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Groundwork for a New Moral Epistemology

Marcus Arvan
(University of Tampa)

For a while | thought: 'Well, the arguments arehtigcapitalism is the best
system, but only bad people would think so. Théspeane point, my mind and
my heart were in unison.’

-- Robert Nozick, to a journaltst

[Nt is not profitable for us at present to do migshilosophy...until we have an
adequate philosophy of psychology, in which wecanespicuously lacking.
-- EM Anscombe

Philosophy in the Western tradition has always beencerned with
arguments. Yet arguments involve premises, argddften a matter of deep and
lasting disagreement which premises are true. @ensfor example the
longstanding debate between libertarians and Illegyalitarians in political
philosophy. InAnarchy, State, and Utopi&obert Nozick defends a libertarian
political theory based on the premise that peopleehmore or less absolute
moral rights to life, liberty, and property — righthat can never be permissibly
violated for the good of others. Libertarianisngpponents typically reject
these premises. Liberal-egalitarians, for exampagd to argue that political
principles must be founded either on some kind wérlapping social
consensus ideal of reciprocity, or the mitigation of brute bad luckYet

* | thank David Morrow, Trent Dougherty, two anonguos referees, and audiences at the 2012
Rocky Mountain Ethics Congress and 2011 Conferemcéhe Normative Implications at the
University of Alabama at Birmingham for their halpfind challenging comments. | also thank
Florian Cova for his work editing this special issu

! As reported in:

http://www.slate.com/articles/arts/the_dilettan@/2/06/the_liberty _scam.html (accessed 31
March 2013).

2 G.E.M. Anscombe, « Modern Moral Philosophy »Pimilosophy 33/124, 1958, p. 1.

3 See e.g. J. RawlPplitical Liberalism Columbia, Columbia University Press, 1993.

4 J. Rawls,A Theory of JusticeCambridge MA, The Belknap Press of Harvard Ursitgr
Press, 1993.

® See e.g. R. Dworkir§overeign VirtueCambridge MA, Harvard University Press, 2000.
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libertarians typically rejedhesepremises. Libertarians and liberal-egalitarians
thus seem to fundamentally disagree over premidéext, consider
Utilitarianism, Kantianism, and Virtue Theory in mab philosophy.
Utilitarians tend to defend their theory on thermises that (a) happiness is
each person’s good, and (b) moral rightness is ttemaf impartially pursuing
the good® Kantians (including, of course, Kant himself), tre other hand,
tend to argue from the premise that morality is attem of conformity to
categorical norms of practical readoor the pursuit of unconditioned
goodnes$.Finally, virtue theorists typically argue from pmises that (a) each
person pursues their own happiness or flourishang, (b) particular character
traits (i.e. the virtues) are conducive to happnesflourishing® Here again,
the various sides seem to simply disagree over ipemm These kinds of
disputes raise the inevitable question: are thesdlyr no deeper grounds —
premises that all sides to these debates can atteeptuth of — for resolving
these disagreements?

This paper aims to show that such grounds may theeest. It argues
that recent empirical research tentatively supparteew kind ofempirically-
informedmoral-virtue epistemology an epistemology of evaluating disputed
premises in moral and political philosophy by refere to empirically-observed
relationships between (a) judgments about morahjges, and (b) personality,
character, and behavioral traits, the moral valoe Malence) of whichall
parties to such debates agree upon. More exactly, thierpdefends the
following two claims:

® See e.g. J. BenthamAn Introduction to the Principles and Morals of lislgtion, Amherst
NY, Prometheus Books, 1789, chap.l; J.S. Miltilitarianism, reprinted in G. SherJohn
Stuart Mill: Utilitarianism and the 1868 Speech dbapital Punishment, 2nd editipn
Indianapolis/Cambridge, Hackett Publishing, 2008ac 4; and more recently R.M. Hare,
Moral Thinking Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1981; P. Singé@mactical Ethics
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1979; anBr&ndt, RichardA Theory of the Good
and the RightOxford, Clarendon Press, 1979.

1. Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Mora8ambridge, Cambridge University Press,
1997.

8 See e.g. B. Hermaithe Practice of Moral Judgmentambridge, Harvard University Press,
1996.

° See e.g. J. Annas, « Comments on John Doris’ laicharacter », irPhilosophy and
Phenomenological ReseardhXXl1/3, 2005, pp.636-642; and R. Hursthou€m Virtue Ethics
Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1999, chap. 8.

156



Klesis — Revue philosophique27 : 2013 -Philosophie expérimentale

= Epistemological ClaimPrevailing epistemological norms in moral and
political philosophy entail that we ought to ains, far as possible, to
epistemically privilege — in argument and theorystouction — moral
premises endorsed by those among us who have tést ‘fnoral
compass”, as defined by reference to personaliharacter, and
behavioral traits commonly recognized, by all Emtio the relevant
moral-political debates, to be morally good, baght; and wrong?

= Empirical Bet: There are good reasons to believe that empirical
philosophical-psychological research may be ableréwide real (albeit
imperfect) inductive evidence regarding (a) whictividuals among us
have the “best moral compass”, and (b) which mepramises those
people endorse.

In short, this paper argues that insofar as a gtoase can be made for both of
these claims, philosophers and psychologists hawgelling epistemological
reasons to engage in a vast new research progmarexgerimental ethics
utilizing empirical research on personality, ché@acand overt behavior to
inform our judgments about the types of premisas legitimate to invoke in
moral and political philosophy; a research progratmnich may be able to
provide widely acceptable grounds — grounds #ihparties to disputes can
accept — for resolving fundamental disagreementsitathe truth of disputed
premises in moral and political philosophy.

81 of this paper defends Epistemological Claim. tB2n defends
Empirical Claim. Finally, 83 raises and respondsatmumber of potential
objections.

19 One might ask: why think it is necessary for atties to debates to agree on which traits are
good/bad? To which | answer: a primary aim of teemmoral epistemology | propose is to
forge greater agreemerh moral and political philosophy, enabling peopiethese fields to
move beyond entrenched disputes, in much the saayehat the development of the scientific
method enabled investigators of the physical warldchove beyond ancient speculative claims
(e.g. everything is made of water, as Thales cldjregerything is air, as Anaximenes claimed)
to broad consensus on the nature of physical ye@ify. the Standard Model of physics). |
thank an anonymous referee for raising this questio
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|. The Case for “Epistemological Claim”

When two or more individuals disagree over moranmses — premises that
figure into arguments in moral and political phopsy — can there be any good
epistemic grounds for thinking that the premisel(s¢ person finds attractive
are more likely to be true than the premise(s) laeroperson finds attractive?
The most obvious way to try to proceed is to fioche still more fundamental
premise(s) that the parties to the dispute caneagmon to resolve their
disagreement. So let us try.

Return to the two types of disagreement over presnisentioned in the
introduction to this paper: disagreements betwebarthrians and liberal-
egalitarians in political philosophy, and disagreeis between Utilitarianism,
Kantianism, and Virtue Theory in moral philosopls we have already seen,
the parties to these disagreements appear to desager premises. Utilitarians
begin from the premise that moral rightness is #enaf impartially promoting
the good; Kantians begin from the premise that ftgrés categorical in
nature; and virtue theorists begin with premisegmréing human happiness or
flourishing. Now, although these different campsadree over these premises,
are there really no further premises, quite asidenfthe ones they disagree
about, that all sides can accept as true? Surety lib@rtarians, liberal-
egalitarians, utilitarians, Kantians, and virtuedhsts — all of the disputing
parties cited in this paper thus far — all agree things like lying, cheating, and
stealing are (generally) morally wrong and bad, dhthgs like honesty,
helpfulness, conscientiousness, etc., (generallyally good. Although there
are of course some people on the philosophicagésn(e.g. moral skeptics,
etc.) who are willing to deny the truth of evengbenoral judgments, let us set
these perspectives aside for now (we will returnhtem later). The important
thing for now is that there is overwhelming agreetneamong mainstream
moral and political philosophers on these issues.

Now consider the epistemic situation of a persaking a judgment
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about the truth of some disputed moral premise.s@en, for example, Robert
Nozick’s judgment in Anarchy, State and Utopia thebple have natural moral
rights to life, liberty, and property which can eebe permissibly violated for
the good of others. Here is something that | prepalt of us — including
Nozick — can agree upon: if Nozick is to be an tepmscally responsible agent,
he should be prepared to (A) ask whether therenihang about him,
psychologically, that might have morally corruptad judgment that P is true,
and, if any such corrupting propensity is indeescavered, (B) discount (or
lessen) his level confidence in the truth of thanpise. The reason | think we
can all agree upon this is simple: individuals’gatents about moral premises
clearly carbe morally corrupted by their psychology, in walyattought to lead
them to epistemically discount their confidencéhiose judgments. An obvious
case here is a Nazi. A Nazi might firmly accept pnemise, “the Aryan race
morally ought to dominate the world.” However,stplain to the rest of us that
the premise is false, and that the Nazi only bekev is true because they have
a distorted moral perspective. The Nazi oughtdabdl (and indeed, reject!)
their premise because they believe it on moraltyous grounds: their hatred of
other races. An even more obvious case is a ppatho Psychopaths appear
to sincerely judge that there is nothing wrong ktwath lying, cheating,
stealing, or killing. Why? Answer: because they psychopaths.

My next claim is this: philosophers and ordinargople commonly
recognizethat a person’s “moral compass” (i.e. their peadibyy character, and
behavioral traits) can epistemically improve ottalisjudgments about the truth
of moral and political premises. The brutal dictatzay “see nothing wrong”
with killing millions of people because they arenarally corrupt person. The
psychopath may fundamentally see nothing wrong wdturing people
because they are psychopathic. The callous persgrsee nothing wrong with
helping an old lady cross the street because treegadlous. Conversely, a kind
person will judge it “obviously right” to help anldblady across the street
because of her kindness. Etc.

Now, insofar as we commonly recognize this — thatindividual's
moral compass (i.e. their psychological make-up) icaprove or distort their

159



Klesis — Revue philosophique27 : 2013 -Philosophie expérimentale

judgments about moral and political premises — gansto share the following
epistemological premise in common: we ought to ifAestigate the ways in
which different psychological characteristics imggoor distort judgments
about moral and political premises, and (B) assgigrater epistemic credence to
moral premises found attractive by those with thest moral compass” (i.e.
the person with the morally best psychological maggthan to those premises
found attractive by those with more morally corrppichological profiles. Let
us investigate these ideas in more detalil.

Ad hominem arguments are fallacious in many cirstamces. In most
domains, a morally bad person’s beliefs can b@masyen more, truth-apt than
a good person’s beliefs. For example, suppose Jsne®mrally good person,
but Jones knows little about particle physics. 3ofreend, Physicist, may be a
morally bad person and yet know far more aboutigarphysics than Jones. It
is plainly fallacious to suggest that Physicistglgments about premises in
particle physics should be distrusted because hamsrally worse person than
Jones. Still, ad hominem arguments are not obwofalacious in the case
moral judgments (including those that figure intdifocal philosophy). When a
psychopath claims, “There is nothing wrong with sty murdering people”,
we are apt to respond: “Only a sick person couliebe that.” We reject the
psychopath’s moral premise as false because wemesothat they a moral
monster. We recognize that their badness of charathkes them sensitive to,
and find attractive, moral premises that only a padson could find attractive.
Thus, when they make moral assertions that strskasumonstrous, we simply
reject their claims on those grounds alone: as mmuns

Notice, furthermore, that there is a mainstreamr@ggh to moral
philosophy that appears capable of legitimizing #pstemic value ofad
hominem arguments of this sort: virtue theory. Virtue thets wish to
understand some, or all, of morality in terms oé thirtues of character.
Rosalind Hursthouse, for example, defends an asabfsmorally right action
that reduces right action to the characteristicoastof the virtuous agent. She
argues that the morally right thing to do in a giv@rcumstance is that which
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the virtuous person characteristically would datiat circumstanc&: Notice
what follows straightforwardly from this analysi$ mght action: themorally
right premises to use in moral and political argumerd #meory are the
premises that theirtuous person judges to be true. Conversely, we ought to
reject the bad person’s judgments about disputedalmmemises as likely
corrupted bypsychological moral deficiency

Now although | have just used a virtue-theoretifinikion of right
action to justify this epistemological principlethe principle of prioritizing the
good person’s judgments about moral premises dwerbad person’s — it is
already (if only implicitly)standard practicen moral and political philosophy.
For notice: when moral and political philosophemstruct arguments and
theories, they do not begin with the psychopatNazi’'s, or immoralist’s (the
person who endorses immoral behavior) favored mesniNo, it is standard
practice to begin with premises that “we” — ordinamdecent-minded,
philosophically reflective people — believe to lbeet So, for example, when
Robert Nozick bases his libertarian political theon the premise that human
beings have natural moral rights to life, liberaynd property, he is surely not
assuming that the psychopath, Nazi, or immoralistildl accept the premise
(they presumably wouldn’t); he is assuming thvat— morally better people-
will accept it, and that it is epistemically apprape to invoke the premider
that very reasonthe fact thatqua morally better people, we abetter judges
of moral premiseshan those other people. Similarly, liberal-etgalans in
political philosophy premise their theories @ppeals to “our” judgments about
fairness, reciprocity, overlapping consensus,-efiremises they assurpeople
like uswill accept as true (not the Nazi, psychopathponoralist). Here again
the assumption is that we are better judges ofrtita of moral premises than
the psychopath, Nazi, or immoralisecause we are better peoplehe same
assumption is also standard practice in moral theOtilitarians appeal to
“our” assumptions about happiness and impartiakiantians appeal to “our”
judgments about practical reason, categorical nvityga etc. Notice, again,
that no attempt is (ordinarily) made to justify these stay-points to Nazis,
psychopaths, or immoralists.

1 R. HursthouseDn Virtue EthicsOxford, Oxford University Press, 1999, p. 28.
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It is crucial to emphasize here just how routine ariquitous this
epistemological move is in moral and political psbphy. A vast array of
influential arguments in moral and political phibpdy are predicated on the
assumption that some of us — ordinary, everydayce€de people — are
epistemically better judges of moral premiskan other people precisely on
account of our better moral character. Consider,efcample, Judith Jarvis
Thompson’s famous *“Violinist Case” argument congggnthe ethics of
abortion. Thompson’s argument is based on an apypealow “we” judge
particular case: the case of a person kidnappd#aeimight and hooked up by a
series of series of medical tubes to a famed dyialinist to save the violinist
from a fatal kidney ailment. Thompson argues tliagou were the person
hooked up to the violinist and someone told you yloan have no moral right to
unhook yourself, “you would regard this as outraged® Thompson then
argues from this alone — from “our” moral judgmenthe case — that whatever
else the moral right to life is, it is not a morght to depend on another
person’s body for life. Of course, not everyonarsk this judgment. A
religious fanatic might judge the case differerftliz. life is more sacred than a
person’s right to their own body), and presumablypsychopath would
definitelydisagree (they might even say, “Not only doesvibbnist not have a
right to your body. If you want to slit his throagp right ahead!”). What
Thompson is tacitly assuming, then — in makingdrgument — is thawe, her
readers, the ones who judge the case the way skg thave morally better
dispositions a better “moral compass”,than those who judge the case
differently.

This is far from an isolated case. Arguments inliadpethics and
political philosophy on issues as diverse as ewtsidr, affirmative actiof’,
duties of the affluent to give to charity homosexuali}f, war’, the basic

12 3 3. Thompson, « A Defense of Abortion »Pimilosophy and Public Affairs, 1971, p. 818.
13 See e.g. J. Rachels, « Active and passive eutisanas Bioethics: An Introduction to the
History, Methods, and Practicéondon, ones and Bartlett Publishers, 1997, ggR2.1

4 See e.g. L. Pojman, « The Case Against Affirmathation », in Ethics in Practice, 3rd
edition, Malden, Blackwell Publishing, 2007, pp. 473-484.

15 See e.g. P. Singer, "Famine, affluence, and mgtaln Philosophy & Public Affairs1,
1972, pp. 229-243.

16 See e.g. J. Corvino, « Homosexuality and the MBedevance of Experience », Hihics in
Practice, 3rd editionMalden, Blackwell Publishing, 2007, pp. 298-308.
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moral and political rights of human beifsetc. all typically begin with
appeals to how “we” judge particular cases andgplas. And again, consider
the longstanding debate between different moral poidical theories. Such
theories are commonly defended by their proponientarge part on the basis
of how well they embody or cohere with “our” corsidd moral judgments.
Utilitarianism is thought to embody “our” judgmethiat happiness matters, and
that things like lying, cheating, and stealing an@ng because they tend to
causeunhappinessSimilarly, Kantianism is thought to embody “oyutgment
that people are not to be used like objects, lberaespectedEtc.

Now, it is not as though philosophensver confront the Nazi or the
immoralist (engaging in moral argument with a tpsychopath is impossible,
for obvious enough reasons). There have many ptteta refute immoralism
(see e.g. Plato’Republicand HobbesLeviathan among others), as well as of
course moral arguments against Nazism. The prqhbbenvever, is that it is
hard, if not impossible, to refute the immoraligsychopath, or Nazi on the
basis of moral premisethey accept (since, again, they tend to accept such
different premises than we d@)Consequently, it has simply become common
practice in moral and political philosophy to simfegin with premises that
“we” find attractive, and set aside the Nazi, imaimt, and psychopath as
unreasonable and outside mainstream moral coni@rsathe background
assumption is that if we cannot definitively refutee immoralist, etc., on
premises they are apt to accdape epistemically appropriate thing to do is to
simply begin with the premises that “we” — moraligtter people- believe to
be true

Now, it may be objected that this is terrible egisblogical
development in the profession — that sleuldn’tjust assume morally better
individuals’ judgments about moral premises (i@ jpdgments) are any more

7 See e.g. D.P. Lackey, « Nipping Evil in the BudieTQuestionable Ethics of Preventive
Force », inEthics in Practice, 3rd editigrMalden, Blackwell Publishing, 2007, pp. 715-725.

18 Again, see R. NozickAnarchy, State, and UtopidJSA: Basic Books, 1974. Also see H.
Shue Basic RightsPrinceton, Princeton University Press, 1980.

19 See e.g. M. Timmonsyloral Theory: An Introduction, 2nd edLanham, Rowman and
Littlefield Publishers, 2013, pp. 169 and 239.

2 see e.g. R. Joyc&he Myth of Morality Cambridg, Cambridge University Press, 2001, chap.
2 for a nice discussion.
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likely to be true than the judgments of psychopaiezis, or immoralists. But
again, the problem is that there often seems nterbetay to go, at least if
moral and political philosophy are to be at all qurctive. If there is simply
nothing we can do to convince the psychopath, Nariimmoralist that
premises are false — and they often simply do begfim different premises —
then, if we are to engage in productive (as oppdseskeptical') moral and

political philosophy, it seems entirely approprisdeassume that “our” moral
judgments —qua judgments of morally better people — are morelyike be

true.

I should probably emphasize that | am not claimingt there areo
other philosophical options than this standard fra’ One can argue, as
R.M. Hare did for example, that moral terms havegidal and semantic
properties that normatively require universalizépibnd prescriptivity — in
which case one might maintain that the immoralgdychopath, or Nazi
misunderstands moral language it$8lOr, one might maintain that moral
terms are emotive in meanfifg- and, perhaps, as expressive of the moral
sentiments of an impartial spectator in which case one need not convince the
immoralist, psychopath, or Nazi at all in ordervindicate moral norms. Etc.
My claim in this paper isn't that there are no otpkilosophical options aside
from casting aside the premises of the immorahistzi, and psychopath on
account of our moral goodness and their moral egingly claim ismerely
that it is standard epistemic practice to priogtiaur premises over theio

2L We cannot, for obvious reasons, engage the maegtis here — though there are very
notable defenses of the position (see e.g. R. Joyhe Myth of Morality Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press, 2001). If the moral psike is correct, moral and political
philosophy as a whole aspistemicallymisguided enterprises (though, perhaps, instruatignt
useful). Accordingly, let us simply assume througfttie present inquiry — along with many in
our discipline — that the moral skeptic is incotreBecause a full and proper evaluation of
moral skepticism must occur elsewhere, we shallplinset skepticism aside, and aim to
describe and assume the standard epistemologioaisrendorsed by non-skeptical moral and
political philosophers.

2] thank an anonymous referee for pressing thisyvor

% See R.M. HareThe Language of Moral©xford, Clarendon Press, 1952.

% See e.g. C.L. Stevenson, « The Emotive Meaninftbical Terms » irMind, 46, 1937,
pp.14-31.

% See e.g. D. HumeAn Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Moral®xford, Oxford
University Press, 2007.
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account of our moral goodness and their moral badnénd | think it is clear,
from what has been discussed so far, that thigdisad standard practice.

If this is right — if it is standard practice in nab and political
philosophy to epistemically privilege moral prensiseelieved by better people
(viz. “our considered judments”) over moral prersissccepted by morally
worse people (e.g. the immoralist, psychopath, Nszi) — what follows? Let
us begin with a toy ca$8. Recall Nozick's premise that human beings have
natural moral rights to life, liberty, and propethat can never be permissibly
violated for the good of others. Call this premise Nozick judgesP to be
true, or at least likely to be true, and thereféegitimate to invoke in
philosophical argument and theory construction. Noansider another
individual — let’s call him “Rawls” — who believesvery different premise to
be true: one inconsistent with Nozck’s premise iipfese Rawls’ premise is:
“Political principles morally ought to be founded an overlapping social
consensus.” Call this premi§g Since an overlapping social consensus could
settle on something other than Nozick’s idea thedpte have natural moral
rights, Q entailsnot-P. Rawls and Nozick fundamentally disagree overahor
premises.

Let us now return to the norm of assigning greapestemic credence to
the moral judgments of morally better individuadsg; decent, philosophically
reflective people like us) over the moral judgmemt morally worse
individuals (e.g. the Nazi, the immoralist, the @sypath) — an epistemic norm
which | have argued is not only (A) embodied inndgiaxd practices in the
profession, but also (B) entailed by a virtue-tletior analysis of right action.
Suppose, next, that Rawls, Nozick, and almost ds¢ of us all agree on the
moral value of particular personality, charactezhdwioral traits, and actions:
for instance, that lying, cheating, and stealing arong actions; that liars,
cheats, and murders are bad people; that beingtilzebeing disposed to
cheat, being disposed to steal, being disposedlkously disregard the feelings
of others, being disposed to cruelty, etc. are indcas; and conversely, that
conscientiousness, kindness, helpfulness, fair-edndss, etc. are moral
virtues. Next, suppose it were ampirical factthat Nozick both had a lot of the

% Readers should be forewarned that the case isdeteto be a “toy case” — one that is not
intended to be empirically plausible. The aim isaiba metaphysically possible but empirically
implausible story to illustrate general point about epistemic norms
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bad psychological traits and actually tends tokeatly (he tends to lie, cheat,
etc.), whereas Rawls had a lot of the good traitstanded to act in good ways
(he tends to be honest, help others, etc.). Finsllppose it were an empirical
fact that Nozick’'s morally bad traits and dispasis causehim to make judge
that P, whereas Rawls’ morally good traits and disposgiavere causally
responsible for his judgmer®. If the world really were this wapnd we
obeyed the epistemic norm | have argued is stangaadtice in moral and
political philosophy it would follow that we ought to epistemicallyiyitege
Rawls’ premise Q over Nozick’'s premiseP in argument and theory
construction. Moreover, since Rawls and Nozimkh agree themselveabat
lying, cheating, stealing, etc., are morally badd amrong, and honesty,
kindness, etc. are morally good, etc.they were presented with empirical
evidence of the above facts (i.e. the facts linkiteyvls’ judgments to good
traits and behavior and Nozick’s judgments to badts and behavior), then,
epistemically speakingthey ought to assign greater epistemic credence to
Rawls’ Q than Nozick’'sP. Nozick, in particularjf he were to obey standard
epistemic normsshould be led by the evidencehave far less confidenda
the truth of his favored premigeand more confidence in Rawls’ premiQe
After all, Nozick would haveempirical evidencehat his belief inP — as
“obviously true” asP might seem to him — is the result of kind wioral
corruption of his character(viz. his tendencies to lie, cheat, and steal).
Accordingly, if he is to be an epistemically respitate agent, obeying standard
epistemic norms, he should say to himself somethkeggthis: “Well, it has
always seemed obvious to me that people have hanoeal rights to life,
liberty, and property — but now | have evidencet thbelieve thisbecausel
have tendencies to lie, cheat, and steal. | now f@se empirical evidence that
Rawls has a morally better personality than I. Whsrl tend to lie, cheat and
steal, Rawls is honest, helpful, and kind. Giveat tRawls is a better person
than me, and given that Rawdeesn’tthink it is obvious at all that people have
the natural rights | think they haveshould give up my moral judgment in
favor of Rawls”

Now, just to be clear, the toy case just discusserd isnot intended to
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be empirically realistic. |1 am not suggesting ttteg¢ actual John Rawls was a
good person and the actual Robert Nozick a worssope The point of the
example is instead a conceptual one about pregadjpistemic norms in moral
and political philosophy — namely, that:

» Epistemological Claim:Prevailing epistemic norms in moral and
political philosophy entail that we ought to ains, far as possible, to
epistemically privilege — in argument and theorystouction — moral
premises endorsed by those among us who have tést ‘fimoral
compass”, as defined by reference to personalibharacter, and
behavioral traits commonly recognized, by all Emtio the relevant
moral-political debates, to be morally good, baght; and wrong.

Clearly it is a further, complex empirical questiamether it is possible to
reliably determine who among us has the “best mocahpass.” The real
world, after all, is not like our toy case. If oworld contained people like our
hypothetical “Rawls” and “Nozick”, it would be eafly see who has the better
moral compass — and thus, by common epistemic noeasy to see whose
moral and political premises we should epistemycaliivilege. The fact that
the real world is not so simple, however, does ingthto cast doubt on
Epistemological Claim — and | contend that we have just seen that
Epistemological Claims true: itis standard practice in moral and political
philosophy to base arguments and theories on thalmpoemises that better
people find attractive (i.e. “our premises”) oveemises found attractive by
worse people (Nazis, psychopaths, and immoralists).

Il. The Case for “Empirical Bet”
Suppose, then, th&pistemological Claims true. Are there any good reasons
to think empirical scienceould provide us with evidence of who among us

have the “best moral compass”? This brings us i ghper’'s second primary
claim:
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= Empirical Bet: There are good reasons to believe that empirical
philosophical-psychological research may be ableréwide real (albeit
imperfect) inductive evidence of (a) which indivads among us have
the “best moral compass”, and (b) which moral psasithose people
endorse.

What evidence is there in favor Bmpirical Be?

One obvious initial worry is that there may not ey, or at least not
enough, personality, character, and behavioraktthatall parties to moral or
political debates will agree to be good, bad, rigimd wrong that might enable
empirical scientists to determine who among us hbgebetter (or best) moral
psychology. Libertarians and liberal-egalitariaios,example, plausibly ascribe
very different moral valences to very different gsglogical traits. Liberal-
egalitarians, it seems, place pride-of-place omnéss, compassion, and
kindness. They will say the fair, compassionatel kind person is the good
person. Libertarians, however, might think thaetdd-egalitarians dramatically
overestimate the moral value of these traits. ltdyeans might say: “A little
fairness, compassion, and kindness are okay -obuntich of these things are
morally terrible. It's more important to promoterpenal responsibility and
self-efficacy than kindness, fairness, or compassibecause it's only personal
responsibility and self-efficacy that make for auilishing individual, and
which, if instilled in the poor, will get them ouwf poverty. The liberal-
egalitarian isso ‘kind’ that they just give handouts to the poowhich is really
not good at all, because it provides the poor \wihverse incentives to stay
poor.”” One can then, of course, imagine liberal-egaditeriresponding with a
very different story defending the moral superipof their favored traits. This
is one worry abouEmpirical Bet

Another related worry is that it is actually impide to specify
“morally good” and “morally bad” psychological ttaiin a way that all parties
to moral-political debates could accept. For exangine could imagine a
libertarian saying to a liberal-egalitarian: “Ythink it's kind to give welfare to
the poor — but it's nokind at all. It would be far more kind to get the pdoor

%" See e.g. A. Rand@he Virtue of Selfishnessew York, New American Library, 1964.
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take responsibility for their lives. | know you Wéay this is callous, butdon’t
think it is. It's not callous; it'kind.” In other words, the worry is that even to
the extent that opposing parties can agree upomtial valence of a given
psychological trait or propensity — e.g. the goadnef kindness, the badness of
callousness — there will never, or almost never,wags of specifyingthe
relevant traits that would satisfy the disagregiagies.

A third, related worry is that even if all partiégs a moral-political
disagreementlid agree upon the moral valence of a given trait (aérginess is
good), and all parties also agreed ospecificationof kind behaviors (e.g.
kindness is helping old ladies across streets,ifigelpeople truly in need until
they can stand on their own two feet, etc.), ihasd, if not impossible, to see
how these sorts of traits might beerationalizedin empirical studies linking
them to fundamental moral judgments of variousssdfthat are we to do: see
if self-described libertarians and liberal-egaldas help old ladies across
streets? Or how might we possibly operationalized atudy rigorously,
“helping people truly in need”? Offhand, the emmtimethodological
obstacles involved in measuring and studying whe lha “better moral
compass” can seem insurmountable.

Although these worries are worth taking serioutiiyre are reasons to
think that they can all be surmounted. First, altjio there probably will be
significant disagreement over which traits and bera are morally better than
which — some may indeed claim that personal respitibsis morally better
than compassion, whereas others may claim the dgppest is an ultimately
empirical question whether thereasoughoverlapping agreement about these
issues to make it possible to arrive at a detertmjnaperationalizable, and
widely acceptable account of which traits and berawdefine a “better moral
compass.” Second, although the objections discuabede aim to call the
existence of such a consensus into question, tAeregood reasons to be
optimistic. For although different people (e.g. a@ogn from different
philosophical perspectives) may have very differeahceptions ofwhether
certain traits or behavior (e.g. compassionatengiiandouts to the poor) are
morally good, orhow muchof a given trait or behavior is good (viz. giving
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handouts is “too compassionate”), all parties toinsteeam philosophical
debates surely can agree on quite a great dealaoy tmaits and behaviors as
clearly reflecting a good or bad moral psychology. Eveayty to mainstream
philosophical debates in moral and political plololsy, for example, will
surely agree that general psychological propesstbelie, cheat, and steal, as
well as propensities tudge that it is okay to do these sorts of things, are
indicative of a bad moral psychology (or corruptcha compass”). A person
who lies, cheats, and steals, and who thinks mdsally okay to do these
things, isby all accountsa morally corrupt person.

This brings me to my primary response to the ahemioned worries,
which is thatEpistemological Claim- the claim that we ought taim to
epistemically prefer the moral judgments of thosghwthe “best moral
compass” — is entirely compatible with profoundlgnperfect empirical
evidence, including profoundly imperfect agreemamivhat constitutes a good
or bad “moral compass.” Here is why. Suppose tleee many traits and
behaviors that parties to mainstream philosopldeddates disagree about the
moral valence of. Again, to take an example meeiib earlier, suppose
philosophers in one camp (e.g. libertarian politmglalosophers) tend to place a
great deal of moral value on psychological traitgpportive of personal
responsibility whereas philosophers in an opposing camp (elperdi-
egalitarians) tend to morally prioritiz’nmpassionate givinfar above personal
responsibility. Be that as it may, both camps mgyea — and agree quite
strongly — on some other indicators of, or whatstibates, a good or bad
“moral compass.” So, again, consider lying, chegtiand stealing, and the
person who judges it is morally permissible to @beat, or steal for their own
benefit. It is not as though only some mainstreararam and political
philosophers — say, liberal-egalitarians but no¢diarians — would say that this
sort of person has a profoundly corrupt moral casspado,all mainstream
moral and political philosophers — and certainlye tfparties to the relevant
debate (i.e. libertarians and liberal egalitariansyould say this. Suppose then
that empirical psychological research in fact fouhdt individuals in one
philosophical camp — e.g. people who find libeearpremises attractive — are
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significantly more likely to lie, cheat, and stetilan individuals in the other
camp. Even supposing that the two camps disagreat alve moral valence of
many other traits (e.g. compassion, personal resipiity), if it were found
that individuals in one philosophical camp (libedas) were significantly
more likely to lie, cheat and steal than individual the other camp (liberal-
egalitarians), that these tendencies to lie, chaat steal werecausally
responsiblefor libertarian moral judgments, and both camgcept that
tendencies to lie, cheat, and steal are indicativaecorrupt moral compass (and
again, both camps do accept this) it follows, Bprstemological Claimthat
both camps would havsome real inductive evidentwat individuals in the one
camp (libertarians) tend to havseeriously morally corrupt traits and
propensitieghat individuals on the other side don’t have haligh this would
only be one piece of evidence, it would nevertlgelesreal and significant
empirical evidence that particular moral judgmesit®ut disputed premises —
judgments favoring libertarian premises — erdéact corruptedby propensities
to lie, cheat, and steal.

The general claim then is this: although thereadirkinds of difficulties
involved in obtaining agreement about which traitsl propensities are morally
better or worse (is compassion morally better tharsonal responsibility?), in
operationalizing and measuring different traits g(e.how does one
operationalize kindness in order to study it enggity?), there are reasons to be
optimistic that we can (A) achiewwmmesignificant agreement about the moral
valence of particular traits and behaviors (e.y.agtee lying, cheating, and
stealing for one’s own benefit areery morally bad), and (B) successfully
operationalize and study the relationships thasetraits and behaviors bear to
judgments about disputed moral premises. In otherdsy although our
empirical evidence about what constitutes a goodladr “moral compass” may
be profoundly imperfect in that, again, there may be many traits we ctinn
agree about or effectively measure — we still mayable to obtairstrong
empirical evidencebout traits, behaviors, and propensities thacareagree
upon (e.g. lying, cheating, and stealing). And tisisall that Empirical Bet
requires. Empirical Bet reads that empirical philosophical-psychology can
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provide “real (albeit imperfect) empirical evidehcef who among us, in
philosophical debates, has the “best moral comp&s®n if our evidence is
very imperfect, we can still havamereal inductive evidence that parties to
one side of a philosophical debate endorse theipesnthey do as a result of
certain corruptions of character. Although, ag#inis evidence might be very
imperfect (and should be treated as such, episédiyjicit would nevertheless
be real empirical evidence — evidence thpér Epistemological Claimshould
lead us to epistemically discount disputed premisg®d to a corrupt moral
personality.

One obvious worry at this point is that it is iedibly implausible to
think that the kinds of relationships alluded taréhe- causal relationships
between (clearly bad) propensitiesli®, cheat, and stegland judgments of
disputed premises in moral and political philosophmight really obtain in our
world. Are we really to take seriously the ideattp&ople who find, say,
libertarian premises attractive in moral and padditiphilosophy are more likely
to lie, cheat, and steathan, say, liberal-egalitarians (or vice versdjatt
utilitarians might have greater propensities tq tbeat or steal more than
Kantians or virtue theorists; etc.? The very sutigesthat this sort of thing
might be the case might seem incredible.

The problem with this worry, however, is that uns up against the
grain of cutting-edge of empirical research. Redglings in psychology and
the neurosciences tentatively indicate that peogie find certain moral and
political premises attractivenay indeechave greater tendencies to lie, cheat,
and steal. For instance, several recent studie® Haund act-utilitarian
judgments to be related to both psychopathy (tetiderto be cruel, etc.) and
Machiavellianism (tendencies to deceive out of -serest)’® Economic
libertarian judgments have been found to bear Bogmit relationships to three
particularly dark and anti-social traits: Machidialism (tendencies to
deceive), Narcissism (overinflated self-worth andallouisness), and
Psychopathy (cruelty, and absence of guilt or remor traits that have been

% AL. Glenn, A. Raine, et R.A. Schug, « The neuwmatrelates of moral decision-making in
psychopathy », itMolecular Psychiatry 14, 2009, pp.5-6; D.M. Bartels, et D. PizarroTke
Mismeasure of Morals: Antisocial Personality TraReedict Utilitarian Responses to Moral
Dilemmas », inCognition 121, 2011, pp.154-161; M. Arvan, « A Lot More Biéws for
Conservatives, and a Little Bit of Bad News for ¢iils? Moral Judgments and the Dark Triad
Personality Traits: A Follow-up Study Meuroethics6/1, 2013, pp.51-64.
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shown to be strongly related to immoravert behaviof®, and which are
intuitively related to or comprise traits that ordiy people and philosophers
widely consider to be moral vices (e.g. crueltgensitivity, lack of remorse for
wrongdoing, etc.f% Similarly, socially conservative views on morasties —
issues ranging from gay marriage to capital punesitm- have found to be
systematically related to the same three darkstesitoss a wide array of issues
(to give you an idea of just how systematic thedationships were, across my
two studies, | found.54 significant relationships between socially conaéxe
moral judgments and the three members of the DaikdTper moral issue
examined, compared to onB/06 relationships for socially liberal judgments
[e.g. judgments favoring the permissibility of gayarriage, against capital
punishment, etc.j* These results are not only provocative; theynsfiyp
suggest thaEmpirical Bethas some evidence in its favdihere are reasons to
think that empirical philosophical-psychology mayelivdiscover that some
moral and political judgments about fundamentalnpses — judgments
favoring libertarianism, social conservativism, aadt-utilitarianism — are
strongly related to morally corrupt psychologicabgensities and patterns of
behavior. At the very least, there are reasonsetogiimistic. Thus, as many
difficulties as there may indeed be fixing in ondameasuring traits,
propensities, and behaviors that philosophers apuling camps may agree
upon as indicative of a good or bad “moral compasg., there are reasons to
be optimistic abouEmpirical Bet.

2 D.N. Jones, D.N., et D.L. Paulhus, D.L., « Diffetiating the Dark Triad within the
interpersonal circumplex », iHandbook of interpersonal theory and researblew York,
Guilford, 2010, pp. 249-267; D.N. Jones, et D.LulRas, « Different Provocations Trigger
Aggression in Narcissists and Psychopaths Sdaial and Personality Psychology Sciente
2010, pp. 12-18; D.N. Jones, et D.L. Paulhus, « e of impulsivity in the Dark Triad of
personality » Personality and Individual DifferenceS1, 2011, pp. 679-682; and Nathanson et
al. (2006).

%M. Arvan, « Bad News for Conservatives? Moralghadnts and the Dark Triad Personality
Traits », inNeuroethics6/2, 2013, pp.307-318.

3 M. Arvan, « A Lot More Bad News for Conservativesid a Little Bit of Bad News for
Liberals? Moral Judgments and the Dark Triad Rekty Traits: A Follow-up Study », in
Neuroethics6/1, 2013, pp.51-64.
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lIl. Objections, and Replies?

Objection #1 — One doubt about Empirical Bghe “Skepticism-About-
Character-Traits Objectiéi:. “Some people (e.g. Doris, 2002, Harman, 2000)
argue that empirical data show that there are maige character traits, or, if
there are, such traits do not play the role wekttiey play in moral behaviour.
If these critiques are correct, this would congtita fatal objection to your
‘experimental ethics’.”

Reply: Indeed, such arguments have been given. Howéwar also
appear to be compelling grounds for resisting th&he standard response is
that skeptics about character traits (e.g. Dords ldarman) mischaracterize the
nature of character traits and the role such tygay in morality and human
behavior. Doris and Harman appear to have a cretiaviorist conception of
character traits. They argue that (e.g.) thereisuth thing as courage because
whether or not people do courageous things deperadsundly on situational
aspects outside of the person. Doris and Harmeitiytassume, then, that
character traits must be stable dispositions t@abehn certain ways across a
wide variety of situations. Their argument is thatcause different situations
have profound effects on what people do, ther@arguch traits. But, while the
empirical data do call the existence of these kiofdsaits into question — that
there is no such thing as courage in that sengeedple are so susceptible to
environmental/situational effects — this is not havkaracter traits are
understood in traditional Aristotelian virtue thexsr of morality. Aristotelians
understand character traits as situation specifis -dispositions to behave in
certain ways in response to specific kinds of sioms and stimulf® Yet, far
from disproving the existence of these kinds afiaibn-specific dispositions,

32| would like to thank two anonymous referees foessing the objections raised in this
section. For the sake of addressing their concamsaised, | have chosen to quote their
objections directly, with some minor editorial atéons.

¥ See e.g. J. AnnaShe Morality of HappinessOxford, Oxford University Press, 1995; R.
Kamtekar, « Situationism and Virtue Ethics on tlentént of Our Character », Ethics 114/3,
2004, pp. 458-491; R.C. Solomon, « What's Chara@tarto Do With It? », ifPhilosophy and
Phenomenological Researchl/3, 2005, pp. 648-655; and J. Webber, « Virigaracter, and
Situation », inJournal of Moral Philosophy3/2, pp. 193-213. Also see S.M. Samuels, M.
Steven and W.D. Casebeer, « A Social Psycholoyimal of Morality: Why Knowledge of
Situational Influences on Behavior Can Improve @btar Development Practices »Jiournal

of Moral Education 34/1, 2005, pp. 73-87, who argue that empiricadihgs at most suggest
we should alter practices of moral education tonloee sensitive to situations.
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the empirical evidence that people like Doris ararrian appeal to actually
appears to confirm the existence of such traits. é&@mple, Doris himself
refers to a series of studies on student behaviochwindicate that although
there is no trait such as “student honesty” thanspall situations — for
example, the probability of whether a studentkelll to cheat on an exam has
found to be unrelated to the probability of thelelstealing unattended money
or faking records of athletic performance — stusedd display consistent
dispositions to be honest or dishonest wayspecificsituations: for instance,
exams>* Students who cheat (or do not cheat) on one ef@minstance, are
likely to behave the very same way on exams inrogitgations. Thus, while
the empirical evidence does suggest that thera@renified” character traits
such as honesty per se, it also suggests that #inersituation-specific traits
such as exam-honesty, athletic-honesty, unattendegy-honesty, etc.

We cannot resolve these issues here. Whether @inemobust (psycho-
behavioral) character traits — and what thosestraie like — areempirical
guestions not yet fully answered. Accordingly, st perfectly legitimate to
consider it aropen questiorwhether there are such traits — and this is all th
present paper assumes. All this paper is make guiri€al Bet: that therare
such traits, and that some such traits bear relenedationships to judgments
about moral and political premises. And given thgeical evidence above, it
seems clearly premature decide this bet one wéyeoother at the present time.
It is a legitimate bet to make at the present time.

Objection #2 — A second doubt about Empirical @e¢ “No-Way-to-Detect-
Causal-Effects-of-Character-Traits-on-Moral-Poétidudgments Objection”)
“ just don’t see how it can be shown empiricalwat tendencies to cheat or lie
could by themselves beausally responsiblefor (say) libertarian moral
judgements.”

Reply: Empirical Bet does not assert that tendencies to behave badly
(e.g. to cheat or lie) are by themselves causakpansible for specific moral

34 J. Doris, Lack of Character: Personality and Moral BehavioEambridge, Cambridge
University Press, 2005, p. 63. For the studiesnedves, see H. Hartshorne and M.A. May,
Studies in the nature of character: Vol. 1. Studiesleceif New York, Macmillan, 1928, pp.
379-80, p. 411. Also see J. Webber, « Virtue, Gitaraand Situation », idournal of Moral
Philosophy 3/2, pp. 193-213.
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judgments, only that they can bepart of what causes a person to make the
relevant judgments, such thaug Epistemological Claimwe should take the
judgments to be corrupted by morally bad biases fdievant question, in
other words, is not whether dispositions to liecbeat are the sole causes for
people making particular moral or political judgrterthe question is whether
the dispositions can be discovered to phagignificantcausal role in biasing
such judgments. And there is a good amount ofpreéiry evidence that this is
likely the case. | have found, for instance, thedgde more highly disposed to
deceive others (e.g. people who score higher omMehiavellian personality
trait) are more likely to make libertarian econonudgments over people who
are less disposed to deceeSimilar, | along with several others have found
relationships between certain utilitarian judgmentgrolley cases that a vast
majority of ordinary people and philosophers coesitb be plainly immoral
(e.g. pushing a fat man in front of a trolley toesdive lives) and psychopathic
and Machiavellian personality trait$Finally, for the sake of the present paper,
I completed a simple study of 200 participants risiéged online at Amazon
Mechanical Turk for $0.50 compensation per paréiot) examining
relationships between the Dark Triad personaligitdr (Machiavellianism,
Narcissism, and Psychopathy), as measured by thet BB*’ — character traits
that have been found to lausallyrelated to immoral behavif— and the
following list of basic moral judgments (which sabjs rated on a standard 1-5
Likert scale, with 1 indicating “strongly disagreahd 5 indicating “strongly
agree”):

% M. Arvan, « Bad News for Conservatives? Moralghadnts and the Dark Triad Personality
Traits », inNeuroethics6/2, 2013, pp. 307-318.

% |bid. Also see A.L. Glenn, A. Raine and R.A. Schug, ke Theural correlates of moral
decision-making in psychopathy », Molecular Psychiatryl4, 2009, pp.5-6; D.M. Bartels, et
D. Pizarro, « The Mismeasure of Morals: AntisodRgrsonality Traits Predict Ultilitarian
Responses to Moral Dilemmas »,Gognition 121, 2011, pp. 154-161.

% D.N. Jones, D.N., et D.L. Paulhus, D.L., « Diffeiating the Dark Triad within the
interpersonal circumplex », iHandbook of interpersonal theory and researblew York,
Guilford, 2010, pp. 249-267; M. Arvan, « Bad News €onservatives? Moral Judgments and
the Dark Triad Personality Traits », Neuroethics6/2, 2013, pp. 307-318.

% See D.N. Jones, D.N., et D.L. Paulhus, D.L., «fdbéntiating the Dark Triad within the
interpersonal circumplex », iHandbook of interpersonal theory and researblew York,
Guilford, 2010, pp. 249-267; D.N. Jones, et D.LulRas, « Different Provocations Trigger
Aggression in Narcissists and Psychopaths Sdaial and Personality Psychology Scignte
2010, pp. 12-18; D.N. Jones, et D.L. Paulhus, « e of impulsivity in the Dark Triad of
personality »Personality and Individual DifferencgS1, 2011, pp. 679-682.
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“It is wrong to kill”

“It is wrong to lie”

“It is wrong to steal”

“Itis not that bad to lie”
The results of the study are striking (see Table Ryychopathy was
significantly correlated with disagreement with tmeral judgments that it is
wrong to kill and steal, and bad to lie. Furthdr,tlaree traits were strongly
related to agreement with the moral judgment thiat‘not that bad” to lie.

Machiavellianism Narcissism Psychopathy
“It is wrong to r=.035p=.625 r=-012p= r=-.189,p=
kill” .869 .007**
“It is wrong to =-131,p=.066 | r=-.005p= =-126p=.126
lie” .948
“It is wrong to r=.026p=.714 | r=-.038 p= r=-.262,
steal” 592 p<.00001**
“It is not that bad r=.268,p< r=.152,p= r=.287,p=
to lie” .00001** .032* <.00001**

*Correlation is significant at .05 level (2-tailed)
**Correlation is significant at .01 level (2-tailed

Table A.

Although these studies only examine correlationsand the exact causal
relationships between moral judgments and psyclhaberal traits are

unsettled — there are emerging lines of researah stiongly suggesting that
psycho-behavioral traits do play a causal roleromdpcing different moral and
political judgments?

% See e.g. J.A. Terrizzi Jr., N.J. Shook and L. \fen¢ Disgust: A predictor of social
conservatism and prejudicial attitudes toward haroals », inPersonality and Individual
Differences 49/6, 2010, pp. 587-592; HThorisdottir and J.T. Jostx Motivated
ClosedMindedness Mediates the Effect of Threat ofitieal Conservatisn», in Political
Psychology32/5, 2011, pp. 785-811.

177



Klesis — Revue philosophique27 : 2013 -Philosophie expérimentale

Accordingly, althoughrEmpirical Betis by no means settled, there are
plenty of reasons to think it likely that the beillvibe borne out by further
empirical study — which is all this paper assum@éstting-edge empirical
research suggests that there probably are causdionships from psycho-
behavioral traits to moral and political judgmerasd that further investigation
should be able to determine what those causalae$dtips are. After all, such
causal relationships — if they exist — should nmestithemselves neurologically,
and probably behaviorally as well. Here are juséwa ways that such causal
relationships might be detected: First, neuros@entshould presumably be
able to pin down, in the foreseeable future, asdabe human brains causally
responsible for particular moral judgments. Aftdl, aeuroscientists have
already isolated areas of the brain that repreparticular memories, visual-
spatial patterns, etc. Insofar as moral and palijgdgments are presumably
represented by the human brain, it should be plessibr cognitive
neuroscientists to pin down where (and how) thosigents are represented
in the brain. Next, it should be possible to deiaemwhether those
representations are causally “upstream” or “dove@str” to areas of the brain
causally responsible for behavioral tendencies. (egdencies to lie, cheat,
steal, etc.). Accordingly, there is every reasomabeve that whatever causal
relationships exist between psycho-behavioral grasind moral-political
judgments can be detected by empirical science.

Here are two studies | hope to carry out mysethenear future. In the
first study, participants in a virtual reality (VR9etting — an experimental
setting increasingly being used in empirical psyobp to study human
behavior and cognition — might be primed to displagrally bad tendencies.
That is, they might be instructed to commit wantmts of theft, vandalism,
lying, even murder, within a virtual reality simti@a. Immediately after so
primed, experimenters might present subjects withratrpolitical judgment
surveys, such as Arvan’s MIS surveys (which askoedents to make moral-
political judgments on an array of issués)Because changes in dependent
variables in response to variations in independamtables indicate causal

‘0 See M. Arvan, « Bad News for Conservatives? Mduwdgments and the Dark Triad
Personality Traits », ilNeuroethics6/2, 2013, pp.307-318; and M. Arvan, « A Lot M&@ad
News for Conservatives, and a Little Bit of Bad Mefor Liberals? Moral Judgments and the
Dark Triad Personality Traits: A Follow-up StudyNeuroethics, 6/1, 2013, p. 63.
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dependence of the dependent on independent varialhee method of
investigating causal dependence known as concomitaration), any effects
on subjects’ moral judgments caused by priming benal tendencies would
strongly indicate causal dependence of moral-pgalitjudgments on the
relevant behavioral traits. Similarly, we mighttteswuusal dependence in the
opposite direction — to determine whether variaioof moral-political
judgments cause differences in behavioral tendeneiby priming subjects to
make certain moral judgments before entering aiairteality setting (e.g. by
presenting subjects with a series of moral andipaliassertions, such as “It is
morally right to tax citizens to help the poor’cgtand then seeing whether
priming them with those judgments affects the wagyt behave in the
simulation (e.g. lying, cheating, stealing, et@hese are just some possible
ways to examine causal relationships between befa\tendencies and moral-
political judgments. Surely there are other possibhys as welllf there are
such causal relationships — Bmpirical Betwagers — there is every reason to
believe that they should be detectable.

Objection #3 — A third doubt about Empirical Béte “NoNecessanCausal-
Relationship-Between-Character-Traits-and-Morakal-Judgments
Objection’): “Your argument presupposes that if someone ipadied to do
morally nasty things, themustalso be bad at judging what is right and what is
wrong — for instance, that someone who stealst at some level at least, also
think that stealing is okay, or not that bad, oaay rate, must value honesty
less than someone who never steals. Yet, althdugduid be the case that one
person’s vicious character leads them to make ‘badral judgements, it
doesn’t seem to be necessarily the case for adlopsrwith vicious character.
Further, even if it turned out that there is aatelie connection between vice and
moral judgement (in a similar way there may belalvke connection between
virtue and moral judgement), it isn’t clear thatradty bad behaviour is always
a product of vicious dispositions [...] some morglpblematic behaviours are
disconnected from the person’s evaluative outlottknk of the obedient
subjects in the Milgram experiments—do we want &y shat they are
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incapable of making justified moral judgments?nafly, although vices may
corrupt day-to-day moral judgements, there does#eim to be reasons to think
that they should corrupt the highly theoretical aigupdgements that we make
in moral debates. Even though a Nazi may (wrontjli)k that the Aryan race
should have supremacy, he could still be a Noz;keaRawlsian, a utilitarian,
and even a virtue ethicist, when he is debatingiabwrality and justice with
his friends at the pub.”

Reply: Empirical Betloesn't presuppose that a person who is disposed
to do nasty thingemustbe bad at judging right from wrong, or that mordihd
behavior isalwaysa product of vicious dispositions (surely, as BpHarman,
and many others have shown, situations can provmde behavior, too).
Empirical Bet only presupposes that there aseme significant causal
relationships between psycho-behavioral traits amodfal-political judgments
that canbias and improvehose judgments, the empirical detection of which
would thereby qua Epistemological Claim give us good grounds to some
judgments over others in moral-political argumentl aheory construction.
Second, the worry that while vices may corrupt mady, everyday moral
judgments but not corrupt highly theoretical judgrseis belied by a growing
body of cutting-edge empirical work linking morallgtubious traits and
behaviors tespecifichighly theoretical judgments (see e.g. my reselnémg
all three traits of the Dark Triad to libertariadgments, etc:}* Finally, as we
have already seen, one of the most standard epiktgival methodologies in
moral and political philosophy is to make argumergsd evaluate highly
theoretical principles (and theories themselves), the basis of moral
judgments aboutases So, for example, utilitarianism is commonly @ii¢ed
as a moral theory on the basis of its implication®rgan Donor case discussed
earlier, as well as in Trolley Cases (it implies; instance, that one ought to
push a fat man in front of a Trolley to save mugifives, at the cost of the fat
man’s life — an implication that a vast majority pkople judge to be
immoraf?). Since a growing body of research suggests jethgsnabout

1 Again, see M. Arvan, « Bad News for Conservativédaral Judgments and the Dark Triad
Personality Traits », iNeuroethics6/2, 2013, pp.307-318.

2 See J.J. Thompson, « Killing, Letting Die, and Thelley Problem », ifThe Monist 59/2,
1976, pp. 204-217; J.J Thompson, « Turning thel@yob, in Philosophy and Public Affairs
36/4, pp. 359-374; and P. Singer, « Ethics anditlahs », inJournal of Ethics 9/3-4, 2005,
pp. 331-352.
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specific casesmay be corrupted by bad psycho-behavioral traitgiktarian
judgments in the “fat man” Trolley Case have beepeatedly linked to
Machiavellianism and Psychopaffly— there are reasons to believgug
Empirical Be} that empirical research on judgments about calesld have
implications Qua Epistemological Claith for how we evaluate high-level
principles and theories.

Objection #4 — One doubt about the argument forstgpnological Claim(the
“We-Don’t-Evaluate-Principles-on-the-Basis-of-Chaiex  Objection”): “Your
argument appealed to how we standardly evaluat@aa'INpremise that the
Aryan race ought to dominate the world. You implieds standard practice to
reject the premise on the basis of the Nazi's ataraBut this seems incorrect.
We reject the Nazi’'s premise not on grounds ofNlei’'s character, but rather
on substantive grounds — that is, by appeal totantigée moral argument based
on moral principles (e.g. the principles that disinating against people on the
basis of race is arbitrary, and morality is nontaaby). What justifies our
ignoring Hitler's moral beliefs in theory constriget is that his beliefs are
substantively wrongnot that he is evil.”

Reply:On the contrary, | submit it is evident upon fentheflection that
many (if not all) so-called “substantive argumeb#sed on moral principles”
are really, at a deeper level, epistemic appeasdan judgments about moral
character (in line withEpistemological Claim Allow me to use two well-
known examples to illustrate.

Consider first the most infamous objection to sieal act-
utilitarianism: the objection that it fails to preqy account fojustice or moral
rights. This objection is often motivated by reference ewamples. One
example is commonly known as the Organ Donor ¥ase doctor on a

3 Again, see A.L. Glenn, A. Raine and R.A. Schu@he neural correlates of moral decision-
making in psychopathy », iMolecular Psychiatry 14, 2009, pp.5-6; D.M. Bartels, et D.
Pizarro, « The Mismeasure of Morals: Antisocial $@emlity Traits Predict Ultilitarian
Responses to Moral Dilemmas », in Cognition, 121,12 pp.154-161; M. Arvan, « Bad News
for Conservatives? Moral Judgments and the DarkdTPersonality Traits », in Neuroethics,
6/2, 2013, pp.307-318.

* See e.g. M. TimmonsMoral Theory: An Introduction, 2nd edLanham, Rowman and
Littlefield Publishers, 2013, pp. 144-145.
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transplant-ward has five patients who will die ibtngiven new organ
transplants immediately. Further, all five patgeate not only well-loved (they
have numerous family members and friends who ceeplgt about them); they
are also socially important: one is, say, a pregidéa large corporation, one is
a famous musician; etc. Then, on the other hanel,dibctor has a lonely,
miserable bum off the street walk in for treatmiamta common cold. Finally,
suppose that the doctknowsthat no one will miss the bum if he dies, and that
there is no realistic way to obtain organs necgskar saving the other five
patients aside from (covertly) killing the bum tarhest the bum’s organ’s.
Offhand, act-utilitarianism plainly entails thatwbuld be morally right for the
doctor to kill the bum for his organs, as doingvsauld (of all the available
options available) maximize happiness (no one fivitl out; the bum won't be
missed; five well-loved and socially important kvevill be saved; etc.). But,
the objection goes, this is substantively wrongy Aroral theory which entails
that it is permissible (not to mention right!) tol kealthy innocent persons to
harvest their organs for the good of others isety so out of line with our
other moral commitments that we cannot accept it.

This looks, at least at first glance, like a sabhsvve moral argument
against act-utilitarianism — one based not on juelg: about a person’s
character but instead on grounds of moral principl8ut is it really a
substantive argumeat botton? It is hard to see how it is. After all, it istras
though there aren’t very compelling-looking pridegh argumentsfor act-
utilitarianism. The usual argument for act-utilitanism looks compelling
enough: (1) Each person’s happiness is their g@dyioral rightness requires
doing what’s best (i.e. maximizing the good), ), Moral rightness requires
maximizing happiness (in every action). On whatugis, then, is the “justice”
objection against utilitarianism made? It is noftela all, as thoughall
philosophical inquirers accept the objection. Nwré are utilitarians out there
who respond to the justice objection thougbld denial claiming that,
whatever our intuitions or feelings about Organ Dretype cases may be, it is
strictly right to kill one person and harvest their organs te saultiple lives®

%5 See e.g. M. TimmonsMoral Theory: An Introduction, 2nd edLanham, Rowman and
Littlefield Publishers, 2013, p. 150.
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But this bold denial strategy is rarely taken vegyiously. Why? Part of the
reason, surely, is that there are other, alteredtneories — and substantive
moral principles — out there that intuitively appéa us more: for instance,
Kantianism, which requires us to always treat pe@gl ends-in-themselves, not
mere means to be used for the good of others. Bthis thewhole story, or
even, at bottom the correct story? For notice that the next gqoestvhich
inevitably arises is thisvhy do we find, say, Kantianism “more compelling” in
the relevant regard? The answer, it seems, is wasthink that any morally
decent person has the Kantian intuition that mayatloesn’t permit people to
be treated as mere means (or objects), not thes@darian intuition. We rest
our argument, in other words, on claims about moraracter. We (mostly)
ignore act-utilitarians who engage in the strate§\bold-denialbecause we
think that no morally decent person can take thid benial seriously

The same appeal to moral character also undetlidgsnk, one of the
most notorious objections to Kant's moral theoryléast as Kant understood
it). Kant, of course, seems to argue that naserright to lie, even if there is a
murderer at your door looking to kill an innoceetrgon and you might save the
innocent person’s life by lyin. This too strikes almost everyone who does
moral philosophy as patently absurd. If that's wKant's theory entails, so
much the worse for his theory. But in that casedlmme question arises as in
the utilitarian casewhy do we object to this supposed implication of Kant’
theory? Again, | think the most compelling answerthis: we think thaho
decent persorcould accept the implication. Any decent persom, think,
would consider lyingight (and at least permissible) in order to save innbce
lives.

Now, the objector | am facing might try to denyatthwe ultimately
appeal to character in these cases. They might'8hg:objections are based on
appeals to intuitioror substantive moral principlesot character” — to which |
say, again: yes, but only the intuitions and sutista moral principles ofome
people: morally decent people “like you” — not the intui® or moral
principles of psychopaths, immoralists, or Nazisdded, this is the crucial
point: not everyone has the relevant intuitions or accepts ‘t@rect

6 |. Kant, « On a supposed right to lie from phitaopy », inlmmanuel Kant Practical
Philosophy Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1996 6ff-615.
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substantive moral principle.” Psychopaths, for eglEmsee no reason not to lie
at all, not to mention in cases like Kant's murdererkat-tioor. And again,
there aresomeutilitarians out there who are prepared to say iiight to Kill an
innocent person for their organs. How do we argaeret these people? Not, it
seems, on grounds of substantive moral principley(teject the principles we
appeal to). No, we argue against them by restingupeals to what “we” —
morally decent people in general — find “intuitiv@he problem of justice for
utilitarianism is aproblemfor utilitarianism, and the problem of lying to the
murderer gproblemfor Kant's construal of his moral theory, simplgdause
we, decent people, judge it that way

If there is any remaining doubt about this, | amege readers to engage
in a line of thought suggested by Judith Lichtegbar her paper, “Moral
Certainty.”’ Lichtenberg asks us to reflect on what we are reeréain about
in ethics:substantive moral principlesr particular moral experiencesSo, for
example, Lichtenberg asks us: imagine seeing ag/ahiid being tortured on
the street-corner. Any decent person, Lichtenbeigpssts, will immediately
experience the acticas wrong It is what we are most certain about. Any moral
theory or principle which conflicted witthat moral experience would be less
certain — as a moral theory or principle — than duect experience of the
action’s wrongness. But again, it cannwgrelybe our certainty that guides us.
Not everyone experiences a child’s torturing thenesavay: the psychopath
certainly sees nothing wrong with it. No, we seasiivrong — and we hold up
moral principles and theorieagainst our experiences as test-casegjua
morally better peopleFurther, when people deviate from such judgménts
when they see “nothing wrong” with things the resus take to be wrong), we
typically question the person’s motiV&snd/or character

[1f someone fails to see what is wrong [...] withffdey Dahmer, who killed
and mutilated people, collected their bones andtlz& flesh, we do not
conclude simply that their 'values' differ from subut that something has
gone seriously wrong with them. Their problem regit on a mistake but in
an affective, emotional defet.

47 J. Lichtenberg, « Moral certainty », Rthilosophy,69, 1994, pp. 181-204.
“8 bid., p. 186.
9 Ibid., p. 187.
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In short, although our reasons for rejecting paldc moral or political
principles (e.g. the Nazi's principle that Aryanisosld rule the world) are
superficiallybased on substantive moral argument, | contertdttisaclear, at a
deeper level, that most (if not all) such argumaritanately trace back to
judgments about character: namely, that the priesiyye affirm — about not
killing innocent people for their organs, etc. -e drue or justifiedbecause
people-like-us, people with decent moral characiecept them.

Objection #5 — A second doubt about the argumanEgistemological Claim
(the “You've-Overstated-Standard-Epistemologicad®ice Objection”) “You
claim it is standard practice in moral and politishilosophy to ascribe greater
credence to moral judgments endorsedriblyious agents over less virtuous or
vicious ones — but the evidence you offer suggastsfferent philosophical
practice and a much weaker epistemic principle: etgnhe practice/principle
of basing moral and political arguments on premitdes morally decent,
ordinary peopleare apt to accept.”

Reply: | agree that it currently is standard practice &sémoral and
political arguments on this weaker epistemic stashdiee. the moral principles
morally decent people like us find attractive goeta accept)Epistemological
Claim holds, however, that this practice entails thatowghtto adopt a higher
epistemic standard: basing moral and political arguts on premisete most
virtuous among us are apt to accept. My claim, in otherdapis not that
standard practice in moral and political theatually embodieshis higher
standard, but rather thatentailssuch a standard. And | think the grounds for
this entailment are clear. One cannot make th¢ fiveaker epistemic move
(viz. “Moral and political arguments should be lhse premiseordinary,
decent peopldind attractive”), | submit, without presupposimggounds in
favour of Epistemological Claim(*Moral and political arguments should be
based on premises the best people among us ate aqtept”). Here’s why: if
we are looking for truth — which | assume we arendan philosophy — any
argument for the weaker epistemic principle (ifebasing moral and political
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arguments on premises decent people accept) haaveo anepistemic basis
But what epistemic bases could there be for pguilg the premises decent
people find attractive over, say, the premisespychopath is apt to accept?
One has to say something like this: “We should bameal and political
arguments on the premises ordinary, decent people@ to accept over the
psychopath, because ordinary, decent pelogle a better moral sensBecent
people ardess-biasedn grounds we all consider to be immoral — theyio¢
tempted to lie, cheat, or steal like the psychopatty claim is that once we
recognize that decent people have a “better momahpass” than the
psychopath (and we think it iereforeepistemically better to base arguments
on the decent person’s premises than the psyche)pdh parity of reasoning
there is simplyno avoiding the stronger conclusion that it would be
epistemically better to base moral and politicguanents and theories on the
premisesthe best, most virtuoupeople among us are apt to accept over
premises that appeal to merely decent people.

Objection #6 — A third doubt about Epistemologic@laim (The “Your-
Epistemology-Undermines-Your-Overall-Proposal Otet): “The fact that
70% (or even 80, or even 100%) of psychopaths nudikearian judgements
(or whatever), although surprising, does not makebmlieve that the typical
utilitarian’s premises are false. After all, margople who ar@ot psychopaths
are utilitarians [...] The problem then is that argyathere are virtuous and
unvirtuous people orall sides of major debates. But since, according to
Epistemological Claimwe should privilege the moral-political judgmenmts
good people, it follows that empirical research carélphus at all: there are
good people who find Kantianism attractive, goodopgte who find
Utilitarianism attractive, good people who find Wie Theory attractive, etc.
There is perhaps a required thresholdanafral decencybut it seems that most
people engaged in the relevant debates may sitisfy

Reply: Suppose onés a virtuous person, but in terms of some small
subset of one’s moral or political beliefs — oneaistaunch libertarian, let's
suppose — one “finds oneself in bad company” ififewrns out, empirically, that
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some large percentage of people who find libemapeemises attractive have
morally bad behavioral tendencies). What is theerapistemic response for
you, an otherwise good person, to take in thisasba? | proposegontrathe
objection, that there is a very strong epistemisector the proposition that
“numbers” — the sheer number of bad people who &irgiven moral-political
judgment attractive versus the number of good peemhould affect how you
judge the overall balance of evidenge favor of or against the truth of the
moral-political judgments you share with those baeople. Indeed, the
following seems to me to be clearly the most epigtally responsible way to
respond to the situation. One should say to onesENidently, there is
somethingabout the [libertarian] moral judgment | favor thilr some reason
or other, attracts very bad people to it. This &sfg— even though | can’t seem
to see it (perhaps my other virtubind me to it) — there is some “bad-
attracting” feature of the judgment(s) in questioa, morally bad properties.
The fact thatl find the judgment attractive too — as a good persomay
suggest that the judgment also Isasnemorally good properties as wellbut
given that a vast majority of other virtuous pedqpleople who, like me, behave
well and treat others in morally good waygnythe truth of my libertarian
judgment, the epistemically responsible thing fa t®m conclude is that even if
the judgment hasomemorally good properties which presumably attraettm
it, it has an evefarger balance of morally bad properties that attract yrtzed
people and repel most other good people.”

Why, exactly, do | think this is the most episteatly reasonable way to
respond? Again, | submit that it standard epistemic practice moral and
political philosophy. Go back, for example, to the cases | discussed earlier:
to the Organ-Donor counterexample to Utilitarianisimd the Lying-to-the-
Murderer-at-the-Door counterexample to Kant’s alnsstl judgment that lying
is always wrong. It is perhap®ssiblefor a good person to truly believe that it
is right to kill an innocent bum to give their orgato five people (after all, it
wouldsave five lives!), or for a good person to truglieve that it is never right
to lie (all indications are that Kant himself wapratty decent chap). Be that as
I may, | do not know of many moral or political fdgophers who think we
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should assign muchpistemic credenct either view on such grounds. It is
standard practice in moral philosophy to simplgcéthose beliefs in argument
and theory construction — even thouggmegood people might have them —
precisely because tivastmajority of good people who consider the casesegr
that the judgments are wrong. Accordingly, the ofipm only holds if
prevailing epistemic standards in moral and pdlitigphilosophy — of
epistemically privileging the premises accepted agt majorities of good
people (i.e. it is wrong to kill innocent peopler ftheir organs) over the
premises found attractive by only a few good peapiethe fringes (i.e. it is
okay to kill innocent people for their organs ifinlp so will maximize
happiness}- are unjustified. Although, again, there may indeed be some who
wish to hold that these standam® unjustified, those who think this should
take it up with the profession, not the presentepalt is surely worthwhile to
investigatewhat prevailing epistemic standards implyhich is all the present
paper aims to do (again, ségpistemological Claim Whether prevailing
epistemic standards in moral and political phildso@re truly justified is a
very broad issue warranting (at least) anotherddikle in its own right. We
cannot settle such issues here.

Objection #7 — A fourth doubt about Epistemologi€daim (The “What-
Really-Matters-Epistemically-is-Wheth@&~Good-Person-Could-Give-Good-
SubstantivdReasons-for-the-Premise,  Not-How-Many-Good-Pe&ijihel-it-
Attractive Objection”) “The ‘Nozick’ vs. ‘Rawls’ thought experiment actal
looks like areductioof the proposed procedure than an argument f@iven
that Nozick’s premisés reasonable, and could be/is accepted by deceptegyeo
finding out that ‘Nozick’ has vices should not make disregard it.At best,
knowing that a given philosopher is not a very g@edson should make us
consider whether the views he or she is endorsmgdcbe defended by
someone whes a good person. An alternative procedure, one whstispect is
already in currency, would therefore be to ask petp give reasons for their
premises. Overall, it looks like the author is @ampéing to legitimize the use of
‘genetic fallacies’ in the context of moral/poldicdebate, a practice that to this
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day still finds no reason to be deemed acceptabbny serious philosophical
inquiry.”

Reply The objection just brings us back to the probteis paper began
with. People disagree over moral and political pses Arguments “bottom
out.” The question we began with is this: when argnts bottom out in such a
way — when two or more good or decent people botd fundamentally
opposing attractive, and no further substantiveiment can be given to break
the deadlock — are there really no further epistegnounds, grounds thatl
parties to the relevant debates can accept asttruagjudicate the debate
favour of one side’s premises over the other? | haveeatdnere that there may
indeed be (contingent upon the resultsEafipirical Bet). First, we all agree
that certain behaviors and dispositions are gelyeright and good — honesty,
conscientiousness, compassion — and other behaamatdispositions (lying,
stealing, and killing) bad and wrong. Second, theaee some reasons to think
that our judgments about moral-political premisas be improved by character
traits that dispose us to behave in good ways,candipted by character traits
that dispose us to behave in bad wagaa(Epistemological Claim). My
argument has been thathese two things are the case Empirical Bet pans
out — we will have strongpistemicaeasons to do more than simply ask people
to give reasons for their premises: we will havestemically justified grounds
for engaging in theempirically informed moral epistemologiis paper
proposes.

V. Conclusion

This paper has defended the following two claims:
= Epistemological ClaimPrevailing epistemological norms in moral and
political philosophy entail that we ought to ains, far as possible, to
epistemically privilege — in argument and theorystouction — moral
premises endorsed by those among us who have tést ‘fnoral
compass”, as defined by reference to personaliharacter, and
behavioral traits commonly recognized, by all Emtio the relevant
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moral-political debates, to be morally good, baght; and wrong.
= Empirical Bet: There are good reasons to believe that empirical

philosophical-psychological reseanctaybe able to provide real (albeit

imperfect) inductive evidence of (a) which indivads among us have

the “best moral compass”, and (b) which moral psasithose people

endorse.
Accordingly, if this paper has been successfullgsbphers and psychologists
have compelling epistemological reasons to engaga vast new research
program: anexperimental ethics- an empirically-informed moral-virtue
epistemology- that aims to utilize empirical research on peadity, character,
and overt behavior to inform our judgments aboet types of premises it is
legitimate to invoke in moral and political philggoy.
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