then those who were not primed in this manner.159 Individuals often change their 

intuitive responses when they adopt new beliefs about the situation. For example, cases 

where individuals take another person’s perspective, feelings o f anger can often turn to
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sympathy. This is consistent with the observation that individuals can instantly change 

their emotional disposition in response to new information. For example, when an 

individual is told that their friend is running late a meeting not because they are 

neglectful, but becomes something tragic has occurred in their life, their feelings instantly 

shift.160 Experiments have also demonstrated that by getting people to think about the 

other person’s perspective causes them to become more empathetic.161 Thus reasons 

ability to shift our focus and develop new beliefs plays a large role on the outputs o f our 

intuitive moral reactions.

The second general way that rationality can affect our moral intuitions is by 

altering them directly. Pizzaro and Bloom note the growing literature that shows that we 

have second-order control over many of our emotional reactions and automatic

1 f k )judgments. There are a number of ways that our reason can control the more automatic 

processes of our nature. The first is by using our rational judgment to place ourselves in 

environments that will lead to change in our moral intuitions. Pizzaro and Bloom point to 

a number of ‘common sense’ examples. For instance, individuals who were exposed to 

positive African American Exemplars either through an experiment163 or through an 

African American professor teaching a course on racism164 greatly reduced their implicit 

negative attitudes toward African Americans. It is commonplace for us to focus on 

appraising a situation in a particular manner in order to evoke sympathy if  our friends or 

family are involved. By focusing on particular features of the scenario, we are able to 

influence which intuitions will be triggered in that scenario. Thus Pizzaro and Bloom 

conclude that deliberative rationality can influence our intuitions by placing us in 

scenarios that will inculcate the attitudes we want, and discourage the attitudes we do not.
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Through these two mechanisms, cognitive appraisal and direct cognitive alteration our 

intuitions, Pizzaro and Bloom argue that rationality can play an important role in shaping 

our emotions. While they recognize that none of these features directly contradict Haidt's 

model, they argue that it casts doubt on Haidt's emphasis on the non-rational features of 

our moral judgments. In other words, Pizzaro and Bloom take rational deliberation to be 

a far more important feature of our daily moral judgment than Haidt's model will allow.

Haidt's response to Pizzaro and Bloom

Haidt's response to Pizzaro and Bloom is on the whole more moderate than his 

response to S&K.165 Unlike S&K Haidt does not take Pizzaro and Bloom's critiques to 

be based on an incomplete reading of his position. Instead he takes their challenge head 

on, attempting to provide further justification for his belief that rational reflective 

deliberation plays a minor role in the majority of individual’s moral judgments. First 

Haidt echoes Pizzarro and Bloom's observation that individuals often automatically 

change their mind when new information about the situation comes to light. If someone 

was running late to a meeting because they had just suffered a loss in the family, the 

realization of this fact really would instantly change you’re feeling about it. Haidt claims 

that his position is designed in part to explain why individuals come to experience new 

cognitive appraisals in these sorts of situations. While Bloom and Pizzaro seem to think 

that these new appraisals happen as a consequence of private rational deliberation, Haidt 

argues that real psychological systems at work are much faster and much more subtle.

He cites the evidence mentioned earlier which established that individuals are particularly 

bad at judging both sides of a situation in an unbiased fashion.166 167 These observations
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lead Haidt to conclude that it is not a conscious rational deliberation that leads individuals

to change their attitudes when new information comes into play, but a more automatic

intuitive system directing these behaviours. In addition the fact that we can rationally

frame a situation in a way that will trigger one intuition rather than another does not mean

it happens in the majority of cases. As Pizzaro and Bloom recognized, the fact that

cognitive framing changes our intuition does not threaten Haidt's position, as it simply

redirects our intuitions to different elements of the scenario. This sort of cognitive

framing is difficult, and it is difficult precisely because it is not a natural feature of our

moral judgments. As such Haidt argues that while we can frame things to change our

moral intuitions, this is neither a necessary nor a common feature of our moral

judgments. Haidt responds to Pizzaro and Bloom's second point in a similar fashion by

arguing that our rational second-order judgments rarely are the cause of practices that

change our intuitions. Haidt critiques Pizzaro and Bloom's own example. He argues that

it is far more likely that individuals will join a class on racism, or actively seek out

positive roll models from a particular group, in order to feel “the joy of morally meshing

1 ^ 8with other people who are outraged by racism.” It is this pro-social desire to share in 

and propagate a particular moral position that in the vast majority of cases, motivate these 

actions, not some detached rational deliberation. Thus Haidt concludes that Pizzaro and 

Bloom’s criticisms do not cast serious doubt on his position.

Moll's Critique of Greene

Jorge Moll and Ricardo de Oliveira-Souza focus their criticism of Greene’s 

position on the fact that some of the key information Greene provides in support of his
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position better supports a different conclusion.169 In this paper Moll and Oliveria-Souza 

argue that Koeings recent research concerning the effects of selective damage to the 

Ventromedial Preffontal Cortex (VMPFC) does not, despite Greene's claim, support the 

dual-process theory.170 In addition, they argue that a more parsimonious explanation of 

the data presented by Koeing is that damage to the VMPFC causes the reduction of 

certain pro-social emotions.

In his study Koeings found that individuals who suffered damage to their VMPFC 

respond in a distinctive manner when confronted with moral dilemmas. When these 

individuals were confronted with 'difficult' moral dilemmas they were far more likely 

than normal subjects to choose the 'utilitarian' option. This is despite the fact that 

choosing the ‘utilitarian’ option resulted in highly emotionally aversive experiences for 

normal subjects. One suggested explanation for this behaviour is that VMPFC patients 

failed to experience the negative emotional states associated with these options. These 

considerations are derived from a number of studies analyzing the role of the VMPFC in 

moral judgment. For instance, Damasio et al. have shown that individuals with damage 

to this region of their brain maintain their ability to continue to perform formal moral 

reasoning, but suffer severe impairments in their daily social interactions, often leading to 

inconsistent and immoral behaviour.171 In addition it has been observed that early 

damage to the VMPFC leads to a severe impairment in both moral behaviour and moral 

reasoning. Moll observes that many individuals, including Greene, want to interpret this 

data to indicate that damage to the VMPFC leads to an emotional blunting which then 

makes it more likely for individuals to make utilitarian choices in high conflict scenarios. 

Moll argues that this interpretation is ruled out by another study done by Koenigs et al..
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In this study, individuals play a Ultimatum game where individuals can choose to accept 

an unfair but financially beneficial offer (the economically 'rational' choice) or choose to 

reject the offer and punish the other player (the 'emotional' choice).172 VMPFC patients 

were found to reject the offer more often than other participants. Moll argues that these 

additional findings reject Greene et al.'s original interpretation because they show that 

damage to the VMPFC can infact make individuals more prone to emotional decisions. 

Moll argues that in order to accommodate this data Greene would have to accomplish two 

tasks. First, Greene et al.'s position would have to show both that VMPFC damage lead 

to more utilitarian judgments (presumably because it reduces emotional responses) and 

that damage to areas responsible for moral reasoning, such as DLPFC and lateral FPC, 

lead to an increase in emotionally based moral judgments. Second, Greene et al. would 

have to explain how their view could still be plausible as the regions most robustly 

activated by utilitarian choices were damaged in most patients in Koenigs study. As such 

the dual-process view does not adequately accommodate Koenigs data, as it makes false 

predictions about the brain regions implicated by utilitarian judgments, and it fails to 

explain the more emotional responses made by VMPFC patients in Koenigs later study.

Greene's response to Moll

171Greene provides a concise and direct response to Moll's objection. To Moll's 

first point, Greene argues that while being able to provide a double dissociation between 

VMPFC damaged utilitarian patients and anti-utilitarian DLPFC damaged patients would 

provide excellent evidence for his theory, it does not mean that a single dissociation 

provides no evidence in its favour. Greene responds to Moll's second point by showing
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that the regions usually associated with utilitarian reasoning that were missing in 

Koenigs’ VMPFC patients, are not a necessary feature of this reasoning. Greene et al., 

originally observed that these regions were likely involved in controlling countervailing 

emotional responses. If VMPFC patients lacked these emotions in the first place, then 

there would be no need for control. These individuals will be capable of utilitarian 

judgments as long as they can still carry out utilitarian reasoning, and this is hypothesized 

to take place in the more posterior regions of the DLPFC, regions that were not damaged 

in Koeings participants. Given these considerations, Greene argues that his view remains 

plausible even in light of Koeings observations. Indeed, Greene argues that these studies 

support his position, as “Only the dual-process theory specifically predicts that VMPFC 

patients will be unusually utilitarian across a range o f difficult cases, and the inclusion of 

brain-damaged control patients demonstrates the anatomical selectivity of this effect.”174
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