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MORAL REASONING AND THE MORAL FUNCTIONING OF MATURE ADULTS*
Augusto Blasi

University of Massachusetts Boston

“I should really free my slaves, all two hundred of them. How could I not do that, when I deeply believe, and wrote, that slavery is the worst offence against human nature? Am I really such a hypocrite? But how can I take this step on my own, individually? Black slaves may not be inferior to us Whites, but certainly they are not ready to independently manage their own life. Don’t we need, first, to set up institutions to educate them, and to support them in the life of free people? More seriously, what would be the consequences of my decision for the other legitimate owners? It’s bound to create dissension and animosity among us, and instability in our still fragile Union. There will be discontent among the other slaves, and perhaps rebellions. And what about the health of our economy? No, the abolition of slavery is a decision that no individual can take on his own; it needs to be discussed and regulated by each state. Is this really what’s stopping me from taking what I consider to be a morally necessary step? Are my real motives the welfare of the slaves themselves and the harmony and stability of our republic? Or isn’t rather my own interest, the value of my property and my precarious financial situation? What are my real concerns behind my hesitation and the guilt that I am enduring? I try to be fair, even kind and generous to my slaves. But is this enough? What else can I do?”

This interior monologue, attributed here to Thomas Jefferson, though fictional, is based on historical evidence. It is presented now as a concrete example of the way morally mature adults ought to confront moral situations and moral decisions, which is the central subject of this chapter. We know that the only slaves Jefferson freed before dying were the five children he had with Sally Hemings. Perhaps his decision, or lack of decision, concerning his slaves was morally wrong; perhaps he was indeed a moral hypocrite. What should matter to us as psychologists is not to judge, but to understand the kind of processes Jefferson went through – painstaking in analysing the various issues, honest in attempting to uncover hidden motives, critical and self-critical, thoughtful and reflective. From my perspective, it is centrally important to know whether the self is in charge, using all the available skills, gathering the relevant material, confronting and weighing the various elements; in sum, whether the self takes possession of the process and becomes responsible for the decision.  

This chapter originates in two converging concerns. The first comes from the perception, I think accurate, that one can find a reasonable level of decency, and also committed moral dedication, in daily human interaction; but there seems to be widespread indifference for, or inattention to, the moral implications of the ways society at large and social institutions operate, and of the ways each of us functions in the wider society. Whatever the explanation, we seem to have difficulties in understanding that the public sphere, in which adults typically operate – the world of work, of social, legal, and political institutions – involves important moral issues, that demand attention and reflective judgment. The second concern is about a conception of moral functioning that is being advanced through the converging work of several scientific disciplines – evolutionary anthropology and psychology, neuroscience, and the cognitive sciences. According to this conception, morality would be a result of quick, emotionally based, intuitions, while careful reasoning and reflection are presented as rare, or as useless, and in any event invincibly biased. These theories have been very effective in anchoring the academic discourse about morality, and also in influencing the culture at large. There are two aspects to my concern: theoretically, these positions offer a partial, truncated, and distorted view of moral functioning, in which moral responsibility would become essentially meaningless. Practically, if it were scientifically shown that reasoning and reflection are superfluous at best for morality, and at worst a source of distortion, it would be senseless to expect moral reflection from mature adults, and to prepare the younger generations for careful moral reasoning. 

I should add that this dismissive view of moral reflection finds a receptive ground in several psychological disciplines. Even in developmental psychology, after the fall from favor of the Piagetian and Kohlbergian approaches to morality, there has been a return to social learning principles of socialization, a renewed emphasis on genetic and temperamental explanations of moral development, a great increase of interest in the moral manifestations among preschoolers and even infants, when, of course, emotional and intuitive processes are dominant if not exclusive; and lastly there is a new emphasis on “moral automatisms” (cf. Lapsley and Narvaez, 2004;  Narvaez and Lapsley, 2005). Briefly, the present intellectual environment is not the most favourable for a serious study of the role of reasoned reflection among mature adults.

In this paper I claim that there is no scientific evidence that a reflective approach to moral judgment and functioning is something strange, almost unnatural, for people; that such a reflective approach, perhaps infrequently, is resorted to by many of us, and that, in fact, the normal tasks of adult morality need it very badly. I proceed in two steps. In a first section, I discuss in some detail the dismissal of moral reasoning and reflection on the part of the biological and cognitive sciences. In a second section, I try to draw what  I call the moral landscape of adulthood, from which it should be possible to outline, at least tentatively, the essential capacities of morally mature adults. 

Moral reflection according to the biological and cognitive sciences.


The observation that various animal species behave in ways that recall aspects of human morality, and that can be looked at as its precursors in the evolutionary history of our species is at least as old as Darwin. Also, that certain brain lesions can seriously impair specific aspects of human moral functioning was known already for close to a century. However, in the past 30 years or so, there has been what seems to be a concerted effort to systematically tackle the issues concerning human morality from the perspective of scientific positive knowledge. Three main disciplines contributed to this effort: evolutionary anthropology with its study of animal behavior; neuroscience, relying on various neuroimaging techniques to uncover the underpinnings of various aspects of moral functioning; and cognitive science,
 particularly with its study of the rules determining human choices and decisions. Even though these disciplines, in a sort of division of labor, raise different questions and rely on different methods, they share the most basic assumptions. These assumptions can be summarized as follows: morally relevant tendencies exercise a crucial function for the survival of the human and other animal species; this function, like other necessary ones, is best protected, in fact guaranteed, through relatively simple, automatic, mechanisms; these mechanisms are then regulated by brain modules or other neural programs; these are a part of the species’ genetic endowment, and ultimately a result of evolutionary pressures and selections.

A great amount of energy has been invested in empirically investigating, from this perspective, different aspects of moral functioning; and the results, all fascinating and important, are accumulating at an increasingly rapid rate. Many questions are still unanswered, and many findings are vague and uncertain; and yet, when they are read through the starting assumptions, they lead many - scientists and lay people - to a still sketchy formulation of a general conception of human morality, which, ambitiously or arrogantly, is presented as a new paradigm that will replace the traditional philosophical foundations of morality.

One aspect of this conception concerns the role of moral reasoning and reflection, the topic that interests me here. These processes are seen as being indeed a part of our moral phenomenology; but they are frequently considered to be largely irrelevant to moral functioning, and in any event flawed and even counterproductive. This idea too is not new. Nietzsche (e.g., 1886/1966) and Freud (e.g., 1923/1961) had warned us that our reasons are in reality only rationalizations, especially when it comes to morality. This time, however, such a skeptical view comes to us with the cachet of scientific solidity. It is impossible, in the present context, to discuss in any detail the methods and the findings of these research programs. My attention is almost exclusively given to the issue of reasoned moral reflection. I approach this issue, first indirectly, by commenting on some of the  findings reported by evolutionary anthropologists and by neuroscientists, and then by directly discussing the claims of cognitive scientists. 

In reviewing the work of evolutionary anthropologists, one finds that there are indeed striking similarities between the range of emotions and behaviors that were observed among non human primates (and also in other mammalian species) and human moral emotions and behaviors (cf., e.g., Cheney and Seyfarth, 2007; Sapolsky, 2001; and particularly de Waal, 1996, 2006). But there are differences. Two seem to me particularly important. The first has to do with impartiality, valued and practiced among humans, but absent among the great apes. Second, there is no evidence that moral behavior in apes is preceded, or for that matter followed, by judgment and reasoning, as is frequently the case in humans. We know expressions of moral tendencies in animals exclusively from observing what they actually do to each other. This observation seems to me a key feature for grasping a crucial difference between human and animal morality. The distance between the impulse – be it emotional or not – and the decision to act provides the agent with the psychological space that is necessary to question the impulse, and to ask, for instance, whether the tendencies he or she factually experiences also ought to be followed; it stimulates the agent to discover criteria for answering this question, and to find reasons to justify the criteria. Briefly, it allows the agent to distinguish between physical necessity and moral necessity. As Sharon Street wrote, “You can identify some value we hold and tell an evolutionary story about why we hold it, but there is always that radically different question of whether we ought to hold it” (quoted in Wade, 2007). Answering this question requires judgment, as judgment is required to decide whether we ought to be impartial.

Of course, there is another side to the separation of judgment and action: when it occurs, it becomes possible for a person not to follow one’s judgment in action, and to be split and inconsistent within oneself. de Waal (2006), commenting on Singer’s (2006) observation that primate morality does not know impartiality, noted that impartiality is fragile. Indeed.  All of human morality is fragile, and must find uncertain strategies to achieve its goals, whereas non human primates can safely rely on the workings of biological mechanisms. Sometimes one has the impression that many scientists, perhaps concerned with human welfare, are seeking also for humans a morality with guaranteed results. As it should be obvious, this option is not available to us, and not because we have relied on philosophy rather than on biology. Moral purposes have to be achieved by us through small steps and by the alternation of progressions and regressions, in spite of the contrary pressure of powerful needs, through a painstaking search of what is right for a specific context, and finally relying on personal responsibility rather than on the safety of built-in mechanisms.
Among the results of neuroscience research, an important one that challenges our conscious perceptions, is that even a relatively simple activity neurologically is not simple, but involves several areas and circuits in the brain (cf. Gazzaniga, 2005; Glannon, 2007; Hauser, 2006; Moll, et al., 2005). That is, at the neurological level, there seems to be a fragmentation of functions. Among all these functions, all neuroscientists openly recognize, and make use of, areas in the brain that correspond to processes of thinking, judging, reflecting, reasoning, interpreting, etc. Also, while insisting that the moral core is a result of evolution, and is shared by humans and other animal species, they try to make room for cultural variations and processes of learning, to which, of course, also correspond brain structures; they allow for the representations of past experiences, frequently in cognitive-emotional complexes, and for the use of this information in responding to a moral situation and for arriving at a judgment. In other words, this language, if it has any meaning, belies the robotic images that are brought to mind by terms like “neuroethics” or “ethical brain,” or by the liberal use, in these writings, of expressions like “triggering,” “driving,” or “stimulating”.

But the question still remains: what are the relations between the events that occur in the brain and the perception we have of ourselves as we go through the steps of evaluating a moral situation and making a moral decision? It is clear that the two representations of moral functioning, the neurological and the personal-subjective, differ in important ways: in the former, objective, framework, there is a multitude of events that occur impersonally in more or less temporary structures; in the latter, subjective, framework, what dominates is the unity of the agent, who considers the relevant information, and makes a decision, for which he or she feels, and is, responsible. One problem is that, for many of us, the objective representation is scientific, while the subjective representation is, well, only subjective, that is, no more than a story we tell ourselves. For many, there is no question that, should the two representations be contradictory, the former corresponds to the truth. In reality what neuroscientists find and describe are correspondences, relations, between the two series of events; there is no information concerning the direction of causality. Many scientists tend to slide over this issue. But it is quite plausible to maintain that moral functioning is the active and responsible working of an agent using brain structures as necessary tools. Since the tools are necessary, if they are missing or defective, then moral functioning would also be defective; at the extreme, agency itself and personhood would be missing, at least operationally. From this perspective, it would be inappropriate and imprecise to look at the events in the brain simply as representations of what the agent does consciously; in fact, as a hammer in a sculptor’s hand, neurological events do influence what the agent does, not as triggers but as tools to be used.

In sum, contrary to occasional declarations given by neuroscientists, there is no evidence from their research  that, when we engage in moral reflection, as many of us do, our beliefs that we debate the various options, look for reasons, and question our motives in order to arrive at more rational and better moral decisions are illusory; there is no evidence that all this activity is not useful to function morally, but aims at providing ourselves with fictional stories about our behavior.

This skeptical idea does not derive, directly, from research by evolutionary anthropologists or by neuroscientists (even though these scholars generally subscribe to it), but was elaborated more systematically by cognitive scientists, with the help of traditional social psychological research. Cognitive scientists agree in placing intuitions at the center of moral functioning, as the source of moral judgments, but then hypothesize different sources for intuitions. For some (e.g., Cosmides and Tooby, 2004, 2006; Gigerenzer, 2008; Sunstein. 2005), their origin lies in heuristics, that is, certain mental programs operating as “fast and frugal” rules of thumb for decision, especially when the information is limited or its analysis is cumbersome; for others (e.g., Hauser, 2006; with Young, & Cushman, 2008; Mikhail, 2007), intuitions are generated by a “universal moral grammar,” conceived on the analogy of Chomsky’s universal language grammar; for Haidt and his colleagues (e.g., Haidt, 2007; Haidt and Bjorklund, 2008) the source of moral intuitions and judgments lies in five built-in broad sensitivities: to harm, suffering, and care; to reciprocity, fairness, and justice; to ingroup affiliation and loyalty; to hierarchy, authority, and obedience; and finally to the purity and sanctity of the human body (the latter regulating also responses to certain sexual behaviors like incest, and to homosexuality, and the emotional attitudes toward certain foods). Even though the immediate sources of intuitions differ in these different theories, they are conceived in very similar terms: they would be anchored in brain structures, or computational modules, themselves a result of evolution and genetic selection, therefore adaptive to the human expectable environment, and, in this sense, rational; they would operate at a non-conscious level, rapidly and automatically, and not by means of reflection and analysis.

In this conception of moral functioning, what is the role of reasoning and reflection? All the theorists discussed so far seem to agree that these processes are unimportant, and even useless, in determining moral choices. However, they seem to rely for empirical support and theoretical details on the work of cognitive scientists, of Haidt and colleagues in particular. Therefore, in the following discussion, I too focus on their ideas. The general claim, what could be called the default position, namely, what is “intended to capture the great majority of moral judgments made by the great majority of people” (Haidt and Bjorklund, 2008) can be stated as follows: (a) Normally moral judgments are caused by intuitions, whether the intuitions are themselves caused by heuristics, or the heuristics are intuitions; whether they are intrinsically based on emotions, or depend on grammar type of rules and are externally related to emotions; (b) Intuitions occur rapidly and appear as unquestionably evident; either the intuitions themselves or their sources are unconscious; (c) Intuitions are responses to minimal information, are not a result of analyses or reasoning; neither do they require reasoning to appear solid and true; (d) Reasoning may occur but infrequently: in any event, its purpose, and the purpose of reasons, is not to lead to, and support, a valid judgment, but to rationalize the judgment after the fact, either to other people or to oneself. Reasons, in other words, do not have a moral function; (e) Because such are the empirical facts, the theories and methods of Piaget and Kohlberg (considered by these authors as “rationalistic”) are simply rejected. 

These investigators frequently add to the general claims a number of exceptions and qualifications. Haidt and Bjorklund (2008), for instance, recognize that a reflective approach to moral judgment is more likely to occur: among “specialized subcultures,” such as philosophers and judges; in the context of dialogues and discussions, when intuitive judgments can be challenged; when intuitions are weak, or in conflict with each other; and when a moral decision has real consequences for oneself or other people. This list of exception is theoretically confusing: are the authors retreating from their general claims about moral reasoning? Don’t moral decisions frequently have consequences for oneself or others? Can’t people internalise the corrective processes that occur in moral discussions into a self-reflective habit? Ultimately, however, moral reflection is still seen as unnatural, a process imposed by “sheer force of logic” (ib.) on the naturalness and spontaneity of intuitions. In any event, what is most easily communicated, what is picked up by the media, and what people remember is the general claim: moral reasoning and moral reflection are rare, are unnecessary, are biased and self-serving, tending therefore to distort the very nature of morality.

What is the evidence supporting these authors’ claim (a) that moral reasoning is infrequent, and (b) that, when it occurs, it is more of the nature of self-serving rationalization than of a search for objective criteria to validate moral judgments? Relevant studies conducted by cognitive scientists are few, and the findings are contradictory and sometimes difficult to interpret from the perspective of the above questions (cf. Haidt and Bjorklund, 2008; Cushman, Young, and Hauser, 2006; Greene, Sommerville, Nystrom, Darley, and Cohen, 2001). One piece of evidence is indeed striking, and is frequently mentioned in support of the intuitionist approach. It concerns what Haidt (2001) labelled “moral dumbfounding”: in several studies, when participants were presented with certain actions – typical examples were a harmless act of incest between siblings, and an equally harmless act of cannibalism -, they immediately decided that the actions in question were wrong; but, to their own puzzlement, were unable to provide convincing reasons to support their judgment. However, “moral dumbfounding” was far from being a general response to moral dilemmas; in fact, it seemed to be confined to dilemmas concerning sexual taboos and disgusting food, in other words, those that correspond to Haidt’s “body purity” category, a fact that should raise questions about the moral nature of this particular sensitivity. Otherwise research findings typically show that, while many people did not rely on reasons to support their moral judgments, a good number did; the actual frequencies seem to depend on the content of the dilemma, and probably on the specific group of participants.

In reality, as Narvaez (2008), Pizarro and Bloom (2003), and Saltzstein and Kasachkoff (2004) have pointed out in careful reviews, the evidence concerning the use of moral reasons and reasoning is far broader and stronger than the above summary leads us to believe, and much of it cannot be assimilated by the social intuitionist position. In addition to the informal experience that each one of us has in dealing with moral choices, there are literally hundreds, and perhaps thousands, of studies conducted within the cognitive-developmental tradition broadly understood; these studies were done on a large variety of subjects of various ages and cultures, and with a very wide sample of moral dilemmas (“body purity” dilemmas were an exception), including “real life” dilemmas. This considerable body of research is almost completely ignored by investigators in the cognitive science tradition, perhaps because the reasons given within the context of the cognitive-developmental investigations are not spontaneous, but occur in the dialogical context of the interview. And yet this research minimally ought to convince us that most people, starting from the end of the preschool years, are not surprised when they are asked to support their moral judgments, can engage in moral reasoning, and can provide coherent reasons. Of course, it could be claimed that these studies, or those conducted by cognitive scientists, did not elicit objective reasons, but mostly ad-hoc rationalizations. There is no evidence that such is the case. In fact, it is surprising that little or no effort was spent by cognitive scientists to empirically validate this important aspect of their intuitionist claim, probably because it is very difficult to distinguish empirically genuine reasons from rationalizing justifications. Haidt and his co-workers write as if the fact that reasons are given after a judgment has already been made indicates, by itself, that they are ad-hoc rationalizations. But certainly this idea cannot be taken seriously. Both in science and in morality, thinking is a recursive, iterative process, that can begin anywhere, and resorts, in any order, to a variety of considerations. A much better test is whether the reasons one has, or is exposed to, have a determining influence on the final judgment that one adopts. Several studies, also in the cognitive-developmental tradition, indicate precisely such a determining role of reasons in people’s changing their judgment (cf., e.g., Berkowitz, Gibbs, and Broughton, 1980; Turiel, 1974; Walker, 1983; for a review, see Walker, 1986).

My own conclusion is that there is very little empirical evidence to support the intuitionists’ claim concerning moral judgment. Having said this, it is possible that cognitive scientists are not far off the mark, when they claim that a large number of moral judgments and even decisions, outside of the laboratory or the interview room, are made rapidly, inattentively, unreflectedly; that frequently the reasons offered for one’s moral judgments are ad-hoc constructions, perhaps even self-serving stories, and rationalizations. It is possible that such a reflective approach occurs more frequently than cognitive science theorists are willing to concede, but much less frequently than we would wish. This conclusion, however, superficially similar to the claims of cognitive scientists, reflects in fact a stance that is radically different from theirs. The core of the difference is that, for cognitive scientists, what is described as factually occurring reflects the way things should be theoretically. From my perspective, by contrast, what we observe so frequently is a departure from the way things should be, reflecting a breakdown of ideal moral functioning. I do not believe that many of us refrain from reflectively considering moral reasons, because we are pushed by ready-made intuitions, which render reasoning unnecessary. We all have intuitions and rely on heuristics. But we are not compulsively controlled by either process, at least when we wish to be responsible for our moral judgments. From my perspective, the major problem of cognitive scientists, and other psychologists, in taking a factual representation of human functioning as the basis for a theoretically normative view is that it leads to a distorted, truncated, conception of human nature and of moral functioning. These authors, perhaps because they are not sensitive to the span of individual differences, or to developmental observations, tend to reduce human capacities to their statistical means, in sum, to minimize the scope of human possibilities, of what people can do morally, if they are prepared, through development and education, to approach in a thoughtful way life’s important issues. The difference between the cognitive science position and mine becomes important, if, as I try to show in the next section and the rest of the paper, a reflective approach to moral judgment is not an option but a true necessity.

That there is a need of reasoned moral reflection can be gathered from the writings of cognitive scientists themselves. First, many of the authors point to unfortunate, and on occasion morally repulsive, consequences of actions regulated by heuristics and intuitions. Gigerenzer (2008) recounts a WWII event, in which the large majority of the soldiers of a German company volunteered to kill the women and children of a Jewish community in a Polish village; the explanation he offers for their choice relies on a “don’t break rank” heuristic. Other striking examples of systematic errors produced by intuitions and heuristics are reported also by Cosmides and Tooby (2006) and by Sunstein (2005, 2008). More generally, these theorists, while accepting that morally relevant heuristics and intuitions were selected through evolutionary mechanisms and are adaptive in the ancestral environmental niche, observe that they could fail miserably in an environment like ours that is very different from the ancestral one. In this context, Cosmides and Tooby (2006) very wisely observe: “… it is worth reflecting on where our conceptions of right, justice, and morality come from. Some of these conceptions spring from evolved moral heuristics. But these did not evolve because they produce objective justice (whatever that may be), even when operating in the ancestral environments that selected for their design. They evolved only because they advanced the fitness of their own genetic basis under ancestral conditions. These bizarre events of ancestral DNA editing are a strange foundation on which to confidently erect moral principles or modern legal systems” (p. 208). 

The crucial question to ask is: how does one decide which heuristics, or which intuitions, one ought to follow, and when to follow them, in searching for moral solutions? Could intuitions offer a solution for the moral problems that on occasion occur when people rely on them? Haidt and Bjorklund (2008) allows that in some instances moral reasons are needed, and Gigerenzer (2008) acknowledges that “the study of heuristics will never replace the need for moral deliberation and individual responsibility” (p. 15). In sum, many of these authors seem to bring back with the left hand what they discounted and rejected with the right. The problem is that they do not explain how objective deliberation and reflection are possible, how they ought to work in a moral psychological system, and are unwilling to attribute these processes a central role in people’s moral life.

Second, intuitions or heuristics are not immune from the distorting and deceptive mechanisms that so frequently mar our reasoning. It is an illusion, perhaps a result of some sort of romantic trust of nature, that intuitions, because they feel spontaneous and may be a part of our inherited nature, are as nakedly pure as they appear to us. Self-serving, defensive processes, run deeply and corrupt widely. We can always unconsciously select those intuitions that fit our needs best, and can interpret those that arise in us in a direction that is convenient to our individual or group advantages. How can one protect oneself from the distorting effect of heuristics and intuitions, without the habit to reflect on them, and question them according to evaluative criteria?

Third and more fundamentally, reasoned reflection is also needed to determine the criteria that should be adopted for moral evaluations. When various authors within the biological and cognitive sciences discuss the consequences of heuristics and intuitions, they use terms like “satisfactory,” “unsatisfactory,” “ good.” “bad,” and so on. What criteria do they use to arrive at their evaluations? Are their criteria meant to be moral? More generally, how de we construct criteria, and decide which ones to use, to morally evaluate our actions, and also our intuitions? This question is very general, and concerns the very definition of the moral domain. For instance, Haidt attempted to determine the content of universal moral sensitivities, starting from empirical observations, without much concern about the well-known ambiguity of terms such as “good,” and “bad,” “right” and “wrong,” and even “moral,” and forgetting  that even “harm” and “harmful” are subject to widely divergent interpretations. Since he is willing to include “body purity” issues in the moral domain, one wonders why other issues were not included in his moral system, since they clearly are object of moral intuitions and judgments for many people: examples that come to mind are concern for freedom, concern for equal rights and for impartiality, universal respect, the un-negotiable primacy of the individual person, issues concerning truth and truthfulness. The important point here, one that is related to my concern with reasoning and reflection, is not the completeness of the list or the number of moral categories, but the procedure for defining the moral domain. It is clear that neural processes don’t come with the label, moral, attached to them; neither do human or animal emotions and behaviors. Therefore morality must be a human construction, of course not an arbitrary one, but based on what we think human beings are, and what we know are the consequences of what we do. As we know, there are several such constructions, not so readily compatible with each other. Since the multiplicity of moral constructions is a fact; since there seems to be much to be gained for us to arrive at a reasonable concordance of moralities, and since, most likely, polls and statistics will not provide it, we ought to ask whether reason, reasons, and reasoning, in spite of their weaknesses, may not provide us the only hope for finding a solution.

A fourth need for reasoned reflection is related to the exercise of moral responsibility, a term that one encounters very rarely in the literature from the fields of brain and cognitive sciences. It is clear to me that one ought to be responsible not only for one’s actions, but also for one’s judgments. The fact is that the theories I am discussing here attempt to explain moral judgments and moral actions, as if these were events that occur in an impersonal field. There is no room, in these models, for an agentic self. To take responsibility for a judgment or an action, and to feel responsible for it, means to own it and take possession of it.  This involves, first, creating between oneself and the judgment some space in which to operate, distancing oneself from the judgment, and relating to it as object of consideration and reflection (here, as already mentioned, lies the significance of the fact that in animals, including the great apes, there is no judgment that is psychologically separate from the action); and, second, exercising some control over one’s judgment. This is done, perhaps partially, through a reasoned analysis of its origin, of the elements, including emotions and intuitions, by which it was constructed, and of the personal motives that might distort its meaning and corrupt its validity. Intuitions, emotions, automatic associations, etc., may already be there; but one has the power to go back to them, and accept or reject them according to one’s criteria of validity and truth.

The moral landscape of the mature adult.

      The purpose of this section is to show that the daily life of the ordinary mature adult is filled with situations and encounters that present opportunities, and sometimes the necessity, to make moral judgments and moral choices; that many such situations are complex, ambiguous, cognitively and motivationally difficult; and that such a complexity ought to be approached by focusing on the role of the responsible self. The people I have in mind are not moral exemplars or moral heroes, but ordinary people, who, while caring about morality, also care about many other dimensions of human living, and who, beyond the domain of family and friends, are also engaged in the world of work, and in the public issues of their communities and of the entire planet. Thus I focus on broad social issues. To show that many of the situations we encounter are morally complex, that moral solutions may not be obvious, or that it may even be unclear, then, to what extent morality is involved, is to show that quick intuitions, “fast and frugal” heuristics, or automatic and habitual rules, are inadequate, and that, therefore, thinking, reflection, and reasoning are needed.

The strategy I follow is to mention many instances, situations, or events, that seem to have the potential to raise moral questions for morally attentive adults. The examples I use cannot be, here, much more than items in a list; even so, they are a tiny portion of the situations that are potentially open to a person’s moral attention. The hope is that these examples stimulate the reader’s imagination, his or her ability to generate details, variations, and parallels, to think of the intricacies involved in each case, and, most important, to sense the mass of people whose lives can be touched, morally, by similar events around us. What matters for my argument is to produce a sense of the normality, and also of the complexity, and the moral urgency of much that occurs in our world. Sometimes I try to imagine the kind of questions that actors and observers may raise for themselves; and also the questions that we, as psychologists, would want to raise, if we wished to grasp, in each case, how the whole personality enters in, and goes through, the reflective process, and how people may differ in managing the demands of each dilemma - from complete disinterest, to an attempt to limit one’s responsibility, to a full investment in the moral issues. In doing so, I try to refrain from imposing my moral views. Precisely because many situations are morally ambiguous and complex, only the subject, from his or her perspective, can decide to what extent morality is relevant, and what would be the morally correct evaluations and choices. But it does matter – and this is the central point here - that these personal judgments be arrived at responsibly, that is, thoughtfully, reflectively, and with the support of reasons for which one can vouch.
The space immediately surrounding the adult person, and in which he or she is immersed, is typically filled by two areas of activities and concerns: one is the family, the other is constituted by the world of work. I do not touch the former, even though I acknowledge that it too presents difficult moral questions. Work represents a large, multifaceted domain, that includes one’s own work, the work of one’s colleagues, the work of those from whom one’s life and the life of one’s community depend, and extends also to the world-wide issues related to work.
 

Three aspects of work are more likely to present questions for moral judgment. There is, first, the context of work, both in its daily interpersonal aspect, and in what could be called the management style, that more stably characterizes a company or an organization. Examples of the latter would be a hierarchical form of internal communication, the encouragement of a sense of ownership of the company, and responsible participation in it; or, instead, a rigid insistence on micromanagement. While moral issues are easily seen in the informal everyday exchanges among employees, management policies are most readily seen in terms of efficiency and productivity. But here too there frequently are moral implications. This can be appreciated in recent attempts to micromanage the work of medical professional staff, for instance, in Managed Care Organizations (MCOs), where doctors were forced, by various means, to see everyday an excessive number of patients, were not free to pursue the clinical analyses that they thought were needed, or to prescribe treatments that they judged to be necessary. In these instances both patients and the medical staff suffered, while their reciprocal trust rapidly eroded. In other cases, the workers are the main victims  of micromanagement. One striking example concerns the employees of the innumerable call centers (up to 6 millions Americans, according to Head, 2005), who, for every call, must rigidly follow a script placed on their computer, dictating, word for word, what the caller should tell the prospective client, while every step and every aspect of the exchange is closely monitored (Sennett, 1998, 2007, has written incisively about the human aspect of micromanagement). 

A second aspect of work that frequently carries moral implications is related to the specific tasks that have to be exercised in certain roles. For instance, the role of manager or of corporate leader involves a number of morally sensitive decisions, including the setting of salaries and benefits, and the “downsizing” of the work force. Probably none of the management tasks touches human needs and human emotions, and is most obviously relevant to morality, as the last one. The sudden decision to lay off many people, without fault on their part, must feel like a terrible act of God, affecting the economic life of the workers and their families, and sometimes of entire communities, and frequently damaging the victims’ sense self-worth. 

All these examples call for moral judgment, on the part of those who had to make the decisions, but also from those who were affected by their consequences, in fact, from every adult who became aware of the situations. In every case the relevant considerations are many, and frequently conflicting with each other: not only the welfare of individuals and families, or the just application of contracts, but also efficiency and productivity, the cost of the products, responsibility to shareholders, etc.; therefore moral judgment demands openness, objectivity, reflection, and analysis. From managers we would want to know whether morality entered in their decisions at all, how the various issues were weighed, and what were the reasons for reaching the final decision; when the decision was thought to be absolutely necessary, whether they, the managers, were able to maintain a sense of compassion for those who would suffer the consequences, or were exclusively driven by the prospect of financial gains for their companies and for themselves. In particular we would want to know whether they considered themselves fully responsible, also morally, for the decision, in charge of the whole process, or, instead, felt trapped by the system, the work culture, the “way things are done.” As it appears, an example of lack of compassion and responsibility is John Trani, CEO at Stanley Works, who was given the task to cut factories and sharply reduce the payroll. Uchitelle (2004), in reporting an interview with him, writes: “’Layoffs and plant closings,’ Trani says, ‘are not such rare events any more that one generally makes a big deal out of them.’ Scarcely mentioning the laid-off workers, he acknowledges no hesitation, no regret – in fact, no alternatives. The story, as he tells it, comes down to the difference between successful leaders, who ‘look at reality as it exists,’ and unsuccessful ones, who make the mistake ‘of hoping for it to change’” (quoted in Lardner, 2007, p. 62). According to Uchitelle, this has been a common journey for many executive managers in recent decades.

Sometimes, in the context of work, moral questions arise in virtue of the “products” of work activities, that is, what a company, an industry, or a corporation, does to provide reasonable livelihood for its employees, financial gains for its shareholders, and to respond to the demands of the market. Normally a person should be able to take pride in his or her accomplishments, in the products of his or her mind and hands. This is a psychological needs that for many equals or exceeds in importance even the need to earn a living. Sometimes, however, what is produced by a company is of such a nature that workers, on reflection, cannot take pride in it, not because it is not competently made, but because it is of questionable ethical value. Ethical questions may concern the product itself, and/or the consequences it may have for other people, or the strategies by which the product was obtained and marketed. Some companies, and even entire industries, have acquired a less than shiny reputation because of the methods by which their product is researched and marketed: examples are financial investment companies and the banking industry, and chemical and pharmaceutical industries (some recent critical works concerning the latter are Angell, 2004; Healy, 2006; Rothman, 2000; Stephens, 2000). Other companies and industries are organized around products that themselves raise serious moral questions. One example is the very powerful arms industry, which employs close to 9 million people worldwide, and 2½ million in the United States alone. A second example is the tobacco industry.

The vicissitudes of the tobacco industry, at least in the United States, are well known: its aggressive advertising and marketing, oriented to the more vulnerable but commercially promising populations, the decision about the amounts of nicotine that would produce in the smoker a degree of dependency; the increasingly clear reports on the link between cigarette smoking and cancer, the lobbying with legislators to minimize the impact of government regulations on its business; the continuing battles with federal and state authorities over controls and legal penalties. A special chapter concerns the efforts on the part of tobacco companies to control empirical research, with the ultimate purpose to throw doubts on the findings of independent studies (cf. Brandt, 2007; Epstein, 2007). 

Once again, it would be important for psychologists to understand how these executives, privately, beyond their official defensive strategies, viewed their decisions from a moral perspective: How did they process the information that their decisions might imply mortal risks for many people? How did they justify not only the production and the advertising of cigarettes, but also the suppression of relevant information? Did they ever doubt, morally, their own line of defence? In sum, did they consider themselves as victims of the circumstances, trapped in the machinery of the company structure, and therefore not morally responsible for the consequences of their decisions? Several of these questions could also be asked of those who are many steps down the executive ladder in tobacco companies, and the thousands who work in factories: they too must have been aware of the controversies surrounding the product of their work. Being far removed from the decision process, the temptation to assume a passive attitude – claiming ignorance, or trust for their executives, or shifting the burden of responsibility on the authorities - would be much stronger. And yet, here too, one could expect individual differences along the dynamics of passivity and responsible ownership of one’s decisions, including the decision to investigate or not the truth of the matter, to trust or mistrust the information given by the executives, to continue to work for their companies or not. 

Outside of the area of one’s most personal involvements and concerns with family and work, there are the ever widening spaces of communities. These public spaces may appear to be morally neutral; in fact, they are filled with events, entrenched attitudes and practices, situations, at times so constantly present, that they are no longer noticed by us, all of which present issues that call for moral judgment, or problems that require satisfactory moral solutions. 

There is the widespread poverty, even in the wealthy United States and Western European countries, in all its dirty details: the constant humiliation, the desperation not to be able to feed one’s children, or to have a secure roof for one’s family, the shame, the temptation to hide and run away from it all. There is the phenomenon of migration - worldwide displacements of large masses of people, running away from oppression, chronic unemployment, and hunger - raising enormous problems and very difficult moral questions. Migration is inseparable from the phenomenon of ghettoization, the creation of pockets of population, in fact segregated by invisible and yet powerful barriers; next to the still existing Black ghettos in the United States, one can find such pockets at the margins of every large city, occupied by idleness, boredom, prostitution, drug trafficking, and criminality; filled with misery and helplessness. What is the moral thing to do? Can one allow this river of misery to flood the city, endangering the security and well-being of the others, disturbing the gracious living of regular citizens? Of course, the oppression connected with migrations is only one example among the many kinds of oppression of one group by another, – of women by men, of inferior castes by the superior ones, of one race by another – still virulent in many parts of the world. 

A different issue, and still a huge problem across the world, has to do with prisons and prisoners – whether these have rights, including the right to life; whether prisons, as they are, tend to worsen the problem, by producing dehumanisation, hardening, and recidivism; whether prisoners are helped to find jobs and become re-integrated in society, and so on. Linked with the issues of poverty and employment is the issue of medical care, with its myriad of questions, many with serious moral implications: who, if anyone, has the right to medical care? What are the limits of anyone’s rights? Can public health be treated like any other commodity, open to market rules? What are the responsibilities of states, and supranational organizations, for administering the most urgent human needs, for preparing, regulating, and compensating medical personnel? Finally, one should also consider the social cost of public corruption, when powerful private interests, and sometimes criminal organizations, infiltrate the political process and government, take them over, and bend them to their own goals, parasitically thriving on public life. 

And then there are wars. In spite of the fact that we are made increasingly aware of the terrible disasters that they unleash upon us, wars have become a constant presence of our landscape, an uninterrupted sequence of overlapping deadly events. Since the end of WWII, one can count over 70 wars and civil wars. It is a staggering number, a proof, if we need one, of the difficulty that human kind has of learning from its worst mistakes how to avoid the abyss. Considering the huge number of military and civilian casualties that they produce (estimates vary between 40 and over 90 million for the wars in the second half of the Twentieth Century), and the even larger number of people that are rendered physically and psychologically damaged; the destruction of cities, fields, and factories; the break-up of families; the loss of stabilizing values and traditions; one would think that, here, all adults - those in a leadership role, and those on whose support the former count – would engage in a seriously reflected judgment about the morally necessary course of action.

Here too, psychologists would want to know how moral judgments, whatever their conclusions, were arrived at, and if morality was a consideration in thinking about the issue of war. For both leaders and followers, this is a difficult judgment to make: in fact, there are many and contrasting factors to consider; the values involved are not easily brought together; frequently the necessary information is not available, or has been intentionally manipulated, distorted, or suppressed; and then there is the external pressure to conform, and the internal pressure, frequently unconscious, of patriotic, jingoistic feelings, and of other deeper motives. Did the authorities and common folks make an effort to consider, in its vivid concreteness, the loss of lives and the destructions that would inevitably be caused by a war – not only to “our boys,” but also to “their boys,” their families, and the thousands and thousands of innocent people? Did they simply accept these consequences as inevitable “collateral damage”? Did they question their own emotions, the possible partiality of their perceptions? Did they see themselves as responsible for their judgments, accountable for their correctness, validity, and objectivity, or, instead, as carried away through an atmosphere of hazy emotionality? The question of war, as we have seen, brings up two more general issues that certainly have moral implications, and demand reflective judgment, but that cannot be elaborated here. One has to do with that complex set of emotions and attitudes that we call patriotism; the other concerns the truthfulness and transparency on the part of the leaders in communicating the grounds and circumstances of an armed intervention, the obligation of the media to critically present the news, and the necessity on the part of citizens to demand and search for the unadorned truth.

All the issues that were presented in these pages involve, or reflect, important moral concerns; in addition, all of them are difficult, complex, and sometimes ambiguous. In practically every case, not only can one invoke contrary moral ideas and values, but many of the issues have the power to arouse not fully conscious needs and motives, perhaps hidden behind a façade of rationality. In these instances, people may be tempted to rely on emotional intuitions, simple rules of thumb, or on various kinds of habitual, automatized strategies. Here, these simple tools are not only inadequate for the moral judgment task, but can be used by irrational unconscious motives for easy, perhaps sincere, but ultimately incorrect and harmful decisions. Ideally, what is needed by the morally mature adult is a stance that rejects inattention, distraction, and avoidance; one that examines the issues, the information, the possible alternative actions and the consequences of each; weighs the relative importance of different values and criteria, and responsibly decides what is right or wrong, knowing that he or she is accountable for the judgment. The information may be insufficient; the many aspects may be too complicated to sort out; the conclusions, therefore, can only be uncertain. And yet this judgment would be responsibly one’s own.

There are several common difficulties in adopting and maintaining such a stance: one is a tendency to mind one’s business, and to restrict one’s moral concerns to one’s private world; a second is a desire to “think positively,” that is, to protect a reasonable level of serenity in one’s life by diverting one’s attention from what is ugly and corrupt; a third has to do with a sense of hopelessness and helplessness whenever one enters public moral concerns. This last response, widespread among those who are morally more thoughtful and aware, requires a brief comment. Frequently it is not a result of laziness or of a paranoid vision of the world, but derives from a realistic appraisal of the near impossibility to become independently and critically engaged in the world in which the big moral events take place (poverty, systematic discriminations, wars, etc.).

And yet, it is precisely in these cases, when adult agency seems to be taken away from us, when we are pushed into a child attitude, that a clear stance as a moral judge is needed. Such a stance is, at the same time, an affirmation of the moral perspective, and a reestablishment of one’s presence and relevance in the world. In asserting one’s right to judge and to express indignation and contempt, one bears witness to morality, when all other intervention seems to fail. Most important, it is an attempt to resist being used as unaware, “innocent,” cogs by systems – whether one’s company, or one’s country – for goals we do not know or understand, and being made complicit of the immoral consequences of their projects. In those instances when we unwittingly and unknowingly participate in destructive results, sincerity and good intention are not reliable guides of the morality of one’s actions, particularly when one did not question one’s ideas, doubt one’s information, or one’s trusting acceptance of others’ goals, and therefore are not morally valid justifications for a mature adult. What counts is a judgment for which one assumes full responsibility.
 

Concluding considerations

From what has been said so far, it is possible to form an idea of the competencies and attitudes that would be required by a mature adult to function morally. In a highly simplified sketch, they would include: (a) an awareness of the moral implications of one’s adult roles, in the family, at work, and as a citizen of the various communities to which one belongs; (b) a clear understanding of the common good, and of its primacy relative to individual self-interests; an understanding that implies the ability to abstract social roles from personal characteristics and relationships, and also the ability to evaluate, and be critical of, leaders and authorities from the perspective of the organization’s nature and purpose; (c) some form of post-conventional moral thinking – variously nurtured by emotional and cognitive considerations – that would allow a person to take a moral critical stance vis-à-vis one’s society’s unjust laws, cruel practices, wars of aggression and conquest, colonial adventures; the exploitation of foreign populations, and the destruction of other cultures, etc.; (d) the ability to bracket one’s trusting attitude, and to control a mindset of lazy acceptance with regard to one’s authorities, and to assume, instead, a critical, wary, and sceptical attitude, while maintaining such a respect for the truth, that wariness is not automatically transformed into a paranoid search for plots. The mature adult (e) would be equally critical and sceptical toward oneself, concerned with self-deception, questioning one’s moral intuitions, one’s motives, and the justifications one gives for one’s behavior. (f) Central among these characteristics is responsibility, in both of its components, the sense of personal obligation to act according to the norms and ideals that one appropriated and made one’s own, and the attitude of accountability to oneself and to others, this too based on the sense of ownership of one’s actions. Ultimately it is responsibility that should  generate the monitoring of one’s processes and the organized use of all of one’s resources to arrive at moral judgments and decisions that would match as faithfully as possible one’s standards and ideals.

This portrait of the morally mature adult sharply differs from the description of the moral functioning of the typical adult that is presented by the biological and cognitive sciences, and by other psychological disciplines. The latter tends to be lazy in one’s judgments, a passive victim of one’s intuitions and biases, easily confusing one’s interest with what is morally right and unaware of the confusion, readily attributing responsibility for one’s negative actions and outcomes to other people and to the circumstances. The two portraits are not necessarily incompatible, if we accept that the typical adult of the biological and cognitive sciences is not mature. Incompatible instead are the underlying assumptions concerning the nature of morality and the ideal moral functioning. In the conception, within which I have been formulating my comments, whatever our genetic endowment and brain based tendencies may be, morality does not lie in a fixed set of built-in emotional sensitivities and operational rules. Morality changes historically and developmentally. In response to different social conditions, and through the acquisition of new insights concerning what human beings care about, and what is crucially important to their well-being, people, communally and individually, give themselves moral goals that go far beyond our biological inheritance. Our changed moral attitudes concerning slavery is only one example of such a process. From the perspective of the individual person, morality does not consist in passively responding to natural impulses or intuitions, or to socially transmitted goals and rules; it involves instead actively filtering and taking over this material, creating goals one can morally grasp and justify, and responsibly managing one’s life according to them.
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Ragionamento morale E IL FUNZIONAMENTO DELLA MORALE adulti maturi *
Dovrei veramente liberare i miei schiavi, tutti e duecento. Come potrei non farlo, quando io credo profondamente, e ho scritto, che la schiavitù è il peggior reato contro la natura umana? Sono davvero un ipocrita? Ma come posso fare questo passo da solo, individualmente?
*  This paper (March 2008) was prepared for D. Narvaez and D. K. Lapsley (Eds.), Moral Personality, Identity, and Character, to be published by Cambridge University Press. 





�  The term, cognitive science, is used here in a narrow sense, to indicate the approach to human cognition and behavior as depending on brain connections or computational strategies.


�  Work is not frequently seen through moral psychological lenses. One exception is professional ethics, which has been the object of a large number of studies (cf., e.g.,  Rest and Narvaez, 1994; Bandman, 2003; Pritchard, 1999). Though very valuable in themselves, from my present perspective these studies are of limited interest. In particular, they tend not to raise the question that is central in this essay: how do professionals respond to, evaluate, and attempt to resolve, the moral issues that arise in the context of work.


�  Neiman (2002, pp. 267-288), following Hanna Arendt, argues that Auschwitz (but history is filled with similar examples) revealed in the most irrefutable way that people can willingly participate in, and execute, the most terrible crimes with a ‘bureaucratic’ mind – following orders and ‘standard procedures’ – and even with the intention of giving one’s best. Then, “I did not know,” “could not imagine,” “did not mean,” “I only wanted” cannot absolve a person from guilt, if one should have known, should have questioned, should have doubted, should have examined.





