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Abstract 

The knowledge base of empirical psychology is more expansive than ever before. 

So too is the impulse to integrate this factual knowledge into political theory. But 

how should this psychological turn be undertaken? What would a political 

psychology for political theorists look like? How could psychology credibly tackle 

the questions that political theorists characteristically ask, especially regarding 

the nature and consequences of prescriptive political judgment? In this thesis, I 

explore this issue through the framework of recent debates between political 

moralists—specifically, John Rawls, G. A. Cohen, and Peter Singer—and political 

realists—largely Bernard Williams. Deploying the insights of political realists, I 

argue that moralists cannot quarantine the relevance of psychological facts 

through the ideal of a ‘pure’ normative judgment. To explore what this empirical 

engagement might look like, I contrast these moralist ideals of judgment with 

Jonathan Haidt’s social intuitionism, which proposes a more affectively laden and 

pluralistic model of judgment. I then redeploy the insights of political realism to 

critique social intuitionism, to uncover its weaknesses from the perspective of 

existing political theory. Finally, to stabilize this critique, I lay out the framework 

for a reflexive political psychology, which acknowledges the co-constitutive 

relationship between the discipline of psychology and its subject matter: human 

psychology. This reflexive political psychology offers an agenda by which we can 

investigate the political usefulness of psychological and political theories. 
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 ‘A philosopher—is a human being who constantly experiences, sees, hears, suspects, 

hopes, and dreams extraordinary things; who is struck by his own thoughts as from 

outside, as from above and below, as by his type of experiences and lightning bolts; who is 

perhaps himself a storm pregnant with new lightnings; a fatal human being around whom 

there are constant rumblings and growlings, crevices, and uncanny doings. A 

philosopher—alas, a being that often runs away from itself, often is afraid of itself—but 

too inquisitive not to “come to” again—always back to himself.’1 

 

Introduction 

 

For Nietzsche, it is a high compliment to be called ‘a psychologist’.2 The mark 

of their distinction is their honesty: their dedication to reality and their fortitude in 

accepting its consequences. Thus, Nietzsche describes Zarathustra approvingly as 

‘the first psychologist of the good’, because he ‘conceives reality as it is, being 

strong enough to do so’.3 And, with characteristic immodesty, Nietzsche pays 

himself that compliment too: ‘Who among philosophers was a psychologist at all 

before me, and not rather the opposite, a “higher swindler” and “idealist”? There 

was no psychology at all before me.’4  

So Nietzsche—according to Nietzsche—is the first psychologist; but who are 

the ‘idealists’ and what precisely is their ‘swindle’? The idealists are the 

philosophers—‘the old moralists and preachers of morals’—who fail to see the 

harsh realities that Nietzsche refuses to flinch from.5 The swindle is ‘the good’, 

                                                
1 Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, in Basic Writings of Nietzsche, ed. Walter Kaufmann 
(Toronto: Modern Library, 1992/1886), §292. 
2  For example, Nietzsche pronounces the Danish critic Georg Brandes ‘a psychologist’ for 
championing his work (see ‘The Case of Wagner’, in Ecce Homo, in ibid., §4), and applauds the 
French novelists of his era as ‘inquisitive… subtle psychologists’, Stendahl especially for ‘his 
anticipatory psychologist’s eye’ (ibid., ‘Why I Am So Clever’, §3). 
3 Ibid., ‘Why I Am Destiny’, §5. 
4 Ibid., §6. 
5 He singles out Kant and Spinoza in particular. See Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, §5. 
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the conception of value that grows out of this philosophical tradition and, not 

unrelatedly, out of Christian morality, which prioritizes benevolence and 

beneficence. And it is a swindle because, not only does it impose a covertly 

prejudiced moral system, but it distracts us from the real engines of human 

behaviour: ‘In the great economy of the whole, the terrible aspects of reality (in 

affects, in desires, in the will to power) are to an incalculable degree more 

necessary than that form of petty happiness which people call “goodness”’.6 Our 

traditional conceptions of the good, set forth as ideals about how we ought to act, 

are problematic precisely because they are so narrow and focused, so 

unrepresentative of the myriad motives and ideas that animate social life.  

What would it mean to be ‘a psychologist’ in political theory today? Not a 

psychologist in the standard contemporary sense; that is, a practitioner of one or 

more sanctioned methodological disciplines that purport to measure, observe, 

explain, understand, modify, and/or ameliorate human thinking and behaviour. 

But a psychologist in the looser sense that Nietzsche meant it: an honest 

purveyor of the human condition who is just as aware of the deceitfulness of 

her/his own methodologies as of the moral systems that are given by culture. 

Here the challenge is not only being honest about reality, about the actual causes 

of human action, but being honest about how difficult it is to be realistic, about 

the hurdles and uncertainties that we face in social explanation. This epistemic 

humility is all the more vital as psychological and psychiatric disciplines come to 

dominate our understandings of ourselves, informing the languages and concepts 

by which we make sense of the thoughts and actions of ourselves and others, at 

least in modern Western societies. Not only is our knowledge of human 

psychology growing, but so is the demand for political theorists to grapple with it, 

so much so that political theorists could easily demand too much, neglecting or 

downplaying psychology’s epistemic limitations. Accordingly, there is a perpetual 

need for vigilance in bringing psychological knowledge to bear on political 

                                                
6 Nietzsche, ‘Why I Am Destiny’, in Ecce Homo, §4. 
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judgment, a need to identify what we are being realistic about, and what is the 

purpose and consequences of being realistic in the psychological mode. 

To this end, this thesis lays the foundations for a reflexive political psychology 

(henceforth RPP), a political psychology for political theorists. It starts from 

political theorists’ own engagements with the psychological, their own insights 

into the implications, production, and limitations of psychological knowledge. It 

also focuses on political theory with prescriptive ambitions; that is, political 

theory which seeks to change present states of affairs through the guidance of 

political action. In this, I take RPP to cover different territory to mainstream 

political psychology—or, at least, what dominates the North American output—

which operates largely under the tutelage of political science, a distinctively 

positivist strand of political theory.7 By positivism, I mean those modes of social 

inquiry that harbour a strongly scientific self-image, grounded in empiricism and 

modeled after physics in particular, guided by the aim of formulating 

generalizable laws of social explanation. Among various attributes, positivists hold 

that (1) explanation and confirmation have a universal logic that applies across 

domains, (2) concepts can have clear definitions in terms of necessary and 

sufficient conditions, (3) the possibility of objective knowledge makes 

considerations of social institutions irrelevant, and (4) factual inquiry can and 

should be value-neutral because it is logically separable from personal, ethical, 

political, and social projects.8 

Yet these scientific approaches encompass only one dimension of what 

psychology and political theory does. Another dimension, which also cuts across 

                                                
7 That bias is present, for example, in David O. Sears, Leonie Huddy, and Robert Jervis, eds., 
Oxford Handbook of Political Psychology (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2003). 
8 Martin Hollis, The Philosophy of Social Science: An Introduction, 2nd revised ed. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1994); Gerard Delanty and Piet Strydom, ‘Positivism, Its Dissolution 
and the Emergence of Post-Empiricism’, in Philosophies of Social Science: The Classic and 
Contemporary Readings, ed. Gerard Delanty and Piet Strydom (Maidenhead, UK; Philadelphia, PA: 
Open University Press, 2003), 13–25; Harold Kincaid, ‘Introduction’, in The Oxford Handbook of 
Philosophy of Social Science, ed. Harold Kincaid (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 
3–17. 
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both subject areas, is what we might call hermeneutic or interpretive approaches, 

which focus on language use and meaning-making as subjects for psychological 

and political inquiry.9 It is at the intersection of these approaches—between 

political theory and psychology, between scientific and hermeneutic methods—

that RPP is situated. It is a bridge between disciplines, a route by which political 

theorists can engage with the growing body of factual knowledge being produced 

by various psychologies, yet without doing so passively, without omitting the 

important things that political theory has to say, and has often said, about our 

political psychologies. 

 

*** 

 

The question of how psychology relates to political theory can be usefully seen 

as one strand of a larger question that has gathered momentum over the last 

fifteen or so years: the question of how reality relates to prescriptive political 

judgment. This question has arisen as a reaction to the domination of mainstream 

Anglo-American political theory, from a strain of normative political philosophy 

that draws on the same traditions that prompted Nietzsche to claim the 

psychologist’s mantle. 10  To deploy the relevant terminology—which echoes 

Nietzsche’s own—the debate is between political realism and political moralism, 

                                                
9 A rare collection in this vein, which identifies itself as interpretive rather than scientific, as 
European rather than North American, is Cristian Tileaga, Political Psychology: Critical Perspectives 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013). I am also generally indebted to Maxwell Bennett 
and P. M. S. Hacker, Philosophical Foundations of Neuroscience (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003); and 
Bennett et al., Neuroscience and Philosophy: Brain, Mind, And Language (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2007). 
10 As this passage implies, I treat political philosophy as a subset or subgenre of political theory, 
characterized by its emphasis on normative questions, undertaken by the methods of analytic 
philosophy. Other subgenres of political theory are excluded, or exclude themselves, from the 
label ‘political philosophy’ because the emphasis is on description, explanation, and/or 
interpretation; or because they generate normative and prescriptive claims by means other than, 
or supplementary to, analytic moral philosophy, such as appeals to history, economics, 
environmental science, psychology, and so on. 
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between those who insist upon the primacy of political reality in our interpretive 

and prescriptive inquiries, and those who insist that political questions are, at 

bottom, moral questions, such that we can make judgments about what we ought 

politically to do at some distance from political reality. In other words, it is a 

debate between those who might loosely be aligned with Nietzsche11 and those 

who align with the style of philosophy that he described as a ‘swindle’. Among the 

former, I focus largely on Bernard Williams, although supporting citations come 

from Chantal Mouffe, Raymond Geuss, Bonnie Honig, Mark Philp, Wendy 

Brown, and Isaiah Berlin. As for political moralists, I focus on John Rawls, G. A. 

Cohen, and Peter Singer.12 

In employing the term ‘political moralism’, I follow a seminal discussion by 

Bernard Williams, who used it to refer to theories that ‘represent the priority of 

the moral over the political’, that ultimately treat politics as an exercise in 

‘applied moral philosophy’.13 In a similar vein, Raymond Geuss calls this the 

‘ethics-first approach’ to political questions, the view ‘that one can complete the 

work of ethics first, attaining an ideal theory of how we should act, and then in a 

second step, one can apply that ideal theory to the action of political agents.’14 In 

other words, it is about producing ideally normative judgments in some cool hour, 

away from the complexities and tragedies of politics, then bringing them into 

that latter domain unaffected to orientate and regulate political conduct. 

                                                
11 For realist discussions of Nietzsche, see Bonnie Honig, Political Theory and the Displacement of 
Politics (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1993), chap. 3; Bernard Williams, Truth and 
Truthfulness (Princeton, NJ; Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2002), chap. 1; and Raymond 
Geuss, Outside Ethics (Princeton, NJ; Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2005), chap. 13.. 
12  Other moralists could include Thomas Nagel, The Possibility of Altruism (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1970); Thomas Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other (Cambridge, MA: 
Belknap Press, 2000); David Estlund, Democratic Authority: A Philosophical Framework (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2008); and Derek Parfit, On What Matters, 2 vols. (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2011). 
13 Bernard Williams, In the Beginning Was the Deed: Realism and Moralism in Political Argument, ed. 
Geoffrey Hawthorn, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2005), 3, 77. 
14 Raymond Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2008), 8. 
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Realists worry about two consequences of taking this moralistic route: one 

related to the practice of theory, the other related to the practice of politics. 

First, the ascendance of moralism within the Anglo-American academy over the 

last half-century has led to what Honig calls ‘the displacement of politics in 

political theory’: the apparent eviction from political inquiry of its most pertinent 

subject matter.15 This results in a theoretical lapse, a self-imposed lacuna in 

political understanding that leads to a loss of relevance, a loss that carries 

practical consequences. Hence realism’s second concern: the issue of political 

practice. For instance, Chantal Mouffe argues that European politics are 

increasingly being played out in ‘a moral register’, recast in a moral vocabulary 

that aspires to consensus, that speaks in terms of absolute rights and wrongs, and 

that seeks to deny or override the perpetual disagreement she sees as essential to 

the political. In Mouffe’s view, this moralization of real politics is caused by the 

ascendance of moralist methodologies; it is ‘a consequence of the consensual 

post-adversarial model advocated by all those—arguably well-meaning theorists—

who have contributed to the establishment of the post-political perspective.’16 So, 

on the one hand, the displacement of politics from political theory is blamed for 

the latter’s growing insignificance to real politics and germane action guidance; 

while, on the other hand, when political moralism does succeed in practical 

influence, it is associated to problematic practical outcomes because of its 

misconceptions and extreme abstractions. In short, realists accuse political 

moralists of exercising poor political judgment. 

By exploring the question of psychology through these realist/moralist debates, 

the task of this thesis is immediately made more tractable, because it can 

piggyback on existing arguments about the role of facts in prescriptive political 

thinking. Yet it bears mentioning immediately that any impression of 

                                                
15 Honig, Political Theory and the Displacement of Politics, 2. 
16 Chantal Mouffe, On the Political (London: Routledge, 2005), 72–6. See also Bernard Williams's 
remarks on political opposition in, ‘From Freedom to Liberty: The Construction of a Political 
Value’, in In the Beginning Was the Deed, 85–7. 
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realism/moralism as a clear-cut dichotomy, as two unified and mutually exclusive 

groups, is more distracting than illuminating. It is better to think of each as a 

diverse and discordant family, their members occasionally having little in 

common and often much to disagree over. Furthermore, despite the undeniable 

differences between these two families, there is a substantial measure of 

intermingling and interbreeding, even the occasional common ancestor. This 

notion of a dichotomy comes largely from contemporary realism’s creation of 

itself in opposition to this putative mainstream, such that the ‘we’ of realism is 

defined by the ‘they’ of moralism. Yet this exercise in adversarial self-definition, 

often entrenched by secondary literature, draws battle lines across regions where 

there is more shared ground than commonly supposed (see Chapters One and 

Two). 

Consequently, I have come to consider realism/moralism as two modes of 

conversation that are, to some extent, mutually compatible. As we shall see, this 

reconciliation requires caveats and concessions on both sides, and the specifics of 

these depend on precisely whom we are comparing with whom. But the general 

strategy is to see realism not as an exercise of negation or prohibition, but rather 

as a methodological unfurling, a redescription of what political moralists are doing 

when they do what they do. Crucially, what realists reveal—and what psychology 

can enrich the realist understanding of—is the essential contingency of normative 

judgments, their expression of a situated and embodied subjectivity. Although 

this is in itself not a problem to realists, it is a problem that political moralists do 

not treat their judgments as such, albeit in different ways and to different 

degrees. In this sense, political moralists are, as Nietzsche might say, dishonest, 

even if innocently so: 

 

‘[Philosophers] all act as if they discovered and arrived at their genuine 

convictions through the self-development of a cold, pure, divinely insouciant 

dialectic… while what essentially happens is that they take a conjecture, a whim, 
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an “inspiration” or, more typically, they take some fervent wish that they had 

sifted through and made more properly abstract—and they defend it with 

rationalizations after the fact.’17  

 

As we shall see in Chapter Three, what is striking about this quotation, this 

unfurling of moral philosophy’s methodology, is its affinity to recent moral 

psychology; that is, its implication that moral judgment is fundamentally emotive, 

impulsive, and partisan, and only belatedly reconstituted as an exercise of 

reasoning. This raises the possibility that contemporary psychology has converged 

with Nietzsche’s precocious hypotheses, produced by honesty rather than 

experimental methods.18 

There are two routes by which realists can justify their claim to a more 

perspicacious grip on reality. The first is the turn to further philosophizing; that 

is, the search for alternative philosophical sources, or alternative readings of the 

sources that political moralists already rely upon.19 And the second is the turn to 

empirical reality, most obviously (but not exclusively) through an engagement with 

the human sciences. Geuss makes this explicit when he criticizes the ethics-first 

approach to politics for wrongly assuming that ‘one can study this subject-matter 

without constantly locating it within the rest of human life, and without 

unceasingly reflecting on the relations one’s claims have with history, sociology, 

ethnology, psychology, and economics.’20  

                                                
17 Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, §5. See also ibid., §186. 
18 For a discussion of Nietzsche vis-à-vis recent moral psychology, see Joshua Knobe and Brian 
Leiter, The Case for Nietzschean Moral Psychology, SSRN Scholarly Paper (Rochester, NY: Social 
Science Research Network, April 28, 2006). 
19 This includes an appreciation of realism’s classical tradition through Thucydides, Machiavelli, 
and Hobbes, and a more diverse cluster of engagements that includes Nietzsche, as we’ve seen; 
the critical theorists of the Frankfurt School; French theorists like Michel Foucault, Paul Ricoeur, 
and Jacques Rancière; and assorted others including Ludwig Wittgenstein, Hannah Arendt, and 
Carl Schmitt. 
20 Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics, 7. See also Bernard Williams, ‘Saint-Just’s Illusion’, in Making 
Sense of Humanity and Other Philosophical Papers (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 
142–4; and William A. Galston, ‘On the Rapproachment Between Political Philosophy and 
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In practice, though, realists have only selectively heeded this call, focusing 

mostly on the discipline of history to situate ethical and political principles 

within their relevant cultural, conceptual, and structural contexts.21 Privileging 

this historicist perspective, realists accuse moralists of losing a sense of their own 

contingency, of using normative procedures that are ‘radically ahistorical’ and 

produce judgments that suffer accordingly.22 It is the central argument of this 

thesis that the same could be said of psychological reality, as it is understood 

through scientific, hermeneutic, and philosophical approaches to mind and 

behaviour. Insofar as this demand is already implicit or explicit in the realist 

literature, it also emerges as a point of opposition, whereby political moralism is 

treated not only as ahistorical but apsychological too, founded upon unrealistic 

conceptions of how people think and behave (see Chapter Two). More precisely, 

though, it isn’t that moralists possess no psychology at all, but that they valorize 

very precise, very narrow definitions of reason which, by virtue of their 

specificity, fence off a great deal of normal, even commendable, psychological 

phenomena as unreason. Traditionally, this dualism of reason/unreason has been 

treated in philosophy as roughly equivalent to a reason/passions dualism, the 

paradigm of which comes from Kant’s ideal of pure reason: ‘[T]o be subject to 

emotions and passions is probably always an illness of the mind because both 

emotion and passion exclude the sovereignty of reason.’ 23  These days such 

partitioning is not usually defended so vigorously,24 yet there nevertheless persists 

a tendency among many political moralists to exclude or subordinate from 

                                                                                                                                      
Empirical Enquiry’, in Theory and Inquiry in American Politics, eds. Edward D. Mansfield and 
Richard Sisson (Columbus: Ohio University Press, 2004), 89–92. 
21  For discussion, see Jonathan Floyd and Marc Stears, Political Philosophy versus History?: 
Contextualism and Real Politics in Contemporary Political Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2011). 
22 Bernard Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (London: Fontana Press, 1985), 78. 
23 Immanuel Kant, Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View, ed. Hans H. Rudnick, trans. Victor 
Lyle Dowdell, (Southern Illinois University Press, 1996/1798), 155. 
24 Cf. Bob Brecher, ‘In Defence of Reason’, The Personalist Forum 8, no. 1 (June 2, 2008): 35–40. 
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normative judgment what we might loosely call the affective: the passions, 

emotions, sentiments, desires, moods, pro-attitudes, and feelings. 

 

*** 

 

Helpfully, this appetite for psychological realism emerges at a time when moral 

psychology is going through something of a paradigm shift, advancing hypotheses 

and theories that, at face value, seem to support realists’ suspicions about the 

nature of judgment. One social psychologist, Jonathan Haidt, whose work is the 

focus of Chapter Three, has declared a ‘new synthesis’, a convergence of social 

scientists and philosophers upon a model of moral and political judgment which 

accords a prominent, indeed constitutive, role to emotion and affect.25 The social 

intuitionist model of judgment, developed by Haidt and colleagues over the last 

decade, weaves together empirical insights from social psychology, cultural 

psychology, neuroscience, and evolutionary theory, set within a wider framework 

of naturalism drawn from David Hume, Emile Durkheim, and Charles Darwin. 

Given the popularity of Haidt’s ideas and the comprehensiveness of their 

exposition, his work is demonstrative of what is useful, and not useful, about 

political psychology in its scientific mode. 

But Haidt’s work is only part of a wider psychological turn in political theory, 

which has taken various forms: 

(1) The rise of behavioural economics, which brought the insights of social 

psychology into the wider context of decision theory, especially through the 

heuristics and biases approach to economic, probabilistic, and logical 

judgments.26 This literature focuses on the influence of automatic information 
                                                
25 Jonathan Haidt, ‘The New Synthesis in Moral Psychology’, Science 316 (2007): 998–1002. 
26 Daniel Kahneman, Amon Tversky, and Paul Slovic, eds., Judgment Under Uncertainty: Heuristics 
and Biases (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1982); Thomas Gilovich, Dale Griffin, and 
Daniel Kahneman, eds., Heuristics and Biases: The Psychology of Intuitive Judgment (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002); and Paul Slovic, The Feeling of Risk: New Perspectives on Risk 
Perception (London: Earthscan, 2010). 
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processing on human judgment, demonstrating how normal human agents 

systematically and predictably fail to make optimal rational choices, either 

intrinsically or because of the influence of a non-relevant extraneous factor. 

(2) The various theorists in political theory and philosophy who have drawn on 

evolutionary theory and empirical psychological research to augment and 

reinforce a science of politics 27  and to augment naturalistic philosophical 

accounts of morality.28 Indeed, this naturalistic turn has proven fruitful enough 

that some philosophers have taken to conducting experiments through the 

programme of experimental philosophy, which seeks to corroborate or falsify 

existing philosophical hypotheses, and to test armchair intuitions in the lab or the 

field.29 

(3) The political theorists and philosophers who want to bring emotions back 

into political analysis, to counter the domination of dispassionate conceptions of 

                                                
27 For an inconclusive list, see Roger D. Masters, The Nature of Politics (New Haven, CT; London: 
Yale University Press, 1989); George E. Marcus, W. Russell Neuman, and Michael MacKuen, 
Affective Intelligence and Political Judgment (Chicago, IL; London: University of Chicago Press, 
2000); John R. Alford and John R. Hibbing, ‘The Origin of Politics: An Evolutionary Theory of 
Political Behavior’, Perspectives on Politics 2, no. 4 (2004): 707–23; D. R. Redlawsk, ed., Feeling 
Politics: Emotion in Political Information Processing (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006); W. 
Russell Neuman et al., eds., The Affect Effect: Dynamics of Emotion in Political Thinking and Behavior 
(Chicago, IL; London: University of Chicago Press, 2007); Michael Bang Petersen and Leif E. O. 
Kennair, ‘Evolutionary Political Science: Integrating Evolutionary Psychology and the Social 
Sciences’, in Human Characteristics, eds. Henrik Høgh-Olesen, Jan Tønnesvang, and Preben 
Bertelsen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 214–51; and John Jost, Social and 
Psychological Bases of Ideology and System Justification (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 
2009). 
28 Catherine Wilson, Moral Animals: Ideals and Constraints in Moral Theory, (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004); Shaun Nichols, Sentimental Rules: On the Natural Foundations of Moral 
Judgment (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2007); Walter Sinnott-Armstrong, ed., 
Moral Psychology, 3 vols. (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2007); Richard Joyce, The Evolution of 
Morality, (Cambridge, MIT Press, 2007); Neil Levy, Neuroethics: Challenges for the 21st Century 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007); Jesse Prinz, The Emotional Construction of Morals 
(Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2008); John Doris and The Moral Psychology 
Research Group, eds., The Moral Psychology Handbook (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010); and 
Philip Kitcher, The Ethical Project (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011). 
29 I draw on these materials throughout this thesis, but, for something of a manifesto, see Joshua 
Knobe and Shaun Nichols, Experimental Philosophy (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 
2008). 
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reason and rationality by drawing on alternative traditions in historical and 

contemporary philosophy.30 These authors tend to vindicate the passions, to deny 

as undeserved their reputation of being dumb or disruptive, and to redeem them 

as an element of good judgment, as commendable and necessary in certain 

circumstances. 

(4) The so-called ‘turn to affect’ in cultural theory, which, in its most radical 

manifestations, involves a highly stylized treatment that runs through Spinoza, 

Bergson, and Deleuze, where the affective is conceived very narrowly as a pre- or 

sub-conscious bodily intensity.31 This new affect theory is an explicit reaction 

against the domination of cultural theory by discursive and textual analysis, an 

attempt to reintroduce into the frame of social analysis an ineffable element of 

dynamic, pre-linguistic indeterminacy.  

In these ways and more, there are already substantial bridges being built 

between psychology and political theory, though not always unproblematically. 

We shall see in later chapters the problems of importing scientific models and 

ideas into social understanding, whereby the mechanistic, physicalistic 

explanations of positivist psychology can submerge the role of other decisive 

                                                
30 Neta Crawford, “The Passion of World Politics: Propositions on Emotion and Emotional 
Relationships,” International Security 24, no. 4 (Spring 2000): 116–56; Jeff Goodwin, James M. 
Jasper, and Francesca Polletta, Passionate Politics: Emotions and Social Movements, (Chicago: 
University Of Chicago Press, 2001); George E. Marcus, The Sentimental Citizen: Emotion in 
Democratic Politics (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2002); Michael 
Walzer, Politics and Passion: Toward a More Egalitarian Liberalism (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 2006); Rebecca Kingston and Leonard Ferry, Bringing the Passions Back In: The Emotions in 
Political Philosophy (Vancouver, BC: University of British Columbia Press, 2008); Sharon Krause, 
Civil Passions: Moral Sentiment and Democratic Deliberation (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 2008); and Martha C. Nussbaum, Political Emotions: Why Love Matters for Justice (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2013). 
31 Brian Massumi, ‘The Autonomy of Affect’, Cultural Critique, no. 31 (October 1, 1995): 83–109; 
William E. Connolly, Neuropolitics: Thinking, Culture, Speed (Minneapolis, MN; London: University 
of Minnesota Press, 2002); Nigel Thrift, ‘Intensities of Feeling: Towards a Spatial Politics of 
Affect’, Geografiska Annaler: Series B, Human Geography 86, no. 1 (May 5, 2004): 57–78; Jean Halley, 
The Affective Turn: Theorizing the Social, (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007); and Melissa 
Gregg and Gregory J. Seigworth, eds., The Affect Theory Reader (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2010). 
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elements, most notably an agent’s reasons. These worries are familiar to political 

realists, given their commitments to critical theory and hermeneutical 

explanation, which have a long history of being deployed against scientistic 

psychological models, such as behaviourism and cognitive science.32 Yet there is 

cause for warning in the fact that new affect theory, which shares realism’s critical 

theory commitments, has itself come under critique for misappropriating 

psychology, for advancing a highly selective and philosophically controversial 

adaptation of scientific findings.33 Thus, the question of how to engage with 

psychological knowledge, once we know we cannot quarantine it, is a question 

that realists are not immune to. But at least for realists this question is out in the 

open, not occluded by the pursuit of purely normative judgment. 

 

*** 

 

Given the complexity of the politics/psychology interface, I focus on political 

judgment as the primary site for analysis. Judgment is a psychological event that 

occupies both political moralists and realists, although in very different ways, 

because although the former focus on highly rarefied normative judgments, the 

latter claim that there is more, and ought to be more, to political judgment than 

this.  

How political judgment is variously defined and understood will develop in later 

chapters, but to get started I draw on a discussion by Raymond Geuss. He notes 

that the meaning of judgment is ambiguous, specifying four usages: (1) ‘an act of 

judging made either by a person or a group about what courses of collective 

                                                
32  On these issues, I am generally indebted to Charles Taylor, Philosophical Papers, 2 vols. 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985). 
33  Clive Barnett, ‘Political Affects in Public Space: Normative Blind‐spots in Non‐
Representational Ontologies’, Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers 33, no. 2 (April 1, 
2008): 186–200; Constantina Papoulias and Felicity Callard, ‘Biology’s Gift: Interrogating the 
Turn to Affect’, Body & Society 16, no. 1 (March 1, 2010): 29–56; and Ruth Leys, ‘The Turn to 
Affect: A Critique’, Critical Inquiry 37, no. 3 (Spring 2011): 434–72. 
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action are desirable’; (2) ‘a linguistic entity expressing an act of judging’; (3) ‘the 

general capacity to make judgments’; and (4) ‘the ability to make good 

judgments’.34 This can be summarized as judgment as (1) thought practice, (2) 

speech act, (3) psychological faculty, and (4) evaluation or appraisal. These need 

not be treated as competing definitions, but rather as facets of judgment, as 

distinctive elements that co-exist in various combinations in a single, complex 

episode of judgment. For example, Geuss is at pains to demonstrate that (1) is 

isolable from (2); that is, an agent can make a ‘very rudimentary action-guiding 

judgment… without being consciously guided by a particular linguistically 

formulated proposition.’35 Similarly, the term ‘judgment’ can refer to an episode 

that accords with (1), (2), and (3) while withholding or inverting (4) because one 

does not deem it a good judgment. This is, roughly, what realists accuse moralists 

of: that the judgments they undertake through their normative procedures are 

unworthy of positive appraisal as political judgments. More specifically, Geuss 

conceives of the moralist judgment as ‘an opinion (or belief), that is, the 

affirmation or negation in thought of some proposition’ whose content ‘is always 

expressed in language’; yet contrasts this atomistic conception with the more 

holistic view that political judgments ‘always stand as parts of larger sets of beliefs 

and judgments, and… [are] always embedded in a context of action.’36 

Due to this multi-faceted nature, judgment is amenable to various modes of 

description, explanation, and understanding. In this sense, RPP—as an 

intersection of scientific and hermeneutic methods, as a pluralist approach to the 

complexities of judgment and other psychological elements—is appropriate to 

the nature of its subject matter.37 The scientific methods of empirical psychology 

                                                
34 Emphasis preserved. Raymond Geuss, ‘Political Judgment in Its Historical Context’, in Politics 
and the Imagination (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2010), 5 fn. 4. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid., 4, 5. For a survey of judgment within those political contexts, see Dennis F. Thompson, 
Political Ethics and Public Office (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1987). 
37 For a defence of methodological pluralism, see James Bohman, New Philosophy of Social Science: 
Problems of Indeterminacy (Cambridge; Oxford: Polity Press, 1991). 
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can generate data and observations about the acts and behaviours associated with 

judgment, including acts of speech, and measure the physiological changes that 

correlate with judgment as a faculty, as a capacity with cognitive, affective, even 

neurobiological foundations. Yet to make sense of speech acts and other 

practices, to grasp and understand the reasons within, we must also draw on 

hermeneutic, interpretive methods.38 This is also true for evaluative analyses of 

judgment, not only for making sense of another person’s appraisals about what 

courses of action are desirable, but for making sense of one’s own appraisals about 

another person’s judgment. It is true that these modes of understanding have 

their limits and problems, as we shall see throughout this thesis, but I hope to 

avoid a conclusion of hopelessness by working towards a reflexive political 

psychology, a mode of inquiry that inhabits, rather than overrides, those 

difficulties. 

What makes the political judgment a viable topic, despite its intricate and 

ephemeral nature, is what Michael Freeden calls ‘the quest for finality’ in politics; 

that is, the goal of political thinking and discourse for ‘attaining ends, reaching 

conclusions, closing disputes, removing items from the agenda, overcoming 

uncertainties, or solving disagreements’.39 Accordingly, judgments are moments of 

relative stability in the fluidity of political thinking, a somewhat singular output 

that we can subject to analysis. Yet this drive to decontest, to control and hold 

steady the contingency and variability of political meaning, is also an impossible 

task, because of the essentially contestable nature of political concepts.40 That is, it 

is simply in the nature of concepts such as democracy, liberty, equality, and so on 

that they are perpetually revised and reshaped through their usage and their 
                                                
38 For an attempt to reconcile these approaches in a theory of political judgment, see Leslie Paul 
Thiele, The Heart of Judgment: Practical Wisdom, Neuroscience, and Narrative (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2006). 
39 Michael Freeden, The Political Theory of Political Thinking: The Anatomy of a Practice (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2013), 22. 
40 W. B. Gallie, ‘Essentially Contested Concepts’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 56 (1956): 
167–98; and Michael Freeden, Ideologies and Political Theory: A Conceptual Approach (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1998), Part I. 



Facets of Judgment  Introduction 
 

   16 

position within larger ideological frameworks. Thus, political thinking is founded 

on a tension between ‘disintegration and amalgamation’, such that 

‘decontestation is both a chimera and a semantic necessity. It is chimerical 

because… it imposes a fabricated certainty on inevitable ambiguity, 

indeterminacy, and vagueness. It is necessary because the human mind, in its 

political as well as other modes, is highly uncomfortable with indeterminacy and 

incapable of reflective action if it cannot engineer temporary, yet continual, 

escapes from uncertainty’.41 So, although the political judgment brings finality to 

uncertainty, it need not bring certainty itself, because the purpose and skill of 

judgment is to bring practical conclusiveness to what cannot be measured or 

predicted. 

Various families of judgment play a part in this thesis (still others do not), 

distinguished by what they are directed at. The family of judgment that Freeden 

identifies at the endpoint of politics’ finality drive is ‘the decision’ or practical 

judgment: the choice between two or more courses of action. Another is the 

normative judgment: an assessment of the grounds for moral or political action, as 

well as the norms and/or principles that support those grounds. Still another is the 

value judgment, where we evaluate a thing or state of affairs, bestowing upon it 

ethical, aesthetic, epistemological, or economic value. Lastly, there are judgments 

of reality, judgments about the nature of a thing or state of affairs, expressed in 

the mode of description, observation, explanation, prediction, understanding, and 

so on. Political judgment could involve any combination of these—the practical, 

normative, evaluative, and reality-oriented—and other elements: it depends on 

the theorist. But one generalization we can make is that political moralists tend 

to prioritize normative judgments, 42  treating practical and reality-oriented 
                                                
41 Freeden, The Political Theory of Political Thinking, 23. 
42 There is one objection that what I call a normative judgment is not a judgment, because, as 
Kant argued, judgments are about particulars, whereas the apprehension of normative truths is 
achieved purely by reason, without reference to judgment. For discussion, see Hannah Arendt, 
‘Some Questions of Moral Philosophy’, in Responsibility and Judgment, Jerome Kohn, ed. (New 
York: Schocken Books, 2003/1965-6), especially 137–46. 
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judgments as morally and methodologically secondary, whereas realists work in 

the opposite direction.43  

So what is this reality that realists emphasize—or, rather, how do we attend to it 

through judgment? The modern exemplar for this orientation to reality is, of 

course, scientific judgment. It also happens to be, whether genuinely scientific or 

not, the exemplar for declarations of finality: ‘That’s a fact!’ Yet Isaiah Berlin is 

typical among political realists for carrying major caveats about the 

appropriateness of the scientific model for judgments about political reality. 

Although Berlin did not deny the power of the scientific method where 

appropriate, he worried that its focus on the general and systematic was misplaced 

in politics, arguing that ‘what matters is to understand a particular situation in its 

full uniqueness, the particular [persons] and events and dangers, the particular 

hopes and fears which are actively at work in a particular place at a particular 

time’.44 Thus, Berlin’s notion of good political judgment was more impressionistic 

and expansive, an exercise that ‘requires scrupulous observation, accurate 

knowledge of facts, but is more than this: it is a form of understanding… 

[involving] habits of thought and emotion, ways of looking at, reacting to, talking 

about experiences which lie too close to us to be discriminated and classified’.45 

Accordingly, he rejected the scientism of political rationalism—and, as well, its 

opposite, the lionization of religion and tradition by political conservatives—by 

concluding that: ‘There is no substitute for a sense of reality.’46  

It is not the purpose of this thesis to recommend a comprehensive theory of 

what political judgment should be, but to focus on one dimension of realistic 

                                                
43  Both realists and moralists deploy value judgments pervasively, as is appropriate for any 
prescriptive or critical exercise, so no simple distinction can be drawn there. 
44 Isaiah Berlin, ‘Political Judgement’, in The Sense of Reality: Studies in Ideas and their History, ed. H. 
Hardy (London: Pimlico, 1996/1957), 44–5. 
45 Berlin, ‘The Sense of Reality’, in The Sense of Reality (1996/1953), 22. See also Peter J. Steinberger, 
The Concept of Political Judgment (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1993), especially chap. 5; 
and Perri 6, Explaining Political Judgment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), especially 
chap. 1. 
46 Ibid. 35. 
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political judgment, the dimension of psychological reality, and ask what psychological 

knowledge—if any—we should incorporate as relevant content for political 

judgment, and what style such an engagement should take. In defining ‘reality’, I 

shall simply follow Berger and Luckmann by treating it as ‘a quality appertaining 

to phenomena that we recognize as having a being independent of our own 

volition (we cannot “wish them away”)’. 47  As we shall see, this attribution 

becomes very complicated when we bear upon the reality of psychology. Yet even 

Berlin was not romantically opposed to a psychology of political judgment, nor 

even one in a scientific style, remarking that ‘whatever can be isolated, looked at, 

inspected, should be.’ 48  It was the imperialism of scientific explanation he 

objected to—and in this he is not alone. Nietzsche, also not opposed to science 

outright, nevertheless railed against its overreaching: ‘a “scientific” interpretation 

of the world, as you understand it, might be one of the stupidest of all possible 

interpretations of the world… an essentially mechanistic world would be an 

essentially meaningless world’.49 It is precisely to address concerns like this—

which are endorsed by other political realists—that we must find room in 

political psychology for hermeneutic methods at least. This is where the reflexivity 

of RPP is essential, because it can accommodate these discordant claims upon 

reality without needing to deny their limitations—on one hand, those positivist 

psychologies that replicate the methods of natural science and, on the other 

hand, those critical psychologies that emphasize the mutability of psychology’s 

subject matter, the fallibility of its hypotheses, the non-foundational and 

irrepressibly interpretive element of knowledge, and the productive capacity of 

psychology itself to shape people’s subjectivities by informing their understanding 

                                                
47 Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the Sociology 
of Knowledge (London: Penguin, 1966), 13. 
48 Berlin, ‘Political Judgment’, 48. 
49 Emphasis preserved. The citation (Gay Science, §373) and the wider point come from John 
Richardson, ‘Nietzsche’s Psychology’, in Nietzsche’s Wissenschaftsphilosophie: Hintergründe, Wirkungen 
und Aktualität, eds. Helmut Heit, Günter Abel, and Marco Brusotti (Berlin; Boston: Walter de 
Gruyter, 2011), 313–4. 
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of themselves and others (see Chapter Four). If such knowledge is useful, as I 

shall argue it is, then it not only helps us to understand political judgment, it 

becomes a part of good judgment itself. 

This raises one final issue, the fact/value dichotomy, a long-standing fixture in 

analytical philosophy which, if it were a valid dichotomy, would prohibit many of 

the arguments contained in this thesis. For example, if good political judgment 

determines what we ought to do by first training itself upon the way things are, 

then it could be accused of deducing an ‘ought’ from an ‘is’. This putative fallacy 

is commonly, though falsely, attributed to David Hume, who raised an alarm 

about arguments that move from descriptive to normative claims, where ‘instead 

of the usual copulations of propositions, is, and is not, I meet with no proposition 

that is not connected with an ought, or an ought not.’50 Over the years, this 

observation grew into a prohibition: ‘Hume’s Law (“No ‘ought’ from an ‘is’”)’.51 If 

this were true, then the fact/value dichotomy would present a major obstacle to 

political realism’s prescriptive projects, its issuance of edicts about how politics 

ought to be conducted by drawing upon analyses of political reality. However, the 

working assumption of this thesis is that these distinctions are less stable, less 

rigid, and altogether less dichotomous than traditionally expounded. I draw this 

conclusion from various sources: 

(1) Some contemporary philosophers argue that these dichotomies rest upon 

misunderstandings of what earlier philosophers wrote.52 For example, Alasdair 

MacIntyre denies that Hume sought to prohibit the derivation of ought-

statements from is-statements. He observes that Hume’s genealogy of the virtue 

of justice derives an ‘ought’ from an ‘is’ by appeal to the facts of life under just 
                                                
50 David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, eds. L. A. Selby-Bigge and P. H. Nidditch, 2nd ed. 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978/1738), 302. 
51 R. M. Hare, Moral Thinking (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981), 16. 
52 For arguments of this kind, see W. H. Hudson, ed., The Is/Ought Question (London: MacMillan 
and Co., 1969); Oliver Curry, ‘Who’s Afraid of the Naturalistic Fallacy?’, Evolutionary Psychology 4 
(2006): 234–47; Richard Joyce, The Evolution of Morality, (The MIT Press, 2007), chap. 5; and 
Kwame Anthony Appiah, Experiments in Ethics (Cambridge, Mass; London: Harvard University 
Press, 2008), 21–8. 
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rules.53 In MacIntyre’s view, Hume, by alerting our attention to the shift from 

descriptive to normative language, was making an altogether different point 

about the nature of moral and practical judgment, reminding us that ‘we can 

connect the facts of the situation with what we ought to do only by means of one 

of those concepts which Hume treats under the heading of the passions.’54 So, 

Hume’s point was that moral and practical judgment necessarily involves our 

affects, and that swift transitions from ‘is’ to ‘ought’ elide that fact, giving the 

appearance of a judgment based on reason alone. Furthermore, this ‘appearance’ 

of pure reason can be unfurled by the revealing of affective influences, including 

through the declaration of one’s implicit value commitments.55 In this, Hume 

stands as an important precedent for many of the arguments set forth in this 

thesis. 

(2) In philosophy of language, expressivist theories of language derived from J. L. 

Austin and Ludwig Wittgenstein (among others) treat language as a practice 

guided by convention, exposing the extent to which our speech acts are 

themselves the product of normative rules. On this conception, language is 

‘homogenous or “seamless”’, 56 in the sense that both descriptive and evaluative 

                                                
53 More precisely, ‘the justification of the rules of justice lies in the fact that their observance is to 
everyone’s long-term interest’. See Alisdair C. MacIntyre, ‘Hume on “Is” and “Ought”’, in The 
Is/Ought Question, ed. W. H. Hudson (London: MacMillan and Co., 1969), 40. For further 
discussion of Hume’s genealogy of justice, see Chapter Two, §4. 
54 Emphasis added. Ibid., 48. 
55 Some authors refute the is/ought dichotomy by providing is-to-ought arguments that appear to 
have intrinsic normative force, such as: ‘Sheila is the mother of a 4-year-old boy, so Sheila ought to 
keep her guns out of his reach.’ These authors note that this argument ‘is instantly understood 
(and probably endorsed)’ by any normal person. But this is not because, as they claim, this is-to-
ought statement simply ‘works’. It is because all normal people (1) share a desire not to see harm 
inflicted upon children or (2) endorse the norm that parents have special obligations to protect 
their children. Yet once we’ve linguistically articulated these implicit value commitments (1) and 
(2), they could serve as a premise to complete a practical syllogism, one that deduces an obligation 
from the facts of Sheila’s situation. So, it is not that Hume denies that an ‘ought’ can follow an ‘is’; 
rather, he is exhorting us to be transparent about the values involved and, further, the sentiments 
driving those values. The citations come from Jonathan Haidt and Fredrik Björklund, ‘Social 
Intuitionists Answer Six Questions about Moral Psychology’, in Moral Psychology, vol. 2, 186. 
56 Sabina Lovibond, Realism and Imagination in Ethics (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1983), 25–6. 
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statements are instances of assertoric speech. Thus, the fact/value distinction is 

grounded in rules of linguistic usage, not an ontological distinction of fact and 

value as separate natural kinds (for further discussion, see Chapter Two, §2.1).  

(3) In moral philosophy, a much discussed counter-example to the fact/value 

dichotomy is thick ethical concepts; that is, terms of virtue like ‘brave’, ‘wise’, and 

‘compassionate’ which possess both a descriptive and evaluative component, and 

cannot be reduced to one or the other.57 In other words, judgments of this kind, 

when successful, abide by the grammatical rules of both fact and value. 

(4) In the philosophy and sociology of science, the decline of positivism has 

ushered in an era where the role of values in science is more openly recognized. It 

is now widely held that values play a role in the choice of theory; in guiding actual 

practice in the laboratory, the field, and the funding agency; and in identifying 

the value of science itself, as a practice that pursues certain ends, such as truth or 

the betterment of humanity.58 Accordingly, conceptions of science as a ‘pure’, 

value-free enterprise are regarded by many as outdated,59 a challenge that can be 

transferred to any conception of ‘pure moral philosophy’ as a fact-free enterprise.  

Hilary Putnam implicates these theoretical developments in ‘the collapse of the 

fact/value dichotomy’, revealing in its place ‘the entanglement of fact and value’.60 

This is more amenable to political realists who are unimpressed by political 

                                                
57 Philippa Foot, Virtues and Vices (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1978), chap. 7; G. E. M Anscombe, 
Collected Philosophical Papers, vol. 3 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1981), 32–33; and Bernard Williams, 
Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, 129–30, 140–5. 
58 Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 3rd ed. (Chicago; London: University of 
Chicago Press, 1996/1962); Robert K. Merton, The Sociology of Science: Theoretical and Empirical 
Investigations (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1973); and David L. Hull, Science as a 
Process: An Evolutionary Account of the Social and Conceptual Development of Science (Chicago; London: 
University of Chicago Press, 1988). 
59 I say more on this in Chapter Four, §3.1.4, but see Silvio O. Funtowicz and Jerome R. Ravetz, 
‘Science for the Post-Normal Age’, Futures 25, no. 7 (September 1993): 739–55; Roger A. Pielke Jr., 
The Honest Broker: Making Sense of Science in Policy and Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2007); and Heather Douglas, Science, Policy, and the Value-Free Ideal (Pittsburgh, PA: 
University of Pittsburgh Press, 2009). 
60 Hilary Putnam, The Collapse of the Fact/Value Dichotomy and Other Essays (Cambridge, MA; 
London: Harvard University Press, 2002), chap. 2. 
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moralists’ reliance on dichotomies of this kind. Geuss, for instance, writes that 

one of the purposes of his Philosophy and Real Politics is ‘to cast as much doubt as I 

can on the universal usefulness of making these distinctions’.61 He proceeds under 

the presumption that political theory is improved ‘if one relaxes the 

straightjacket [sic] and simply ignores this purported [is/ought] distinction.’62 

Williams, by contrast, is less omissive, striving instead for a more careful, 

sophisticated analysis by challenging strongly dichotomous understandings of 

these distinctions.63 Throughout this thesis, I shall follow these leads, drawing 

distinctions between facts and values not to imply a clear ontological separation, 

but to shed light on their entanglement and perspectival nature, to signal the 

ways in which they are infused and overlapped. This is another reason for the 

need for a reflexive political psychology, a mode of understanding that can tolerate 

the dissolution of these dichotomies, that does not ground its inquiry in an 

essence of fact or value. 

 

*** 

 

Let me offer a brief map of this thesis in terms of how I organize the discussion. 

In Chapter One, I use the idea of psychology to trouble political moralism, to 

trouble the way it idealizes and quarantines psychological reality. In this I treat 

psychology as indeterminately as possible, as little more than a subject area and a 

commitment to a naturalistic ontology, and rely mostly on the claims of moralists 

themselves to reveal the contingencies of normative judgment. In Chapter Two, I 

bring political realism into focus, highlighting its critique of political moralism as a 

source of judgments that recklessly deny their own contingency, grounded not in 
                                                
61 Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics, 16. 
62 Ibid., 17. 
63 Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, chap. 7 and 8; Williams, ‘Evolution, Ethics, and the 
Representation Problem’, in Making Sense of Humanity, 100–2; and Williams, ‘Political Philosophy 
and the Analytical Tradition’, in Philosophy as a Humanistic Discipline (Princeton, NJ; Oxford: 
Princeton University Press, 2006), 157–9. See also see Chapter Two, §3.1. 
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reality but fiction. Yet I also point to a possible reconciliation through the 

framework of moral fictionalism, by unearthing an acknowledgement among 

realists that moralist patterns of judgment are real features of political thinking 

with real political effects. In Chapter Three, I inject some determinacy into the 

idea of psychology by examining Jonathan Haidt’s social intuitionist model of moral 

and political judgment, to explore one possible outcome of political realism’s 

engagement with psychology. In setting out this discussion, however, I take 

seriously the resources and insights of political theory, especially realism’s 

commitments to hermeneutic and critical theory, because these reveal politically 

contentious elements of Haidt’s theory, including its importation of unreformed 

ethical elements from the tradition of moral philosophy. Lastly, in Chapter Four, 

I extract from the preceding discussion the elements of RPP, a reflexive political 

psychology, a pluralist agenda by which political theory might take seriously its 

psychological elements and psychology might take seriously its political elements, 

yet with an emphasis on political action to constrain the practically debilitating 

properties of critique. 

This agenda for RPP is not only a means to better understanding political 

judgment, but also an accompaniment to judgment itself. In other words, if it is a 

property of good political judgment that it attends to political reality, then the 

judgments of oneself and others are an important constitutive feature of that 

reality. So, firstly, RPP recognizes that because we cannot quarantine the issue of 

psychological contingency, it is better to be transparent about this and its 

theoretical implications and practical consequences. Accordingly, RPP sets out 

how researchers might do better to investigate questions important to political 

theorists, especially by investigating the real effects of political theories and ideals 

on people who acquire them. Secondly, RPP is also transparent about the 

contingencies of psychological knowledge, about its inevitably speculative and 

situated nature, and its inescapably political elements too, including the capacity 

of psychological knowledge to modify the subjectivities of those who possess it. 
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Accordingly, RPP says something about how political theorists might grapple 

with the enormous quantity of empirical research being published; that is, how to 

identify its relevance—or indeed its irrelevance—to prescriptive political projects, 

and also to identify the political prejudices and partialities that are embedded in 

psychological research and might unnecessarily bias its interpretations and 

implications. Thus, RPP is potentially an aid to political judgment, because not 

only does it help us to discover what is useful about psychology, it also helps us to 

discover what is useful about our judgments, to gauge the effects of deploying 

certain political and psychological concepts in making sense of our political lives. 

By adopting this reflexive perspective, we might inhabit what Nietzsche would 

have praised as an honest view, a psychologist’s view, of politics.	
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Chapter One: Utopias of the Mind: An Unfurling of 

Moralist Judgments 

 

§1. Overview 

 

The purposes of this chapter are twofold: first, to give an account of normative 

judgment in political moralist thinking and, second, to defuse a preemptive 

objection to the focus on psychology in this thesis. What I will call the absolutist 

objection to psychology might run like this:  

 

Why should I—a political philosopher—care about anything psychologists say? There is a 

clear distinction between the descriptive and the normative, between fact and value, 

between ‘is’ and ‘ought’, and only political philosophy is in the game of telling us what our 

political values ought to be. Sciences like psychology provide us only with the facts, and if we 

allow our normative judgments to be sensitive to these facts, then we will produce theories 

that do not determine our true moral obligations, that become crippled or watered down by 

the concessions they make to empirical reality. 

 

Some political moralists hold something like this view. Political realists tend to 

treat this as the view of political moralists tout court, and for this they accuse 

political moralists of being too simplistic, too stringent, too jejune, and, above all, 

too unrealistic. While I am sympathetic to this diagnosis where appropriate—and 

it is certainly appropriate for the absolutist objection sketched above—political 

moralists do not engage with the psychological so simplistically. So here I let 

them speak for themselves, in three case studies, before turning to the more 

comprehensive critique of political realism. 
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The philosophers I review here—John Rawls, G. A. Cohen, and Peter Singer—

all acknowledge some relevance of psychology to their political projects. I argue 

that further relevance is latent or implicit in their projects and can be teased out 

by redescription, by revealing the entanglement of fact and value that is otherwise 

obscured by the dichotomy inserted between them. But I do this, as far as I can, 

by immanent criticism, by drawing on these philosophers’ own strategic 

engagements with psychology. Thus, it is not the intention of this chapter to 

refute, reject, or devalue these normative projects, only to show that 

psychological knowledge cannot be cleanly shut out of political philosophy. By 

highlighting its infiltrations, it is possible to reconceptualize the judgments these 

political philosophers employ in their normative thinking, and thereby redescribe 

what they are doing when they do what they do.  

My first case study is John Rawls (§2). He explicitly leaves his normative 

procedures open to a measure of empirical contestation, because he uses moral 

psychology as a framework for ensuring that the ideal theories they produce are 

within the realms of political feasibility. Next (§3) I review G. A. Cohen’s critique 

of Rawls for being overly fact-sensitive, for compromising the demands of 

morality by aiming for realistic utopias. Cohen argues for a purer kind of 

normative inquiry, but I will argue that his argument is incomplete, because 

Cohen only considers the influence of psychological facts in a third-personal 

sense, as facts that constitute the behaviour and thinking of other people, and not 

in a first-personal sense, as constitutive features of ourselves as normative 

thinkers. Finally (§4) I review Peter Singer’s engagement with recent empirical 

psychology, which he deploys to debunk moral values and principles that do not 

accord with utilitarianism. Yet this selective debunking is difficult to contain, 

raising the possibility that all moral principles are the upshots of psychological 

causes through the constitutive facts of judgment, a possibility that sets the scene 

for the discussion of political realists in Chapter Two, for whom ethical 

convictions are necessarily products of historical and psychological context. 
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§2. John Rawls and the Place of Psychology 

 

§2.1. Ideal and Nonideal Theory 

 

I begin with a straightforward summary of ideal and nonideal theory in the work 

of John Rawls, because this crystallized the standard methodological framework 

for mainstream Anglo-American political philosophy in decades since.  

In A Theory of Justice, John Rawls uses the normative procedure of the Original 

Position to induce judgments by idealized agents about a set of ideal principles 

and institutional arrangements which constitute an ideal theory.1 These agents 

make their judgments from behind a veil of ignorance; that is, with no knowledge 

of their position in the society they are asked to design. For example, they do not 

know their age or socio-economic status, natural attributes and talents, 

conception of the good, the unique features of their personality or society, and so 

on. Accordingly, even though these agents are presumed to be self-interested, 

Rawls predicts that their judgments will be impartial, that they will endorse a 

society that seeks the best for the worst off because, ultimately, they themselves 

might occupy such a position. Essentially, the Original Position is an exercise for 

constructing a utopia, where the construction is outsourced to fictional others: to 

ideal agents in a hypothetical situation.  

As well as the veil of ignorance, judgments within the Original Position are 

shaped by two further assumptions: favourable conditions and full compliance.2 The 

first is the assumption that social, historical, and economic conditions are 

favorable for the realization of a theory’s ideals. Accordingly, normative judgment 

excludes real world facts that would impede the transition to ideal political 

                                                
1 John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971), 11–22. 
2 Ibid., 245. See also Rawls, The Law of Peoples (Cambridge, MA; London: Harvard University Press, 
1999), 90. 
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structures, such as institutional limitations, fiscal constraints, availability of 

resources, adverse social norms, and so on. The second assumption—full 

compliance—is that agents will defer completely to the normative content of 

ideal theory; that is, people will always do what is required of them by the 

standards of morality or rationality. This assumes a strong commitment to 

universal moral principle and/or a high degree of uniformity in beliefs, values, 

desires, and intellectual capacities, devoid of the psychological and conceptual 

variation that could cause non- or partial compliance.  

The reason for bracketing off these realities from normative judgment is to 

avoid a self-imposed conservatism, to avoid needlessly restricting the aspirations 

of prescriptive political theory in order to better fit with reality. As Rawls puts it, 

‘the limits of the possible are not given by the actual’.3 In this, Rawls echoes the 

idealism of Kant, who argues that anyone who constructs moral projects by 

reference to reality is mistaken if they believe that they ‘can see farther and more 

clearly with [their] dim moles’ eyes fixed on experience than with the eyes 

belonging to a being that was made to stand erect and look at the heavens.’4 It is 

only by conducting our moral analysis apart from empirical reality that we can 

grasp our full moral potential.  

But Rawls does not accord these judgments the same metaphysical significance 

as Kant, because Rawls endorses a Kantian constructivism, which simply conceives 

of the principles of justice produced by the Original Position as what reasonable 

persons would choose under those conditions. So, normative judgments are not 

advanced as representing universal truths, as Kant purports through his 

transcendental idealism; rather, Rawls focuses on the capacity for normative 

judgments to produce intersubjective agreement among persons. Or, in Rawls’s 

words, ‘the essential agreement in judgments of justice arises not from the 

                                                
3 Rawls, The Law of Peoples, 12. 
4 Immanuel Kant, ‘On the Common Saying: That May Be Correct in Theory, But It Is of No Use 
in Practice’, in Practical Philosophy, ed. Mary J. Gregor (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1996/1793), 280. 
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recognition of a prior and independent moral order, but from everyone’s 

affirmation of the same authoritative social perspective.’5 Accordingly, Rawls 

understands objectivity in morality as applying to practices of political judgment, 

to the psychological and discursive agreements which produce ‘a suitably 

constructed social point of view, an example of which is the framework provided 

by the procedure of the original position.’6 As such, Rawls is not as ambitious as 

other political moralists (including Cohen and Singer), because his ambition is 

political rather than metaphysical, embodied by his expectation that persons 

within the Original Position will make judgments that retain a Kantian spirit of 

impartiality in spite of their non-absolutist ontology. His moral project is only 

society-dependent; that is, the objectivity of moral truths lies in their existence 

within social institutions and practices. 7  But such truths can be mind-

independent insofar as unreasonable people do not grasp them and therefore are 

excluded or coerced by resultant institutions. 

But this expectation of an impartial framework is not only blind hope, it is to 

some extent underwritten by the way he sets up the Original Position, especially 

the conception of person he installs within it. The idealized moral psychology of 

these agents is clearly rendered in Rawls’s later writings, its most important 

features being the capacities for rationality and reasonableness, political 

autonomy, and the possession of two moral powers: a sense of justice and a 

conception of the good.8 This conception of the person is highly idealized, 

explicitly so, because Rawls means it ‘as both normative and political, not 

                                                
5 Rawls, ‘Construction and Objectivity’, Journal of Philosophy LXXVII (1980): 571. 
6 Ibid., 570. 
7 This is related to, but different from, recent debates of the practice-dependence thesis, which claims 
that not only the content of justice derives from practices, but their justification also, about which 
I remain neutral for now. See Andrea Sangiovanni, ‘Justice and the Priority of Politics to Morality’, 
The Journal of Political Philosophy 16, no. 2 (2008): 137–64. 
8 Rawls, Political Liberalism: Expanded Edition, 2nd ed. (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2005/1993), 47–88. 



Facets of Judgment  Chapter One 
 

   30 

metaphysical or psychological’. 9  More precisely, this is ‘not a psychology 

originating in the science of human nature but rather a scheme of concepts and 

principles for expressing a certain political conception of the person and an ideal 

of citizenship.’10 To put it more boldly, it is political ideals that determine our 

model of personhood, not the other way around. 

Yet an engagement with empirical reality is not occluded by ideal theory, only 

delayed. It comes subsequently in the form of nonideal theory, which accepts that 

our world is one of ‘great injustices and widespread social evils’11 and that it is in 

this world that moral progress must be activated. The assumptions of full 

compliance and favorable conditions are accordingly loosened, such that pre-

formulated ideals are forced to confront the facts the nonideal theorist deems 

relevant.  

The purpose of nonideal theory is to address questions of implementation and 

feasibility, to determine courses of action that are ‘morally permissible and 

politically possible as well as likely to be effective’.12 And although the regulative 

principles we develop in the course of our nonideal considerations are likely to 

differ from our ideal principles, this does nothing to invalidate the latter, because 

nonideal theory is subsequent to, subordinate to, and dependent upon ideal 

theory. As Rawls writes: ‘In the absence of… an ideal form for background 

institutions, there is no rational basis for continually adjusting the social process 

so as to preserve background justice, nor for eliminating existing injustice. Thus 

ideal theory, which defines a perfectly just basic structure, is a necessary 

complement to nonideal theory without which the desire for change lacks an 

                                                
9 Rawls, Justice As Fairness: A Restatement, ed. Erin Kelly (Cambridge, MA; London: Harvard 
University Press, 2001), 19. The term ‘political’ warrants elaboration in this context, especially 
insofar as realists deny that this is Rawls’s true subject matter. For Rawls, a conception of the 
person is political insofar as it ‘is worked up from the way citizens are regarded in the public 
political culture of a democratic society, in its basic political texts (constitutions and declarations 
of human rights), and in the historical tradition of the interpretation of those texts’ (ibid.). 
10 Rawls, Political Liberalism, 86. 
11 Rawls, The Law of Peoples, 89. 
12 Ibid. 
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aim.’13 In sum, ideal/nonideal theories are distinct yet inseparable, two sides of the 

same coin, and a coin loaded to give priority to the ideal over the nonideal.  

In endorsing this ideal/nonideal distinction, Rawls fits the political moralist 

caricature, treating the formulation of utopias as a necessary (although not 

sufficient) aspect of the transition to more just political arrangements. As we see 

next chapter, this is what realists deny. They argue that real political change is 

more causally complex and unpredictable than this model supposes, which is why 

they demand a comprehensive attentiveness to political reality. But it warrants 

signaling at this early stage that nonideal theory does not satisfy that realist 

demand, because what is at issue for realists is how those guiding ideals were 

formulated. What binds ideal and nonideal theory—and what differentiates both 

from realism—is the assumption that the formulation of ideals is essential to 

their enactment in society.14 In realists’ eyes, no amount of a posteriori empirical 

engagement can compensate for the inadequacy of this view: that right action is 

always connected to right reasons. Thus, it is ideal theory that realists direct their 

critique toward, and nonideal theory suffers necessarily as collateral damage.15 

 

§2.2. Realistic Utopias and the Infiltration of the Empirical 

 

Yet how removed from reality can an ideal theory be? After all, a theory about 

how human beings ought to think and act must surely be at least recognizably 

human, endorsing principles that are comprehensible—let alone rational and 

desirable—to creatures like us. As Onora O’Neill has noted, there is an 

                                                
13 Rawls, Political Liberalism, 285. See also Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 391. 
14 See Andrew Sabl, ‘History and Reality: Idealist Pathologies and “Harvard School” Remedies’, in 
Political Philosophy versus History?, 170–1. 
15 I emphasize this because there are ambiguities in the literature. Charles Mills, for instance, in 
his important critique of ideal theory, endorses nonideal theory as an alternative, as if it were 
separable and independently operable, which I believe it is not; see Charles W. Mills, ‘“Ideal 
Theory” as Ideology’, Hypatia 20, no. 3 (2005): 165–84. 
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important, if indefinite, distinction between abstraction and idealization. 16 

Abstraction involves the omission of detail and specificities that is necessary for 

any general theory, whereas idealization involves not just omissions but the 

inclusion of much that is false. Thus, an idealized agent not only lacks some of 

what is recognizably human, but possesses capacities and characteristics that are 

(as yet?) unrecognizable as part of the human repertoire. 

Where does Rawls fall on the continuum of idealization and abstraction? In his 

earlier work, Rawls actually goes quite far to ensure empirical relevance, 

maintaining that, in the Original Position, it is ‘taken for granted’ that parties 

within the Original Position know ‘the general facts about human society… 

political affairs and the general principles of economic theory… the basis of social 

organization and laws of human psychology’; or, even more broadly, ‘[t]here are 

no limitations on general information, that is, on general laws and theories.’17 The 

emphasis here obviously lays on generality, on laws or explanations that are not 

locally specific, that retain their validity across time and space. But it means the 

veil of ignorance is only partially blinding, because it obscures knowledge about 

one’s particular circumstances but lets general knowledge in.  

This factual sensitivity is motivated by Rawls’s view that political philosophy 

ought to be not only utopian but realistically utopian; that is it ought to theorize 

an ‘achievable social world’ that ‘extends what are ordinarily thought of as the 

limits of practical political possibility’.18 Thus, he proposes that there are two 

stages in building a theory of justice. The first stage is the generation of ideal 

principles in the Original Position, which imports general knowledge but isolates 

particular knowledge of people’s ‘special psychologies’ or conceptions of the 

good; whereas the second stage addresses ‘the question of stability’, the question 

of ‘whether a society well ordered by the principles in the first [stage] would… 

                                                
16 Onora O’Neill, ‘Abstraction, Idealization, and Ideology in Ethics’, in Moral Philosophy and 
Contemporary Problems, ed. J. D. G. Evans (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 55–6. 
17 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 137–8. 
18 Ibid., 6. See also Rawls, Justice As Fairness, 4–5. 



Facets of Judgment  Chapter One 
 

   33 

generate in its members a sufficiently strong sense of justice to counteract 

tendencies to injustice.’ 19  In other words, an ideal theory must induce an 

allegiance among people in spite of the fact of diversity among people’s 

conceptions of the good. So, taking these two stages together, a realistic utopia 

must accord with ‘the actual laws of nature and achieve the kind of stability those 

laws allow’.20 This fact-sensitivity is consequential enough that it can rule out any 

ideal theory that conflicts with the ‘laws’ of our moral and psychological natures: 

‘It is… a consideration against a conception of justice that in view of the laws of 

moral psychology, men would not acquire a desire to act upon it even when the 

institutions of their society satisfied it.’21 In this, Rawls sees himself following 

Rousseau’s dictum, that political philosophy should take ‘men as they are and laws 

as they might be’.22 

Yet Rawls’s engagement with general factual knowledge is highly situated, 

drawn from the social science of his era. One example, relevant to the question of 

stability, is his proposal of three psychological ‘laws (or tendencies)’ by which 

people are predicted to develop affective attachments to (1) their families, (2) 

their fellow citizens, and (3) the just institutions they are a part of.23 Another 

example, noteworthy in light of the psychological focus of this thesis, is Rawls’s 

citations of Jean Piaget and Lawrence Kohlberg, the latter a colleague at 

Harvard.24 The Piaget/Kohlberg tradition of developmental rationalism treats 

childhood moral development as moving through distinct stages—from the 

simple mastery of motor rules, to acquiring an obedience to rules as external 

constraints on individual conduct, to the consensual acceptance of socially 

codified rules as worthy of respect. Moral maturity is conceived in terms of a 
                                                
19 Rawls, Political Liberalism, 140–1 fn. 7. 
20 Rawls, The Law of Peoples, 12. 
21 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 138. 
22 Emphasis added. Rawls, The Law of Peoples, 13. See also ibid., 7. 
23 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 490–1. He cites in support the work of behavioural sociologist George 
C. Homans; see ibid. 492 fn. 21. 
24 Rawls, ‘The Sense of Justice’, in Moral Concepts, ed. Joel Feinberg (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1969), 120–40; and Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 460–2 fn. 6, 8. 
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Kantian ideal of procedural reasoning, whereas moral judgments grounded in 

moral sentiments or obedience to social norms are demoted to lowers levels of 

maturity.25 I discuss this further below. Yet another example of social scientific 

engagement lies at the centre of his incentive argument for the difference 

principle. In this, he concedes that some degree of economic inequality is 

justified if, as a matter of fact, higher incentives for the entrepreneurial class 

encourage greater productivity, because such incentives could facilitate an overall 

improvement to the economy that will benefit lower classes in the long run. 

Rawls poses this as a hypothetical, writing, ‘I shall not consider how far these 

things are true’, rather that ‘something of this kind must be argued if these 

inequalities are to be just’.26  

This remark has two elements, each of which reveal Rawls’s vulnerability to a 

different sort of objection. I treat the latter first; that is, Rawls’s remark about 

the facts of incentives that ‘something of this kind must be argued’ to justify the 

difference principle. The relevant objection here is the one I started my chapter 

with, the absolutist objection, which declares that this is a transgression of the 

fact/value dichotomy. This, basically, is Cohen’s critique of Rawls’s incentive 

argument (see §3.1), the charge that Rawls has polluted his normative judgment 

with fact. But the other objection is an empirical objection: that Rawls, by failing to 

consider ‘how far these things are true’, could adopt the wrong social science. In 

Chapter Three, we see Jonathan Haidt argue against the Piaget/Kohlberg 

tradition and position his own social intuitionist theory as the new mainstream in 

social psychology, posing a challenge to some of Rawls’s psychological 

presuppositions. Similarly, recent experimental research on incentives suggests 

that higher monetary incentives can actually lead to relatively worse performances 

in a range of activities, which contradicts, or at least complicates, Rawls’s 

                                                
25 Jean Piaget, The Moral Judgment of the Child (New York: The Free Press, 1965); and Lawrence 
Kohlberg, The Philosophy of Moral Development: Moral Stages and the Idea of Justice (San Francisco: 
Harper & Row, 1981). 
26 Rawls, Theory of Justice, 78. 
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incentive argument.27 Perhaps there are other contentious issues too, where 

Rawls has installed a controversial fact, or accepted a controversial interpretation 

of a fact and its relevance. But the wider point is that, by inviting ‘general laws 

and theories’ of psychology and economics into his Original Position, Rawls 

invites all the scientific controversies that accompany them, even controversies 

over whether general laws and theories are possible in social science (see the 

review of critical social psychology in Chapter Four, §2.3).  

But there are deeper questions to press. If the fictional agents within the 

Original Position are knowledgeable about the general facts of psychology, are 

those agents themselves governed by such facts? For example, it would certainly be 

helpful for agents within the Original Position to know about the systematic 

lapses in statistical and economic rationality described by the heuristics and 

biases literature, which are about as close to general facts of psychology as we 

have.28 One relevant bias is people’s overconfidence in the validity of their own 

judgments, their disposition to be overly certain about what caused a particular 

outcome, or to dramatically overestimate their chances of success in achieving 

their life goals. 29  Knowledge of overconfidence could help agents to devise 

institutions that protected people from the predictable shortfall between their 

life plans and their actual lives. But if the overconfidence bias is a general 

psychological fact, would not those agents within the Original Position also suffer 

from overconfidence?30 To rule out such a general fact is indeed to risk leaping 

from abstraction to idealization. Yet if these agents do possess this bias, we would 

expect them to be less risk averse than Rawls presumes, because this bias will 

                                                
27 Dan Ariely et al., ‘Large Stakes and Big Mistakes’, Review of Economic Studies 76 (2009): 451–69. 
28 See op. cit., Introduction, fn. 24. 
29 For review, see Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow (London: Allen Lane, 2011), Pt. III. 
30 Unfortunately, knowledge of this cognitive bias is not enough to counteract its influence, 
because, as Kahneman argues, it is difficult, demanding, even distressful to override our biases 
with counterintuitive judgments. This bias might also be rational from a utilitarian perspective 
because, even if overoptimism leads us to probabilistically unrealistic judgments, it is beneficial, 
on average, to one’s wellbeing and life chances. Ibid., 255–6, 417. 
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dispose them to make unrealistically optimistic judgments about their position in 

society.  

As we already saw, Rawls goes some way to isolate agents in the Original 

Position from such considerations by defining his conception of the person as 

‘philosophical not psychological’. 31  Yet he qualifies this, arguing that the 

psychological sciences do set the boundaries of plausibility. He argues that we 

should treat theories of human nature and psychology as ‘permissive: they may 

limit the viable conceptions of persons [and their moral psychologies]… but do 

not dictate the ones we must adopt.’32 In other words, the role of psychology is to 

set the bounds of feasibility, to ensure that the moral psychology we ought to have 

is one we can have.  

Given the lack of consensus in the social sciences, this manner of engagement 

with psychology is eminently sensible, because it absolves political theorists from 

needing to take a decisive position in a field they are not trained in. It does, 

however, leave Rawls open to the challenge that his conception of moral 

psychology is incompatible with any sound theory of human psychology; Rawls 

himself acknowledges this possibility.33 Yet at least when Rawls was writing, this 

was not an issue, because his ideal of psychology was vindicated by the 

Piaget/Kohlberg tradition. In other words, the fact of developmental rationalism 

provided the can for the Rawlsian ought of impartial, procedural reasoning. Yet 

this came with qualifications, because Kohlberg put a figure on that feasibility: he 

inferred from his own research that only about a quarter of subjects reached the 

moral maturity of Stages 5 and 6.34 Certainly Kohlberg was hopeful that more 

                                                
31 Rawls, Political Liberalism, 86. 
32 Ibid., 87. See also Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 462. 
33 He says that his conception of the person ‘must of course be compatible with (one or more) 
such philosophical or psychological conceptions (so far as they are sound), but that is another 
story.’ Presumably, it is up to social scientists like psychologists to pursue that ‘other story’, 
because Rawls does not. See Rawls, Justice As Fairness, 19. 
34 When Kohlberg argues against Emile Durkheim’s structuralist account of moral action as mere 
rule-following, as only Stage 4 of Kohlberg’s six moral-developmental stages, he writes: ‘Our 
research “disproves” these contentions by showing that… there arise moralities beyond Stage 4 
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people could be lifted into moral maturity, hence his enthusiasm for moral 

education.35 But if we suspect that Stage 5 and 6 reasoning are inevitably unevenly 

distributed, Kohlberg’s research does give credence to a longstanding complaint 

that Rawls’s normative theory is exclusionary, that it discounts a substantial 

proportion of people from political participation by virtue of its highly 

demanding standards of reasonableness.36 This issue is exacerbated by subsequent 

theories of moral psychology, such as the social intuitionist theory I review in 

Chapter Three, which regards Rawlsian procedural reasoning as a rare feature of 

more pluralistic moral psychologies. But these do not constitute an absolute 

objection to Rawls’s theory, it just means there are many unreasonable people 

whom, if they also adhere to illiberal doctrines, must be excluded from the 

political process because, as Rawls argues, unreasonable doctrines must be 

‘contain[ed]—like war or disease—so that they do not overturn political justice.’37 

Yet there is a deeper problem with Rawls’s relationship to the Piaget/Kohlberg 

tradition, a problem of circularity. Consider the following two quotes from 

Piaget. First his definition of morality: ‘All morality consists in a system of rules, 

and the essence of all morality is to be sought for in the respect which the 

individual acquires for these rules.’38 Second is his claim that rules among mature 

moral agents are ‘the free pronouncement of the actual individual minds 

themselves… built up progressively and autonomously’.39 To anyone acquainted 

with moral philosophy, the Kantian overtones are obvious: the deontological 

conception of morality, the singling out of respect-for-rules as the prime moral 

motivation, and the notion of the sovereign, individual agent. These philosophical 

commitments also infuse Kohlberg’s writings, who conceives of the highest stage 
                                                                                                                                      
that represent a substantial body (25 percent) of society’; in Kohlberg, The Philosophy of Moral 
Development, 152. 
35 Kohlberg, chap. 1, 2, 3, & 8. 
36 For instance, see Miriam Galston, ‘Rawlsian Dualism and the Autonomy of Political Thought’, 
Columbia Law Review 94 (1994): 1842. 
37 Rawls, Political Liberalism, 64, fn. 19. 
38 Piaget, The Moral Judgment of the Child, 13. 
39 Ibid., 65. 
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of moral maturity, Stage 6, as a capacity for role-taking that is modeled on Rawls’s 

Original Position and Kant’s injunction against treating people as means.40 

Kohlberg also invokes Rawls in arguing that ‘moral principles are cognitive 

structural forms of role-taking, centrally organized around justice as equality and 

reciprocity’.41 The implication is that moral maturity is not only defined by its 

deontological style, but its liberal-egalitarian content and concern for justice and 

impartiality. 

As such, Rawls’s appeals to the Piaget/Kohlberg tradition are compromised, 

because Rawls is not testing the feasibility of his normative theory against pure 

psychological facts, but an already substantially ethicized psychology, indeed a 

psychology ethicized by the same Kantian ideals that Rawls hopes to 

demonstrate are within the realms of feasibility. In other words, the empirical 

evidence for his conception of moral psychology is already shaped by the 

normative ideals it is supposed to be testing. Identifying these normative ideals 

and their partiality was the essence of Carol Gilligan’s 1982 monograph, In a 

Different Voice, her famous critique of Kohlberg. She argued that the normative 

commitments of his developmental rationalism resulted in the dismissal of other 

kinds of legitimate moral judgments, because these did not meet his biased 

conceptions of moral maturity. In particular, she argued that it excluded an ethics 

of care, defining this alternative model of moral judgment as ‘contextual and 

narrative rather than formal and abstract’, focused on ‘responsibility and 

relationships… [rather than] rights and rules.’42 Accordingly, Kohlberg’s theory of 

moral psychology, which trades in ostensibly descriptive categories such as 

‘judgment’ and ‘maturity’, is not morally neutral; it is ethicized in such a way to 

favour rationalistic, dispassionate, and legalistic judgment. For Rawls to appoint 

the Piaget–Kohlberg tradition as an arbiter of psychological reality is to fall foul 

                                                
40 Kohlberg, The Philosophy of Moral Development, 167. 
41 Ibid., 144–5. 
42 Carol Gilligan, In a Different Voice (Cambridge, MA; London: Harvard University Press, 1982), 19. 
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of circularity, which is why Gilligan’s empirical critique transferred so easily to 

Rawls by critics of his conception of the moral agent.43  

To sum up so far, we have seen (1) that Rawls invites general facts of psychology 

into the Original Position to make utopia-building more realistic, and (2) that the 

fictional agents within Rawls’s Original Position, insofar as they are ‘philosophical 

not psychological’, are idealized and ethicized agents. It is as if to construct a 

Rawlsian utopia, we have to first construct a utopia of mind, a more ideal 

psychological status quo. But there is a further level at which psychology is 

relevant because, although Rawls outsources utopia-building to the judgments of 

fictional agents within the Original Position, it is ultimately Rawls himself who 

specifies what those judgments will be by exercising his own judgment, as well as 

appealing to the judgments of his readers. And if there is such a thing as sound 

knowledge of the facts of psychology, be it general or particular, then this 

knowledge will apply to Rawls and his readers, and perhaps explain why Rawls 

makes the judgments he makes, as well as why his readers do (or do not) find 

those judgments persuasive.  

I return to this issue below (§3.2); suffice it to say here that not everybody shares 

Rawls’s intuitions about what parties will choose in the Original Position. John 

Harsanyi famously argues that it is more rational to be less risk averse than Rawls 

supposes.44 He argues his case, initially, by way of a thought experiment that 

induces the intuition among his readers that Rawls’s maximin principle is ‘a highly 

irrational conclusion’ and that the more preferable, more rational option is the 

maximization of subjective expected utility.45 As such, Harsanyi’s judgment about 

what parties within the Original Position will choose is substantially different 
                                                
43 Iris Marion Young, ‘Impartiality and the Civic Public: Some Implications of Feminist Critiques 
of Moral and Political Theory’, PRAXIS International 5, no. 4 (January 1986): 381–401; and Seyla 
Benhabib, ‘The Generalized and the Concrete Other: The Kohlberg–Gilligan Controversy and 
Moral Theory’, in Situating the Self (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1992), 148–77. 
44 John C. Harsanyi, ‘Can the Maximin Principle Serve as a Basis for Morality?: A Critique of John 
Rawls’s Theory’, in Essays on Ethics, Social Behavior, and Scientific Explanation (Dordrecht, Holland: 
D. Riedel Publishing Co., 1976): 37–63. 
45 Ibid., 39. 
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from Rawls’s, a matter of temperament, perhaps, or a consequence of the way the 

question is framed through the thought experiments he chooses. Yet it could also 

be the case that neither Rawls nor Harsanyi’s judgments are accurate. Empirical 

tests of the Original Position among real people (more precisely, samples of 

graduate students) suggest that people choose a distributive arrangement that 

falls somewhere between Rawls and Harsanyi’s preferences, permitting inequality 

on the basis of incentives while setting a floor constraint.46 If these empirical 

studies are sound, 47  then Rawls and Harsanyi’s judgments are at worst 

idiosyncratic, at least demonstrably divergent from the mean judgments of real 

people.48 Rawls and Harsanyi could counter this by taking a normative stance, by 

arguing that, if their judgments are not the judgments that real people make, then 

they are nevertheless still the most rational, and that the sub-optimal judgments 

of real people can be explained away by ‘the burdens of judgment’; that is, the 

human epistemic limitations that lead reasonable people to produce different 

judgments.49 But they would still need to show why this criticism falls on others 

and not themselves.  

The problem is one of pluralism and how deep it goes. Rawls’s conception of 

reasonable judgment is one that explicitly accords priority to justice. This has the 

potential consequence of ostracizing other kinds of judgment—such as those that 

accord priority to equality, care, or honour—when they conflict with justice as 
                                                
46 See Norman Frohlich and Joe A. Oppenheimer, Choosing Justice: An Experimental Approach to 
Ethical Theory (Berkeley, CA; Oxford: University of California Press, 1992). For an interesting 
cross-cultural study, see Doug Bond and Jong-Chul Park, ‘An Empirical Test of Rawls’s Theory of 
Justice: A Second Approach, in Korea and the United States’, Simulation & Gaming 22, no. 4 
(December 1, 1991): 443–462. 
47 Later I discuss the problem of drawing general conclusions from samples of graduate students; 
see Chapter Three, §4.2. 
48 Rawls could object that these empirical studies are too inclusive, not narrowed down to those 
parties who meet the requisite standards of reasonableness and rationality. But this raises the 
problem that Rawls’s judgments about what parties will choose are valid only insofar as he 
restricts the Original Position to those who make judgments like him. So, it is not the mean 
judgment of a representative sample that matters, but the mean judgment of a selective sample—
roughly, persons who meet Kohlberg’s standard of Stages 5 and 6 reasoning. 
49 Rawls, Political Liberalism, 54–8. 
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fairness, to be included among the ‘sources of unreasonable disagreement’ that 

include ‘prejudice and bias, self- and group-interest, blindness and willfulness’.50 

We revisit the issue of ethical pluralism in Chapter Three, but the question here 

is simply why we should treat Rawls’s prioritization of justice as any less 

contingent than the prioritization of other values by other people. This is why 

Raymond Geuss worries about the universalizing outlook of Rawls’s Original 

Position; he argues that this normative procedure will ‘succeed merely in 

generalizing one’s own local prejudices and repackaging them as demands of 

reason.’51 So, although Rawls engages more with the facts of psychology than do 

some political moralists—and indeed more than some realists give him credit 

for—there remains a lack of introspective reflexion about who is doing the 

normative thinking, about Rawls’s own contribution to his theory’s normative 

materials.  

 

 

§3. G. A. Cohen and the Constitution of Political Thinking 

 

§3.1. The Fact-Insensitivity Thesis 

 

In Rescuing Justice and Equality, G. A. Cohen directs at Rawls an absolutist 

objection against his inclusion of general facts in his normative procedures. He 

singles out in particular Rawls’s justification of the difference principle (discussed 

earlier), grounded in the empirical claim that greater incentives generally lead to 

greater productivity. As Rawls puts it, ‘something of this kind must be argued if 

                                                
50 Ibid., 58. 
51 Raymond Geuss, Outside Ethics, 39. 
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these inequalities are to be just’, at least in lieu of some other fact or principle 

that can accomplish the same normative heavy lifting.52 

Cohen argues that this is, at best, an incomplete account of correct normative 

justification and, at worst, misconceived. When it comes to determining our 

ultimate moral principles, he argues, our judgments can and should be exercised 

without any reference to facts at all, either particular or general. He calls this the 

fact-insensitivity thesis for first principles, arguing that ‘a principle can reflect or 

respond to a fact only because it is also a response to a principle that is not a 

response to a fact.’53 To express this more formally: For any principle P that 

relates to facts F, there exists a further principle P1 that either holds irrespective 

of F or serves as a reason for why F relates to P. If P1 is sensitive to no fact, then 

we have arrived at a first principle of justice; yet if P1 relates to another set of 

facts F1, then we can expect to find another principle P2 that is amenable to the 

same line of inquiry, which we ought to reiterate until we alight upon a fact-

insensitive principle Pn, a first principle that holds irrespective of all or any facts.  

On Cohen’s account, it is these fact-insensitive principles that ought to 

constitute our ideals. He regards these ‘first principles’ as synonymous with 

Amartya Sen’s conception of ‘a “basic value-judgment” as a value-judgment that 

remains the same for the judger under any and all assumptions about the facts.’54 

By contrast, a fact-sensitive principle, like Rawls’s difference principle, is only 

appropriate as a regulative principle, as a principle for action guidance that 

advances a nonideal state of affairs toward an ideal state of affairs. In this 

practical realm, facts serve as legitimate and compelling reasons; as Adam Swift 

has it, ‘it is for social science to tell us which states of affairs are feasible and how 

to achieve them’.55 Yet these facts can never serve as reasons alone, because, 

                                                
52 Emphasis added. Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 78. 
53 G. A. Cohen, Rescuing Justice and Equality (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008), 232. 
54 Ibid., 232 fn. 5. 
55 Adam Swift, ‘The Value of Philosophy in Nonideal Circumstances’, Social Theory and Practice 34, 
no. 3 (2008): 364. 
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Cohen argues, ‘it is always a further principle that confers on a fact its principle-

grounding and reason-providing power.’56 A putative ‘ideal’ that is fact-sensitive is 

actually a case of mistaken identity, in need of further analytical work to uncover 

the first principle that grounds it. In essence, then, the fact-insensitivity thesis 

prescribes an ideal of judgment that is purged of factual content: ‘the question for 

political philosophy is not what we should do but what we should think, even when 

what we should think makes no practical difference.’57 

Thus Cohen directly refutes Rawls’s suggestion that we can disregard a 

conception of justice if real persons ‘would not acquire a desire to act upon it’.58 

This is the kind of empirically responsive reasoning that Cohen denies is properly 

normative, because it is contingent (in this instance) on facts about human 

motivation. On his view, our conception of justice should hold irrespective of facts 

about human nature: ‘Until we unearth the fact-free principles that govern our 

fact-loaded particular judgments about justice, we don’t know why we think what 

we think just is just. And we have to retreat to (what we consider to be) justice in 

its purity to figure out how to institute as much justice as possible inside the 

cave.’59 This involves a strict division of labour between thinking normatively and 

thinking about implementation, between judging what is morally right and what 

is politically possible. As Cohen puts it, ‘The task of delineating a virtue… is not 

the same task as that of setting out the design of a society… [and] the first 

exercise should influence the second, whereas the second cannot affect the 

first.’60 Stemplowska and Hamlin have called this delineation of virtues ‘a theory 

of ideals’ and they distinguish it from ideal/nonideal theory because the latter is 

already concerned with institutional design, more or less imbued with political 

reality as you traverse the ideal/nonideal continuum. On their reading, Rawls 
                                                
56 Cohen, Rescuing Justice and Equality, 234. 
57 Emphasis added. Ibid., 268. 
58 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 138. 
59 Cohen, Rescuing Justice and Equality, 291. See also Swift, ‘The Value of Philosophy in Nonideal 
Circumstances’, 382. 
60 Cohen, Rescuing Justice and Equality, 301. 
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merges these exercises, undertaking both ideal theory and a theory of ideals 

without ever clearly identifying which of these two projects he is engaged in when, 

such that his arguments for certain first principles stand alongside his arguments 

for certain institutional arrangements.61 

In insisting upon fact-free normative inquiry, Cohen resists the thought that 

ought-implies-can, at least insofar as this dictum is understood to be prohibitive, 

where the limits of the normative (of ought-statements) are bound by the limits 

of practical possibility (of can-statements). For example, the normative principle 

that we ought to treat everybody with equal concern could be said to fall on the 

wrong side of ought-implies-can, because normal human moral motivations are 

biased toward those near and dear, especially our immediate family members. But 

Cohen argues, by contrast, that ‘justice is justice, whether or not it is possible to 

achieve it, and that to conform our conception of justice to what is achievable 

creates distortions in our thought and also in our practice.’62 So, where Rawls 

argues that political philosophy should formulate realistic utopias that are 

sensitive to general facts, Cohen argues that political philosophy should—or 

should also—formulate unrealistic utopias that do not compromise with facts at 

all, even if this means they are completely infeasible. This is not because Cohen is 

more optimistic than Rawls about the potential for social transformation. On the 

contrary, Cohen says of Rawls and Rawls’s defenders, ‘in believing that justice 

must be so crafted as to be bottom-line feasible, they believe that it is possible to 

achieve justice, and I am not so sanguine. It follows from my position that justice 

is an unachievable (although a nevertheless governing) ideal.’63 In his view, we 

have nothing to gain and everything to lose by allowing empirical reality to 

permeate the justification of first principles.  

                                                
61 Alan Hamlin and Zofia Stemplowska, ‘Theory, Ideal Theory, and the Theory of Ideals’, Political 
Studies Review 10 (2012): 53. 
62 Cohen, Rescuing Justice and Equality, 155. 
63 Ibid., 254. 
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To conclude, on Cohen’s methodology, psychology will only be useful for 

formulating regulative principles, for settling questions of implementation and 

feasibility, and for predicting how far we can achieve the standards we ought to. 

But psychology should not be permitted to undertake ‘mission creep’ by 

infiltrating our normative procedures. As Swift and White put it, ‘Theorists 

should not allow political constraints, or the results of social science, to corrupt 

their reflection on ultimate principles.’64 

 

 

§3.2. Psychology, Looking In and Out 

 

Cohen proposes a more stringent idealism than Rawls. In the exercise of 

normative justification, he intimates that we can uncover a cleavage between the 

empirical and the normative, a point at which fact and value pull apart, revealing 

value alone to be lying at the root of justification, to be described in language and 

put forward as a first principle.  

Recently, various political theorists have leapt to Rawls’s defence, arguing that 

we need a set of normative procedures sensitive enough to facts about real human 

beings that the principles they produce are principles that real human beings 

could reasonably endorse. In David Miller’s felicitous phrase, we need ‘a political 

philosophy for Earthlings.’65 Such arguments essentially part ways with Cohen on 

                                                
64 Adam Swift and Stuart White, ‘Political Theory, Social Science, and Real Politics’, in Political 
Theory: Methods and Approaches, eds. Marc Stears and David Leopold (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2010), 67. See also Zofia Stemplowska, ‘What’s Ideal About Ideal Theory?’, Social Theory 
and Practice 34 (2008): 319–40; and David Estlund, ‘Human Nature and the Limits (If Any) of 
Political Philosophy’, Philosophy and Public Affairs 39, no. 3 (2011): 207–37. 
65 David Miller, ‘Political Philosophy for Earthlings’, in Political Theory: Methods and Approaches, eds. 
Marc Stears and David Leopold (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 29–48. See also Thomas 
Pogge, ‘Cohen to the Rescue!’, Ratio 21, no. 4 (December 2008): 454–75; Samuel Freeman, 
‘Constructivism, Facts, and Moral Justification’, in Contemporary Debates in Political Philosophy, eds. 
Thomas Christiano and John Christman (Oxford: Blackwell, 2009), 41–60. 
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this issue of ought-implies-can, insisting that obligations must be meaningful or 

sensible to the human beings under obligation to them.  

I will not discuss these arguments here, because related arguments get a hearing 

next chapter. Instead I will explore what seems to me a deeper, more neglected 

challenge, one alluded to earlier in the discussion of Rawls, because even if there 

are advantages to bracketing off certain classes of contingent fact (resource 

availability, institutional structure, and so on), it is not obvious how we could ever 

isolate our normative thinking from that class of facts that relate to human 

psychology or nature of mind because these facts constitute the very process of normative 

thinking.  

Thus, I want to make a distinction between external and constitutive facts; that is, 

factual statements we use to refer to the world out there (external) and to 

ourselves (constitutive). The crucial point is that the same propositional content 

can be phrased both ways, the distinction being one of perspective. Thus, a 

psychological fact can be deployed either way, as an external fact when we are 

deliberating in the second- or third-personal mode to explain the actions and 

thoughts of others; and as a constitutive fact when we are deliberating in the first-

personal mode to explain the actions and thoughts of oneself. Constitutive facts 

(insofar as they are true) are constitutive of the thinker, of the person engaged in 

ideal normative theorizing, the person who chases the logic of an argument, who 

reasons practically through culturally specific concepts and language, who 

consults her/his intuitions about its implications, who feels the moral force of 

first principles, and so on. These are facts that cannot be transcended, that lay 

the foundations for the capacity of moral and political thinking.  

Yet in his defence of the fact-insensitivity thesis, Cohen focuses only on external 

facts, on factual statements that refer to objects external to someone engaged in 

normative thinking, which he argues should not be brought into judgments about 

first principles. Cohen does not address constitutive facts, the facts of psychology, 

culture, and the like that lay the foundations for a thinker’s deliberations, and do 
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so irrespective of whether that thinker possesses knowledge of their constitutive 

influence. It is this lack of reflexive consideration that I also pointed to at the 

end of my discussion of Rawls, where he assimilates his own judgment with the 

judgments of reasonable people. But this problem is more acute for Cohen 

because Rawls, at least, corrects his intuitions against considered principles 

through the procedure of reflective equilibrium. Cohen, by contrast, is 

committed to ethical intuitionism, by which we discover general political principles 

by consulting our intuitions and judgments on a range of individual cases. 

Accordingly, Cohen gives great epistemic weight to his intuitions, specifying that 

‘individual judgments retain a certain sovereignty’ and that this sovereignty holds 

even when one’s principles conflict with or contradict each other; hence his own 

description of his method as ‘radical pluralism’.66 That hospitality to unreformed 

intuitions makes Cohen’s method very amenable to factual knowledge about the 

nature of intuition. 

Let us assume for a moment a positivist perspective, that psychology contains 

true and justified factual knowledge about the structure and origins of our 

intuitions. Accordingly, I could draw on these facts in a third-personal mode to 

make sense of other people’s intuitions, to explain for instance why a certain 

intuition is or is not shared by a certain group of people. Knowledge of these 

external facts would certainly be relevant to the implementation of my preferred 

ideals. Yet I could also draw on these facts to make sense of myself, to explain 

why I do or do not share that intuition. Knowledge of these constitutive facts 

could be normatively relevant too, especially in regards to what I think my 

intuitions signify, the scope of any obligation they entail, and so on. And there is 

no reason why political philosophers qua human beings ought to be immune to 

this kind of self-reflexivity; indeed, as Freeden notes, although analytical political 

philosophy might be ‘more sophisticated and more reflective than the typical 

political thinking produced by a general, engaged public… it does not constitute a 

                                                
66 Cohen, Rescuing Justice and Equality, 4–5. 
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different category of thinking.’67 It is, therefore, at least in principle, amenable to 

psychological explanation; so to fail to undertake those reflexive considerations is 

to risk misconceptions of one’s own thinking, to shall short of certain epistemic 

virtues such as honesty or transparency, or Socratic ideals of self-knowledge. 

To illuminate this point more colorfully, I shall expand David Miller’s call for ‘a 

political philosophy for Earthlings’. In this, he asks us to imagine the crew of the 

Starship Enterprise, searching for planets in deep space, deciding upon principles 

of justice to implement once they beam themselves down. This is, of course, 

structurally related to the Original Position, and Miller’s metaphor is designed to 

defend Rawls’s hospitality to general factual knowledge. Miller argues that, for a 

conception of justice to make any sense, the Enterprise crew must ‘first 

understand the form of life on this planet’: its physical and sociological laws, the 

cultural presuppositions that underpin our principles, and what policy outcomes 

would be regarded as unacceptable.68 But is this the only relevant information? 

Are facts about Earth and Earthlings the only facts that bear on these normative 

procedures? Surely we need to understand the forms of life on the Starship 

Enterprise also, the pre-commitments belonging to those determining the 

normative ideals to be imposed on the planet below. After all, it is surely not 

unreasonable to expect that various factors—the disparate intergalactic 

psychologies of the crew members, the sociological structures and material 

conditions onboard—will influence the ultimate normative outcomes.  

To put a finer point on it, if Captain Kirk and Mr. Spock were to deliberate 

independently over the ideal political arrangements for Earth, they would arrive 

at quite different judgments and possibly quite different theories of justice, even 

if they were provided identical data sets about the planet, its inhabitants, and 

their psychologies and institutions. Indeed, we might also expect this to occur if 

Kirk and Spock were given no data at all, if they were asked to formulate their 

                                                
67 Freeden, The Political Theory of Political Thinking, 15. 
68 Miller, ‘Political Philosophy for Earthlings’, 45–8. 
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normative ideals without any reference to the ‘facts on the ground’. And the 

simplest explanation for their different normative judgments is differences in 

their psychology. After all, human nature and Vulcan nature are substantially 

different: Spock’s half-Vulcan ancestry dampens his capacity to experience 

emotion, so we might expect him to deliberate and form judgments in a different 

manner to Kirk, whose judgments are awash in the emotional content that, as the 

scriptwriters of Star Trek made clear, was essential to his humanity. (Of course, 

this assumes not uncontroversially that emotion is a necessary or inevitable 

element of right or normal moral judgment, which more puritanical rationalists 

will want to resist; but I will allow the case against such puritanism to develop 

throughout Chapters Two and Three.) If our conception of human moral 

judgment is one that recognizes emotions as an inevitable or legitimate feature of 

judgment, then this is something that Spock can never truly exercise.  

Now, if these intergalactic dispensers of justice were as intelligent and 

omniscient as we should hope, then we would expect them to be aware of these 

constitutive differences, aware that the Enterprise crew—like we Earthlings—are 

each a unique nexus of psychological, sociological, and circumstantial facts, and 

that these facts should prompt reflexion, perhaps even correction, in devising a 

theory of justice. If this line of argument is right, then political philosophers 

should also be interested in the constitutive facts of themselves, in the 

dispositions and proclivities that make one set of normative conclusions more 

likely for themselves than for others. Because while we might not expect 

differences in inter-personal psychology to be quite as dramatic as the 

Vulcan/human distinction, there is psychological evidence of contingencies at 

various levels of the self, from the situational, to cultural and social, to the deep 

evaluative pluralism of our personality and basic affective dispositions (see 

Chapter Three, §3 and §4). 

As it happens, Cohen is not entirely blind to such concerns. In a lecture entitled 

‘Paradoxes of Conviction’, he admits that the egalitarian intuitions that animate 
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his own philosophy were likely instilled by his upbringing, raised in a family with 

strong communist commitments.69 In a passage that evokes the persuasive quality 

of such intuitions, Cohen writes, ‘I have remained attached to the normative 

teachings of my childhood, and, in particular, to a belief in equality, which I 

continue to hold and to propound. I cannot escape from it. A powerful current 

bears me back to it ceaselessly, no matter where I might otherwise try to row.’70 

The apparent paradox is that Cohen persists in holding this egalitarian conviction 

even though he recognizes that this same conviction can be causally explained 

without reference to what he would regard as sound reasons. In Cohen’s view, 

such a conviction—let’s call it an inherited conviction—must be ‘irrational’.71 

Cohen does try to forestall his own scepticism, so I summarize two arguments 

he makes. First, he argues that we can evaluate two contrary convictions on the 

grounds that the case for one conviction is ‘deeper’ than the case for another; that 

is, put forward with ‘greater sophistication and circumspection’.72 Certainly, this 

gives us grounds for discriminating between convictions that have and have not 

been subject to reflexive consideration, but—as Cohen notes—this strategy does 

not help us in cases of reasonable disagreement, where the depth of one 

conviction is not demonstrably inferior to the depth of another.  

Second, he argues that if we reject inherited convictions as irrational, then as a 

matter of consistency we could be forced to dismiss a great many beliefs and 

convictions, not only moral, political, and religious convictions but theoretical 

and epistemological convictions too, because these latter convictions might also 

be acquired passively through inheritance rather than actively through reasoning. 

But this isn’t a positive epistemological argument, only a dangling of the threat of 

global scepticism about belief, as if this ought to be enough to dissuade of us from 

                                                
69 G. A. Cohen, If You’re an Egalitarian, How Come You’re So Rich? (Cambridge, MA; London: 
Harvard University Press, 2000). 
70 Ibid., 1. 
71 Ibid., 12. 
72 Ibid., 14. 
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that line of questioning. Certainly, we are offered no reason to reject global 

scepticism; rather, Cohen finishes his lecture by declaring, ‘Well, enough of these 

morose meanderings’,73 as if their intractability is too awful to contemplate.  

But we need not follow Cohen into this state of epistemological despondency. 

After all, Cohen’s latter argument relies on very high epistemological standards, 

whereas many will be content with a more humble epistemology that does not 

assume irrationality in response to the emergence of a causal explanation. It could 

be argued that the problem lies not with our convictions, but with the 

epistemological standards that Cohen subscribes to. This is indeed the view of 

the political realists I review in Chapter Two, who would not be at all perturbed 

by the emergence of a causal explanation for their conviction, because they see 

rational thinking as growing from a rich inheritance that encompasses biology, 

culture, and experience, a foundation we build upon but can never isolate 

ourselves from entirely, can never start anew. On their view, our conception of 

rationality must take this into account, that we are embodied, historically 

situated thinkers.  

This is where the ought-implies-can prohibition bites once again, not in the 

sense of whether ideal institutions can be feasibly implemented in the real world, 

but whether real people can undertake the ideal of normative judgment that 

Cohen prescribes. Can we ground our principles in a way that is fact-insensitive 

and independent from causal stories as Cohen holds we ought to? For those we 

might collect under the label of ‘naturalism’—which will include many 

psychologists, sociologists, political realists, pragmatists, and more—the answer is 

no; it scarcely makes sense to talk of a conviction that is free of causes. By setting 

such high epistemic standards for rational thinking, Cohen sets himself up for 

disappointment when he faces the (constitutive) fact that his epistemic reasoning 

cannot be separated from his personal history, not to mention his cultural milieu, 

linguistic community, personality dispositions, and so on. 

                                                
73 Ibid., 19. 
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Admittedly, Cohen sets out to interdict such concerns. He insists that his fact-

insensitivity thesis is (1) not a causal thesis, (2) not a psychological thesis, and (3) 

stands neutral on meta-ethical commitments. 74  ‘Mine is a claim about the 

structure of normative beliefs: it is not a claim about their genesis’, he writes.75 Be 

that as it may, Cohen’s modesty need not be reciprocated; the limits he places on 

the scope and content of his thesis do not constitute a firewall against challenges 

and critiques that originate from the other direction. Because if our normative 

beliefs are the upshots of causes, then those causes will be at work, whether or 

not Cohen chooses to recognize them. Thus, the naturalist response is this: 

‘Ought implies can, and it must be allowed that any process or desire formation, 

criticism, and revision will involve a role for bare facts about “what matters” to us 

as we actually are.’ 76  Psychologists, sociologists, linguists, and other social 

scientists can then investigate these facts, these causes of what matters to us, 

within the context of naturalist and empiricist frameworks. One person’s value—

that is, their feeling the ethical force of a principle—is another person’s fact—

that is, a socio-psychological episode that can be investigated by empirical and 

hermeneutic methods. The resulting factual hypotheses can then be fed back into 

the normative thinking of the person experiencing value, as facts that explain why 

one feels the force of obligation. Whether these facts give reason to repudiate or 

support one’s principles is another question (see Chapter Four), but the 

important point is that the fact-insensitivity thesis obscures such considerations 

anyway, discouraging us from entertaining them.  

 

*** 

                                                
74 Cohen, Rescuing Justice and Equality, 255–7. 
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76 Peter Railton, ‘Humean Theory of Practical Rationality’, in The Oxford Handbook of Ethical 
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§3.3. Retreating to the Stalemate of Meta-Ethics 

 

It is at this juncture, we must face squarely the meta-ethical questions 

percolating away beneath our discussion, because the relevance of psychology 

hinges very much on the extent that moral truths are or aren’t independent of 

mind and society. My inclinations are toward naturalistic conceptions of 

morality, but ultimately I also recognize that a measure of agnosticism is 

unavoidable. But the major purpose of this section is to show that Cohen’s 

purported agnosticism is not what it seems. 

Cohen evinces two positions in Rescuing Justice and Equality. First, as noted 

above, he argues that his fact-insensitivity thesis is neutral to meta-ethics, that it 

holds for ‘objectivists, realists, cognitivists, subjectivists, imperativists, emotivists, 

expressivists, error theorists, and so on’. 77  Second, though, Cohen identifies 

himself as a Platonist and proponent of ‘extreme anti-relativism’.78 In this mood 

he argues that ‘justice is the self-same thing across, and independently of, 

history’. 79 I will use the term moral absolutism to describe Cohen’s personal 

commitment to the existence of objective moral truths that possess universal 

normative force.80 The following discussion will involve both positions, but I 

begin with the latter. 

If Cohen nails his absolutist colours to the mast, then he can partition off the 

naturalist concerns I’ve raised, because if mind- and society-independent moral 

truths do exist and we possess knowledge of those truths, then we only need to 

judge our convictions by reference to them. On the other hand, if we don’t possess 

knowledge of those truths, we can at least hope that further inquiry and/or 

                                                
77 Cohen, Rescuing Justice and Equality, 230, 291. 
78 Ibid., 257 fn. 39, 291. 
79 Ibid., 291. 
80 Moral realism is also appropriate here, but I want to avoid confusion with political realism; and 
moral objectivism is too broad, capturing other kinds of meta-ethical views beyond Cohen’s, 
including naturalistic meta-ethics. 
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improved methods will deliver the truth eventually. A moral absolutist who is also 

an optimist will undertake her/his normative inquiries on the assumption that a 

capacity for the rational discovery of objective moral truths does exist among 

sentient beings (or, more cautiously, that no one can be certain that they do not). 

To return to the Starship Enterprise metaphor, if Captain Kirk and Mr. Spock 

continue sincerely inquiring after first principles, the moral absolutist expects 

their shared capacity for rationality to override the constitutive differences of 

their psychology and lead them to the same non-interpretive moral foundations, 

just as it would for a question of mathematics or natural science. They will be able 

to deploy judgments that are epistemically objective, that relate to matters of 

fact, rather than subjective judgments that depend ‘on certain attitudes, feelings, 

and points of view of the makers and the hearers of the judgment.’81 In this, the 

moral absolutist is analogous to the natural scientist, but working in the domain 

of value rather than fact, seeking to discover objective truths about morality 

rather than material reality. 

So, let us return to the question that began this chapter: Should political 

philosophers care about anything psychologists say? If moral absolutism is true, 

then the political philosopher need only care selectively. Specifically, psychological 

facts are of interest only insofar as they help us explain why we and others err (or 

do not err) in our normative judgments, and why we fail (or do not fail) to act in 

accordance with the demands of morality. Subsequently, these psychological facts 

could be used to produce nonideal theories of action guidance that are sensitive 

to human psychology as we understand it to be, and to predict and remedy our 

‘burdens of judgment’ and other assorted epistemic failures. Yet the discovery of 

our psychological fallibility has no effect on the truth itself, no more than an 

object is affected when we see it distorted through warped glass. Moreover, 

psychology is in the game of offering observations and explanations of mind and 

behaviour; it is not in the game of disproving the existence of objective moral 

                                                
81 John R. Searle, The Construction of Social Reality, (London: Allen Lane, 1995), 8. 
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truths. Psychology could contribute alternative explanations for what looks like 

rational convergence on objective moral truths, appealing to shared norms or 

dispositions, but psychology cannot falsify moral objectivism, no more than 

science can falsify the existence of God.  

Ultimately, I think Cohen’s containment of the relevance of psychology, his 

assertion of the fact-insensitivity of first principles, relies upon this moral 

absolutist view. In other words, his fact-insensitivity thesis is not meta-ethically 

neutral. Consider how Cohen’s fact-insensitivity thesis fares when we detach it 

from moral absolutism: as Cohen says, ‘it is only if (≠ if and only if) one adds 

something like a thesis of moral objectivity to my denial that facts control morals 

that one can suppose that my argument has been a rationalist one, one that says 

that moral norms come a priori from reason.’82 Yet rationalism infuses Cohen’s 

normative arguments, to the extent that it is hard to imagine that his account of 

right normative thinking could survive if the assumption of mind- and society-

independent objective moral truths was withdrawn. Cohen’s rationalistic impulse 

for justificatory reasons pushes his inquiry beyond questions of what I ought to 

do (questions of practice) into questions of why I ought to do what I ought to do 

(questions of principle); and the implicit assumption is that questions of principle 

can be answered rightly or wrongly, that the right answer can be revealed through 

rational analysis, and that all adequately informed, right-thinking individuals will 

converge upon the answer. Yet if we deny such moral objectivism completely, or 

endorse a different kind of moral objectivism that is society-dependent (such as 

Rawls’s constructivism), then our moral inquiry might take a different form or 

style.  

Let us turn to naturalistic accounts of morality, to meta-ethics that are 

congenial to science and therefore mainstream psychology, because they do not 

depend upon or speculate the existence of non-natural properties as Cohen 

                                                
82 Emphasis preserved. Cohen, Rescuing Justice and Equality, 257 fn. 39. 
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does.83 Many meta-ethical positions reach for the mantle of naturalism (both 

Rawls and Singer, for instance, lay claim to naturalism), so let me restrict 

naturalism to refer to those theories—error theory, emotivism, sentimentalism, 

expressivism, projectivism, pragmatism, constructivism—that see moral 

knowledge as essentially produced by people. (This retains Rawls the 

constructivist but excludes Singer, because, as we shall see, Singer’s naturalism 

relies on an objective standpoint that stretches the boundaries of what 

naturalistic theories deem to be feasible.) For these species of naturalism, the 

implications of psychological knowledge are deep and pervasive, because it 

contributes to our understanding of how our moral knowledge is constructed, 

shared, and projected onto the world. The objectivist ambitions of inquiry turns 

away from absolute moral truths and toward the acquisition of objective 

knowledge about ethical thinking as a process, practice, or phenomenon that is 

located in and among human beings. This could be mind-dependent, such as an 

emotivist meta-ethics that posits the objectivity of morality on the presence of 

some psychological phenomena; or society-dependent, such as a constructivist 

meta-ethics that posits the objectivity of morality in social practices and 

institutions, such as norms and social contracts. In either case, though, there is 

room for an investigation of how such objective moral facts came about.  

Let me run through one naturalist lineage because it lays out some concepts that 

will emerge again throughout this thesis. A cornerstone for ethical naturalism is 

David Hume’s moral sentimentalism. For Hume, passions and sentiments are an 

essential feature of moral judgment—and other species of practical judgment—

because the passions and sentiments are a necessary motivational force for action. 

Hence Hume’s famous dictum: ‘Reason is, and ought only to be the slave of the 

passions, and can never pretend to any other office than to serve and obey 

                                                
83 Owen Flanagan, Hagop Sarkissian, and David Wong, ‘Naturalizing Ethics’, in Moral Psychology, 
vol. 1, 1–25. 
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them.’84 Ultimately, these sentiments also form the basis of our values, bestowing 

upon them their disposition to action. Accordingly, Hume treats our sentiments 

as the foundation of moral justification, beyond which ‘it is an absurdity to ask 

for a reason… This is an ultimate end, and is never referred to any other object’.85 

If our sentiments did not have this irreducible quality, we would slip into an 

infinite chain of justificatory reasoning, a prospect that Hume took to be an 

impossibility: ‘Something must be desirable on its own account, and because of its 

immediate accord or agreement with human sentiment and affection.’86  

At face value, this might seem to complement Cohen’s fact-insensitivity thesis, 

insofar as Hume posits that behind every fact-sensitive statement is a thing that 

causes its normative force. Yet for Hume this ‘thing’ is not a principle or value, 

but a desire or pro-attitude: ‘the ultimate ends of human actions can never, in any 

case, be accounted for by reason, but recommend themselves entirely to the 

sentiments and affections of mankind, without any dependence on the 

intellectual faculties.’87 It is this affective force, ‘some internal state or feeling’,88 

that bestows upon a principle its normative and motivational power. In this, 

Hume goes one step further than Cohen, because Cohen is content to finish with 

principles, albeit principles of the fact-insensitive kind. Thus, when Cohen sets 

out his ‘clarity of mind requirement’, he argues that an agent ought to have ‘a 

clear grasp’ on why she holds her principles, which means ‘knowing what she 

thinks are the grounds of the principles’, not ‘what causes her to hold them’.89 For 

Cohen, pace Hume, the finality of judgment is accounted for by reason, by the 

beliefs that ground the principle, not by its psychophysiological causes. Yet these 

causes are nevertheless at work, so to fence off any inquiry into them is to accept a 

                                                
84 David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, 415. 
85 Hume, Enquiries Concerning Human Understanding and Concerning the Principles of Morals, eds. L. A. 
Selby-Bigge and P. H. Nidditch, 3rd ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975/1748), 293. 
86 Ibid. 
87 Ibid. 
88 Ibid. 
89 Cohen, Rescuing Justice and Equality, 233. 
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lesser clarity of mind than we are capable of. The fact that Cohen bestows finality 

upon principles that grammatically are value-statements says more about our 

current linguistic practices—or at least the linguistic practices of Cohen and like-

minded philosophers—than any ontological distinctiveness of fact and value. As 

Putnam puts it: ‘The worst thing about the fact/value dichotomy is that in 

practice it functions as a discussion-stopper, and not just a discussion-stopper, 

but a thought-stopper.’90  

So, for non-naturalist philosophers, a value judgment is where reflexion ends. 

But if we take a naturalist view, then we need not cease our inquiries there. Hume 

certainly did not; he undertook to explain the origins of the virtue of justice, a 

genealogy of how we might come to acquire it. (In Chapter Two, §4, I discuss 

how this genealogy might also be vindicatory of that virtue.) Presumably Hume, 

the paradigmatic naturalist, would also approve of any new theory or technology 

that made a valid contribution to our understanding of value, including Charles 

Darwin’s theory of evolutionary selection.91 Darwin proposed that basic moral 

dispositions could be explained as outcomes of selection processes, a hypothesis 

expanded over the decades by sociobiologists, ethologists, and game theorists.92 

Such authors hypothesize various explanatory mechanisms, including group 

selection, kin altruism, reciprocity, coordination, and conflict resolution, as well 

                                                
90 Putnam, The Collapse of the Fact/Value Dichotomy and Other Essays, 44. 
91 For attempts to coalesce Hume and Darwin, see Oliver Curry, ‘Morality as Natural History: An 
Adaptationist Account of Ethics’, (PhD, London School of Economics, 2005); and Nichols, 
Sentimental Rules. 
92 For an incomplete list, see Edward O. Wilson, Sociobiology: The New Synthesis (Cambridge, MA: 
Belknap Press, 1975); Richard Dawkins, The Selfish Gene (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1976); 
Brian Skyrms, Evolution of the Social Contract (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1996); Elliot Sober and David Sloan Wilson, Unto Others: The Evolution and Psychology of Unselfish 
Behaviour (Cambridge, MA; London: Harvard University Press, 1998); Michael Ruse, Biology and 
the Foundations of Ethics (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999); Geoffrey 
Miller, The Mating Mind: How Sexual Choice Shaped the Evolution of Human Nature (London: Vintage, 
2001); Kim Sterelny, Thought in a Hostile World: The Evolution of Human Cognition (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 2003); Peter J. Richerson and Robert Boyd, Not By Genes Alone: How Culture 
Transformed Human Evolution (Chicago, IL; London: University Of Chicago Press, 2005); and Ken 
Binmore, Natural Justice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011). 
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as processes that involve the interaction of nature/nurture, such as gene-culture 

coevolution and ontogenetic development. One person’s value is another person’s 

fact and, accordingly, the value judgment becomes a nexus for explanation in 

terms of evolutionary selection, neurobiological function, psychological dynamics, 

cultural genealogy, and so on by informed external observers.  

The real challenge is to take the observer’s view ourselves, to entertain our 

factual knowledge about a certain value at the same time as we are experiencing 

it, and perhaps even to resist, revise, or validate our judgments in light of these 

factual reasons. This will itself require some sort of justification, an epistemic or 

ethical principle that tells us why this fact is relevant to this judgment. For 

example, Cohen’s clarity-of-mind requirement is an epistemic principle that 

forbids us from according moral legitimacy to any normative judgment that lacks 

a grounding in rational belief; but we could substitute that principle for another, 

such as according legitimacy to only those judgments that are transparent about 

their origins (an epistemic principle), or only those judgments that involve the 

expression of care (an ethical principle). This might seem to give a second chance 

to Cohen’s fact-insensitivity thesis, because it restarts the pursuit of higher 

justificatory principles, but the lesson I take is its exposure of fact/value 

entanglement, its revealing that behind every value are facts and behind every fact 

are values. This begs the question of when and how we cease our inquiries, the 

answer to which arises in various places throughout this thesis (especially Chapter 

Four, §2.3); suffice it to say here that not every genealogy is critical, not every 

causal story delegitimating. Choosing when to suspend reflection on our moral 

judgments is itself a question of judgment, if not indeed the judgment itself.  

To conclude, Cohen is too quick to argue that his fact-insensitivity thesis is 

neutral in regards to meta-ethics. In the context of a naturalist, non-absolutist 

meta-ethics, normative judgment does relate to, and is potentially responsive to, 

the facts that constitute it. Thus, the only way to preserve the fact-insensitivity 

thesis is to withdraw to an absolutist meta-ethics, where moral inquiry strives to 
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verify mind- and society-independent moral truths and thereby preserve its claim 

to producing objective judgments. At this point, I must concede a stalemate, 

because questions of meta-ethics have yet to be settled and it is far beyond the 

scope of this thesis to settle them.93 Perhaps all the anti-absolutist can do is argue 

that moral absolutism is undermined by the presence of plausible naturalist 

alternative that explains our shared moral dispositions without reference to the 

existence of mind- and society-independent moral truths, that posits subjectivity 

as an ineliminable element of moral judgment. 94  This is not a knockdown 

argument, because although scientific evidence weighs in favour of naturalism, it 

does so only by science’s standards of what counts as good evidence. Yet this is 

perhaps as good an argument as we can expect, and it does force Cohen into the 

awkward position of needing to deny the epistemic merits of science, even 

though elsewhere he treats science as an unproblematic model of objective 

knowledge that moral theory can aspire to.95 It is for precisely this reason that 

scientific explanations of moral value and knowledge pose such a peculiar 

challenge to moral rationalists, because it turns against them the exemplar of 

objectivist methodology that they have imported into the moral domain. 

 

*** 

 

  

                                                
93 For some notable discussion, see J. L. Mackie, Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong (London: 
Penguin, 1977), chap. 1; Simon Blackburn, Essays in Quasi-Realism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1993); Russ Shafer-Landau, Moral Realism: A Defense (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003); and 
Graham Oddie, Value, Reality, and Desire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005). 
94 Gilbert Harman, ‘Is There a Single True Morality?’, in Explaining Value: And Other Essays in 
Moral Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 77–99. 
95 See, for instance, his contrast of ideology with ‘genuinely scientific’ social theory, in G. A. 
Cohen, ‘The Workers and the Word: Why Marx Had the Right to Think He Was Right’, in 
Lectures on the History of Moral and Political Philosophy (Princeton University Press, 2013/1968), 271. 
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§4. Peter Singer and the Debunking of Ethics 

 

§4.1. Against Rawls’s Reflective Equilibrium 

 

There is one final variant of political moralism I will examine: Peter Singer’s 

utilitarianism. As a utilitarian, Singer is not in the game of constructing ideal 

theory, a theory of ideal institutions, but rather an ideal decision procedure, a 

principled solution to all possible ethical questions. In this he follows Henry 

Sidgwick who denied that utopia-building was the best approach for moral 

theory, principally because it was not obvious to him that the rules that governed 

an ideal society would be the best for governing the nonideal society in which we 

presently live.96 Accordingly, all that matters is making judgments that are ideally 

utility maximizing.  

An engagement with psychology is basic to utilitarianism in two ways. First, 

utilitarianism is itself grounded in a fact of psychology: in the capacity for 

happiness or suffering that informs conceptions of utility. Accordingly, 

psychological knowledge is directly relevant to our understanding of the core 

value of utility: its measurement, the causes of its gains and losses, and so on. 

Positive psychology is a subdiscipline that encompasses investigations of this kind 

(although not all work done in positive psychology is guided by utilitarian 

concerns). 97  Utilitarians turn to the sciences to adjudicate relevant ethical 

problems, such as whether certain edible species like fish and crustaceans feel 

pain and thereby deserve inclusion within utilitarian calculations;98 or whether we 

                                                
96 Henry Sidgwick, The Methods of Ethics, 7th ed. (Indianapolis, IN; Cambridge: Hackett Publishing 
Co., 1981/1874), 20–2. 
97 For review, see E. Diener, S. Oishi, and R. E. Lucas, “Personality, Culture, and Subjective Well-
Being: Emotional and Cognitive Evaluations of Life,” Annual Review of Psychology 54 (2003): 403–25. 
98 Peter Singer, Animal Liberation (London: Random House, 1995), 172–4. 
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can make objective, comparative assessments about the relative happiness of 

certain individuals or groups.99  

Second, psychological knowledge also plays an instrumental role in utilitarian 

decision procedures. If these facts really can contribute to the success of such 

decisions, then there is no need to restrict the role of the facts of psychology. 

Indeed, if psychological knowledge helps to successfully predict and implement 

utility-maximal outcomes, then its inclusion is morally required. Moreover, because 

utilitarians are morally concerned only with consequences—that is, the means 

interest them only insofar as they advance utility maximizing ends—then 

utilitarians are willing to contemplate means that are questionable by the 

standards of other ethical theories. One example is an enthusiasm for 

psychological interventions and technologies; for example, Savulescu and Persson 

defend moral bioenhancement on utilitarian grounds, arguing that we are morally 

obligated to modify human judgments through pharmacological and genetic 

strategies.100 So, utilitarianism can be seen as ‘a kind of psychical engineering’ for 

which psychological knowledge plays an important role.101 The more interesting 

question is whether psychology is separable from the normative justification of 

utilitarianism; that is, the determination of its first principles. This question 

occupies the remainder of this chapter. 

Singer holds firmly to the fact/value dichotomy. For example, in a discussion of 

E. O. Wilson’s sociobiology, the facts of which he does not dispute, Singer sets 

aside its ethical relevance by appealing to an ‘unbridgeable gulf between facts and 

values, between descriptions of what is and prescriptions of what ought to be’.102 

Accordingly, Singer is critical of Rawls for compromising the purity of his 
                                                
99 Sam Harris, The Moral Landscape: How Science Can Determine Human Values (London: Black Swan, 
2012). 
100 Ingmar Persson and Julian Savulescu, Unfit for the Future: The Need for Moral Enhancement 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012). 
101  Stuart Hampshire, ‘Morality and Pessimism’, in Public and Private Morality, ed. Stuart 
Hampshire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978), 3. 
102  Peter Singer, The Expanding Circle: Ethics, Evolution, and Moral Progress, (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1981), 73. 
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normative procedures with both external facts and constitutive facts. In regards 

to external facts, Singer, like Cohen, is famously willing to defend very demanding 

obligations in regards to global poverty, more demanding than we are ever likely 

to see enacted; thus, he makes a distinction between purely normative ideals and 

questions of feasibility.103 In regards to constitutive facts, the facts of our own 

thinking, Singer is critical of Rawls for allowing intuitions to play a substantial 

role in his normative procedures. In this, Singer also disagrees with Cohen, an 

ethical intuitionist. Yet Singer’s justification for excluding intuitions is much the 

same as what worried Cohen in §3.2; that is, the presumption that causal 

explanations for intuitions and convictions undermine their claim to reason. 

Thus, Singer goes further than Cohen by enforcing a reason/unreason dichotomy, 

where the paradigm for reason is rational scientific thinking, and unreason is 

inhabited by our common intuitions (among other things), the kind that Rawls 

and Cohen invite into their normative procedures.  

Singer’s principal target is Rawls’s method of the reflective equilibrium. This is 

Rawls’s proposal for striking a balance between ideal normative theory and our 

existing moral capacity as expressed through our intuitions and considered 

judgments. The reflective equilibrium might be understood as an attempt to 

reconcile his Kantian and Humean commitments, to balance the demand for an 

internally rationalistic theory with the moral sentiments that constitute and 

motivate our sense of justice. Rawls is inconclusive about which, if any, should 

take priority. Taking the Kantian side, Rawls notes that ‘considered judgments 

are no doubt subject to certain irregularities and distortions’, and as such we 

should modify our judgments in light of a principled conception of justice. This, 

Rawls writes, will give us ‘the best account of a person’s sense of justice’,104 a 

remark which suggests that the rationality inherent to our sense of justice is 

related to the rationality that shapes well-formed theory, that the two possess a 
                                                
103 Peter Singer, ‘Famine, Affluence, and Morality’, Philosophy and Public Affairs 1, no. 3 (1972): 229–
43. 
104 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 49. 
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structural affinity. Elsewhere, though, the priority appears to fall on judgment 

over theory, tilting the balance of the reflective equilibrium in favour of its 

Humean dimension. Rawls writes, ‘I wish to stress that a theory of justice is 

precisely that, namely, a theory… a theory of the moral sentiments (to recall an 

eighteenth century title) setting out the principles governing our moral powers’. 

In this sense, moral theory is analogous to scientific theory, insofar as it attempts 

to systematize a set of facts, albeit facts of psychology: ‘There is a definite if 

limited class of facts against which conjectured principles can be checked, 

namely, our considered judgments in reflective equilibrium.’105 Thus, theory yields 

to the social and psychological facts, conceived as an inductive exercise where we 

infer the principles behind our moral sense by observing and systematizing our 

judgments.  

So, Rawls’s reflective equilibrium proposes a mutual correction of theory and 

judgment, where each is tailored to the other until stability is attained. But Singer 

worries that this procedure, by striking a compromise with existing moral 

perspectives, has no criteria for validity outside of itself. He writes, ‘there is no 

sense in which a description [of our moral capacity] can be correct that is 

independent of the way it fits what it describes.’106 Even when the dissonance 

between theory and judgment is reduced to a tolerable level in equilibrium, we 

have no way to declare it objectively valid in an absolutist sense. This is true even 

if everyone arrives at the same stable reflective equilibrium, because the most we 

can infer from universal consensus in the context of Kantian constructivism is 

intersubjective validity; that is, an overlap of the subjective moral standpoints of 

everyone involved. But this is not enough for Singer, because he aspires to the 

discovery of absolute moral truths that are objective in the same sense as truths of 

science.  

                                                
105 Ibid., 50–1. 
106 Peter Singer, ‘Sidgwick and Reflective Equilibrium’, The Monist 58, no. 3 (1974): 493–4. 
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Consequently, Singer rejects the idea that our best moral theory should be 

tailored to common judgments and the intuitions that inform them: ‘A normative 

ethical theory might reject all of [our common moral judgments], and still be 

superior to other normative theories that better matched our moral judgments.’107 

By contrast, he takes himself to be siding with Kant, who (he writes) took the 

view ‘that unless morality could be based on pure reason, it was a chimera.’108 This 

insistence upon the autonomy of normativity is grounded in (1) his commitment 

to a moral absolutism that is mind-dependent yet society-independent and (2) his 

deployment of evolutionary genealogies to debunk non-utilitarian intuitions. I 

will address these in turn. 

 

§4.1.1. Singer as Moral Absolutist  

 

Singer’s call for independent criteria of validity speaks from his presumption of 

a kind of moral absolutism. For Singer, ‘Ethical truths are not written into the 

fabric of the universe’; rather, ethics requires the existence of value, and value is 

conceived as mind-dependent, as contingent on there being creatures who 

possess desires and preferences.109 Thus, as mentioned earlier, utilitarianism is 

grounded in a psychological fact: in the capacity of humans and other sentient 

animals to subjectively experience happiness (or suffering). As Singer puts it, ‘If 

there are no beings with interests, the requirement that we treat all interests 

equally is entirely empty.’110 Yet we also possess a capacity for reason, another 

psychological fact, which (among other things) enables us to reflect upon our 

desires and preferences. So, Singer argues, we employ reason to supplement our 

subjective values by identifying a further set of genuinely objective values, 
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abstracting ourselves from our own subjective interests and perceiving human 

value from the outside (as it were), to assume what Singer calls ‘the point of view 

of the universe’.111  

This latter phrase comes from Henry Sidgwick. In The Methods of Ethics, 

Sidgwick sought to differentiate his approach from commonsense morality, from 

the real world ethics one can observe in the intuitions and judgments of educated, 

sophisticated thinkers, and to ground his utilitarianism instead in ‘real ethical 

axioms’, in principles that were objectively true. Although Sidgwick could not 

confirm an infallible method for identifying such principles, he argued that 

plausible candidates would be those axioms that (1) could be stated clearly and 

precisely, (2) seemed self-evidently true after consideration, (3) did not conflict 

with other truths, and (4) were corroborated by the considered judgments of 

other experts.112 But, contra constructivism, it is still possible for those principles 

that meet these criteria, that enjoy intersubjective agreement of judgment, to be 

false. Singer cites Sidgwick’s remark that a principle ‘which presents itself to my 

mind as self-evident, and is in harmony with all the rest of my intuitions relating 

to the same subject, and is also accepted by all other minds that have been led to 

contemplate it may after all turn out to be false: but it seems to have as high a degree 

of certainty as I can hope to attain under existing conditions of human 

thought.’113 Thus, the truthfulness of an axiom can be independent of anyone 

knowing it to be true; that is, moral truths can be society-independent, beyond 

the scope of existing human knowledge. In this vein, Singer and de Lazari-Radek 

draw an analogy between the axioms of morality and the axioms of mathematics 

or physics, raising the tantalizing possibility that: If reason can grasp the 

truthfulness of the latter, then why not the former too?114 

                                                
111 Singer, How Are We to Live?, 272. 
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113 Emphasis preserved. Cited in Singer, ‘Sidgwick and Reflective Equilibrium,’ 508.  
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One axiom Sidgwick settles upon is the axiom of universal benevolence; that is, 

‘the self-evident principle that the good of any one individual is of no more 

importance, from the point of view (if I may say so) of the Universe, than the 

good of any other.’115 It asks us to inhabit the preterhuman perspective of ‘the 

universe’, to abstract ourselves from our own interests and perceive human 

happiness as a uniform property that can be quantified and compared. Singer 

adopts this impartial perspective (although without Sidgwick’s hesitant ‘if I may 

say so’) as a uniquely ethical perspective that produces judgments that do not fall 

into the category of common moral judgments, the kind he sees as problematic 

about Rawls’s reflective equilibrium. These impartial judgments have a different 

epistemic weight: ‘When my ability to reason shows me that the suffering of 

another being is very similar to my own suffering and (in an appropriate case) 

matters just as much to that other being as my own suffering matters to me, then 

my reason is showing me something that is undeniably true.’116 So, we saw that 

Rawls situates objectivity in morality in what people actually agree on, in the 

sociological fact of reasonable consensus (or, in Rawls’s case, his deduction or 

prediction of such consensus). But Singer situates objectivity in a scientific 

mindset: ‘The possibility of being led, by reasoning, to the point of view of the 

universe provides as much “objectivity” as there can be.’117 This begs the question 

of whether a scientific mindset is appropriate for ethics, but I leave that for now 

and turn to the question of why Singer is so sceptical of common moral 

judgments, why he sees the scientific mindset as an appropriate prescription.  

 

§4.1.2. Against Intuitions 
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In recent years, Singer (and occasional co-author Katarzyna de Lazari-Radek) 

have been central in a lively debate over so-called ‘evolutionary debunking 

arguments’, where facts about the nature of a judgment—specifically, facts about 

the psychological mechanisms or evaluative preferences that dispose a person 

toward making a certain judgment—are used to undermine or ‘debunk’ its 

normative claims.118 Although Singer’s focus is on facts about the evolution of 

certain evaluative preferences that inform our judgments, he applies the same 

logic to judgments shaped by historical processes, such as the norms we inherit 

from a dominant religion or ideology.119  

This is an example of genealogical critique, albeit a far more heavy-handed 

version than what we see later in this thesis. What makes it heavy-handed is that 

Singer combines the investigation of psychological causation with his belief in 

mind-dependent, society-independent moral truths that support utilitarianism. 

So, he not only reveals the causal origins of a certain judgment or intuition, but 

also demonstrates that the processes involved in its origination do not track the 

moral truth. For example, if a judgment is plausibly an outcome of evolutionary 

processes, Singer argues we are justified in debunking that judgment, because we 

know that natural selection tracks reproductive fitness and not moral truths (at 

least not the moral truths that Singer takes to be true). Accordingly, Singer and 

de Lazari-Radek argue that when we search for ‘real ethical axioms’, we should 

search for axioms that not only seem intuitively true, but true in ‘the absence of a 

plausible explanation of the intuition as the outcome of an evolutionary or other 

non-truth-tracking process.’120 

To illustrate his argument, Singer turns to recent neuroscientific studies of 

moral dilemmas, specifically the experimental work of Joshua Greene. In a very 

influential experiment, Greene observes the neural activity of subjects under an 

                                                
118 For a useful summary and contribution to these debates, see Guy Kahane, ‘Evolutionary 

Debunking Arguments’, Noûs 45 (2011): 103–25. 
119 Singer, ‘Ethics and Intuitions’, 345. 
120 De Lazari-Radek and Singer, ‘The Objectivity of Ethics and the Unity of Practical Reason’, 26. 
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fMRI scanner as they consider two variant cases of the trolley dilemma.121 In the 

Sidetrack case, subjects are asked to imagine themselves seeing a runaway tram 

hurtling toward five people who will be killed if the tram continues 

uninterrupted. However, there is a switch nearby that, if activated, will divert the 

tram onto an alternate set of tracks, where it will kill one person rather than five. 

Subjects are then asked if they ought to switch the tracks. In the Footbridge case, 

subjects are asked to imagine the same situation except that this time they are 

standing on a footbridge that arches over the tracks. Beside them stands a very 

large stranger who, if pushed off the footbridge to their death, is sufficient in size 

to stop the train from killing five people on the tracks. Subjects are asked again if 

they ought to intervene, this time by pushing the stranger from the bridge.  

What makes these trolley problems philosophically interesting is that, from a 

consequentialist perspective, the cases are morally equivalent, because both 

involve killing one person to save the lives of five. Nevertheless, most people do 

not treat the cases as equivalent; they judge that they ought to activate the switch, 

but ought not to push the stranger off the bridge. In other words, most people 

make a consequentialist judgment in the Sidetrack dilemma, intentionally causing 

the death of one person to save five, but a non-consequentialist judgment in the 

Footbridge dilemma. These disparate judgments have been the source of much 

philosophical discussion, including some heroic attempts to justify what might 

otherwise appear to be an intolerable inconsistency in most people’s intuitions.122 

                                                
121 Joshua D. Greene et al., ‘An fMRI Investigation of Emotional Engagement in Moral Judgment’, 
Science 293, no. 5537 (September 14, 2001): 2105–2108. For a discussion of ethical implications, see 
ibid., ‘From Neural “Is” to Moral “Ought”: What Are the Moral Implications of Neuroscientific 
Moral Psychology?’, Nature Reviews Neuroscience 4 (2003): 847–50. 
122 The most famous justification is the doctrine of double effect, still criticized and defended with 
great vigour, increasingly by appeal to psychological data. See Philippa Foot, ‘The Problem of 
Abortion and the Doctrine of Double Effect’, Oxford Review 5 (1967): 5–15; Judith Jarvis Thomson, 
‘Killing, Letting Die, and the Trolley Problem’, Monist 59 (1976): 204–17; F. M. Kamm, ‘Moral 
Intuitions, Cognitive Psychology, and the Harming-versus-Not-Aiding Distinction’, Ethics 108, no. 
3 (1998): 463–88; Michael Otsuka, ‘Double Effect, Triple Effect and the Trolley Problem: Squaring 
the Circle in Looping Cases’, Utilitas 20, no. 1 (2008): 92–110; and Guy Kahane, ‘The Armchair 
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What Greene’s fMRI scans contribute to such debates is the objective insight 

that people’s divergent judgments correlate with certain patterns of activation in 

distinctive regions of the brain: the Footbridge case is associated with activation 

of neural regions associated with emotional processing, while the Sidetrack case is 

associated with activity in regions associated with working memory. Greene 

explains this divergence by appeal to evolutionary theory: Our moral instincts, 

mediated by affective forces, evolved at a time when humans lived in small close-

knit communities; consequently, our innate aversion to causing harm is activated 

only when the interaction occurs ‘up-close-and-personal’. In the modern world, 

however, where our interactions with others are often impersonal and indirect, 

these same evolved preferences fail to activate, even when the consequences of 

our actions are equivalent. So, to return to the trolley problem, when we imagine 

pushing a stranger off a bridge with our bare hands, our evolved aversion to 

causing harm is alerted, and prompts activation in the brain that 

neuropsychologists associate with emotion. Yet when we engage the switch, the 

same activation does not occur, because our aversion to causing harm did not 

evolve to include indirect harms caused by mechanized means.  

For Greene, there is a moral upshot to all this. He cites Singer’s famous 1972 

article, ‘Famine, Affluence, and Morality’, as evidence that we ought not make 

moral distinctions based on proximity, that our obligations to people should not 

vary according to whether they are near or far. (Of course, Singer’s moral 

argument is far from uncontroversial, but let us set that aside for now.) 123 

Essentially, then, Greene adopts the axiom of universal benevolence as a 

normative standard, an ideal against which to judge our divergent responses to 

the trolley problem. On his interpretation, our non-consequentialist intuitions—

                                                                                                                                      
and the Trolley: An Argument for Experimental Ethics’, Philosophical Studies 162, no. 2 (2013): 421–
45. 
123 For defences of special obligations, see Peter Railton, ‘Alienation, Consequentialism, and the 
Demands of Morality’, Philosophy and Public Affairs 13, no. 2 (1984): 134–171; and David O. Brink, 
‘Impartiality and Associative Duties’, Utilitas 13, no. 2 (2001): 152–72. 
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that is, the intuitions associated with the emotional parts of the brain—do not 

track the moral truth. By contrast: ‘The only way to reach a distinctively 

consequentialist judgment… is to actually go through the consequentialist, cost-

benefit reasoning using one’s “cognitive” faculties, the ones based in the 

dorsolateral prefrontal cortex.’124 Of course, moral philosophy has been here 

before: Greene is resurrecting a longstanding dualism of reason/emotion and 

reframing it in the language of contemporary neuroscience, in order to imply that 

only reason produces the right moral choices. Emotion-based intuitions are 

interpreted as primitive, automatic responses which evolved for use as rough-and-

ready heuristics in anachronistic environments, imperfect then as a source of 

moral guidance and even less reliable now in our large, anonymous modern 

societies. Moreover, because they are given a retrodictive evolutionary 

explanation, they are conceived as tracking reproductive fitness rather than the 

moral truth, under no expectation that the two will overlap. As such, this 

renewed reason/emotion dichotomy is not only presented as a way of separating 

consequentialist from deontological judgments, associating the former with 

reason and the latter with emotion, it gives grounds for debunking the latter as 

outdated, unreliable, and unreasonable.  

Of course, all this hangs on the assumption that the axiom of universal 

benevolence is true, that it truly is immoral to allow the death of five people over 

one; and Greene has been roundly criticized for interpreting his research through 

the lens of these normative commitments, without subjecting these to 

justification.125 But it is easy to see why Singer, already committed to those 

normative principles, deploys Greene’s research to debunk intuitions involved in 

normative judgment. Discussing Greene’s work, he writes: ‘Our better [scientific] 
                                                
124 Greene, ‘The Secret Joke in Kant’s Soul’, 65. 
125 Selim Berker, ‘The Normative Insignificance of Neuroscience’, Philosophy and Public Affairs 37, 
no. 4 (2009): 293–329; and Regina Rini, ‘Making Psychology Normatively Significant’, Journal of 
Ethics 17, no. 3 (2013): 257–74. I should note that these critics do not doubt that Greene’s research 
has some normative implications, their criticisms hinge on the particular interpretation he 
advances. 
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understanding of ethics gives us grounds for being less respectful of [our 

intuitions].’126 This lack of respect transfers onto any normative procedure that 

relies on our common intuitions as a source of moral knowledge, including 

Rawls’s reflective equilibrium and Cohen’s radical pluralism. But Singer’s appeal 

to Greene’s neuroscience is as vulnerable to the charge of circularity as is Rawls’s 

appeal to Kohlberg, because Greene’s interpretation of his findings is already 

substantially ethicized, organized around what he takes to be morally correct, 

generalized into a debunking of affective and intuitive judgments. 

 

§4.2. Saving Moral Theory (or Not) from Biology  

 

The problem for Singer’s debunking argument is that it depends upon already 

knowing the moral truth. We observe the neurobiological correlates of a morally 

correct judgment, then debunk judgments that lack those neurobiological 

properties. More specifically, we debunk judgments that involve affectively laden 

intuitions. But is it possible to discover the moral truth without invoking those 

same intuitions? Singer admits: ‘Even a radical ethical theory like utilitarianism 

must rest on a fundamental intuition about what is good.’127 We might not need 

to produce that intuition when we apply the utilitarian rule, but that does not 

mean it was not involved in the construction of the rule. So if the normative 

judgments that ground utilitarianism also rely on intuitions, about which we can 

also construct a speculative genealogical story, then why are these intuitions not 

vulnerable to genealogical debunking? We saw Cohen face this problem with 

inherited convictions, where he left the thought hanging. Singer, by contrast, goes 

on the defensive. 

                                                
126 Singer, ‘Ethics and Intuitions’, 349. See also de Lazari-Radek and Singer, ‘The Objectivity of 
Ethics and the Unity of Practical Reason’, 18. 
127 Singer, ‘Ethics and Intuitions’, 349. 
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One way to defend the utilitarian intuition would be to argue that, in fact, 

evolutionary or sociocultural processes do track moral truths. Yet, as Sharon 

Street has argued, if evolution tracks any truths at all, it only tracks truths that 

relate to survival and reproduction in particular environments.128 Singer and de 

Lazari-Radek accept this point as far as our intuitions go. Yet they argue that 

reason, having evolved to track truths about our reproductive fitness, has the 

further consequence of enabling us to formulate true beliefs about other issues 

also. With our capacity for reason having evolved thus, they write, ‘we may be 

unable to avoid recognizing and discovering some truths that do not aid our 

survival.’129 They offer the example of a priori truths in complicated mathematics 

and physics, knowledge of which does not enhance our reproductive fitness, yet is 

nevertheless knowledge acquired by a mental faculty that did enhance fitness, that 

endowed us with a capacity to make valid inferences from premises to 

conclusions. Their suggestion is that these same cognitive skills could be 

successful in ethical thinking, ‘to recognize and reject capricious or arbitrary 

grounds for drawing distinctions and to understand self-evident moral truths—

what Sidgwick referred to as “rational intuition”.’130 

Now, for reasons discussed later (especially Chapter Two, §3.2), I find this line 

of argumentation troublesome, because, first, it defines reason in opposition to 

our affective capacities; and, second, it misconceives ‘reason’ as an entity that 

could be meaningfully described as a product of evolutionary processes, like a 

lung or a thumb, rather than an exercise or practice that is situated in linguistic 

and conceptual communities. But this is by the by: the point of this chapter is to 

reveal the relevance of psychology to political philosophy and Singer readily 

concedes this relevance—to a point. And this point has now been identified as 

the ‘rational intuition’, an intuition that grounds the axioms of utilitarianism yet 

                                                
128 Sharon Street, ‘A Darwinian Dilemma for Realist Theories of Value’, Philosophical Studies 127 
(2006): 109–66. 
129 De Lazari-Radek and Singer, ‘The Objectivity of Ethics and the Unity of Practical Reason’, 16. 
130 Emphasis added. Ibid. 
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is different in kind to the common intuition that he excludes from normative 

procedures.  

At this juncture, we have two options: (1) We accept Singer’s view that there are 

some true moral principles, supported by rational intuitions, which are fully 

explicable as outcomes of reason and possess no other casual origins. The 

normative consequence of this view is that we should act in accordance to these 

principles alone, even when this conflicts with other common intuitions, because 

any intuition that conflicts with a principle supported by a rational intuition must 

be a non-rational intuition and therefore dispensable. As such, Singer cautiously 

endorses pushing the large stranger off the footbridge.131 (2) We deny Singer his 

exemptions and insist that if his argument works for some intuitions then it must 

work for all intuitions, thereby opening the door to global scepticism about 

intuitions as a source of absolutist moral knowledge. Singer acknowledges this 

conclusion is possible, but resists it.132 Other philosophers, however, have more 

forcefully pushed the point.133  

I will call option (1) the containment argument, because it asserts that some 

intuitions can be contained and isolated from the scepticism created by 

debunking arguments. Option (2) is global scepticism, not scepticism that intuitions 

can provide us with moral knowledge, but scepticism that this knowledge relates 

to absolute moral truths. This second option is bad news for moral absolutists, 

but no news for philosophers who already reject the idea of absolute moral truths, 

which includes Rawls the constructivist and the political realists I examine next 

chapter. But first I shall discuss why the first option cannot be entirely 

discounted. 
                                                
131 ‘Cautiously’ insofar as Singer concedes we might wish to withhold praise: ‘We may not wish to 
praise those who are capable of pushing strangers off high places, for fear that they will do it on 
other occasions when it does not save more lives than it costs.’ Singer, ‘Ethics and Intuitions’, 350. 
132 Ibid. 
133 Richard Joyce, The Evolution of Morality; Street, ‘A Darwinian Dilemma for Realist Theories of 
Value’; Neil Levy, Neuroethics, 286–8; Folke Tersman, ‘The Reliability of Moral Intuitions: A 
Challenge from Neuroscience’, Australian Journal of Philosophy 86 (2008): 389–405; and Kahane, 
‘Evolutionary Debunking Arguments’, 119–20. 
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The containment argument is laid out by Singer and de Lazari-Radek in their 

paper, ‘The Objectivity of Ethics and the Unity of Practical Reason’, where they 

make the case for why rational intuitions are not vulnerable to the debunking 

arguments they advance against common intuitions. None of their points serve as 

knockdown arguments—and, to be fair, none are presented as such—so the 

containment argument really only returns us to the meta-ethical quandary we 

reached with Cohen, where we either do or do not accept the proposition that 

there are absolute moral truths.  

First, to argue in favour of the existence of absolute moral truths, Singer and de 

Lazari-Radek write, ‘no theory has been put forward professing to discredit the 

propositions that [Sidgwick] regards as really axiomatic… at least for the all-

important axiom of universal benevolence.’134 Yet this is no argument against 

anti-absolutism, because it is not the purpose of anti-absolutist theories to 

dispute the ethical content of the principle, but rather to dispute the 

metaphysical status of that principle. As Singer complains of Rawlsian meta-

ethics, on this understanding, a principle that enjoys universal consensus might 

only be the site of intersubjective agreement, nothing more. Accordingly, Singer’s 

claim that the principle of universal benevolence has not been ‘discredited’ is no 

proof of it being an absolute truth.  

Second, Singer and de Lazari-Radek suggest that the problem with other ‘non-

rational’ intuitions is that they rely only on their apparent persuasiveness. For 

instance, in arguing against the judgment that it is morally permissible to 

prioritize the interests of one’s own children over other people’s, Singer and de 

Lazari-Radek write, ‘if [partiality] is to be justified, it needs a form of justification 

that does not start from the idea that because we strongly feel that it is right, it 

must be true.’135 Nevertheless, when Singer and de Lazari-Radek appeal to self-

                                                
134 De Lazari-Radek and Singer, ‘The Objectivity of Ethics and the Unity of Practical Reason’, 19. 
135 Ibid., 22. 
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evidence as a distinctive quality of ‘rational intuitions’, it is hard to see how this 

appeal is any different.  

But self-evidence is not the only criterion of validity. Another is the considered 

judgment of other experts—yet philosophers are notoriously divided on many 

issues, including the one above, whether we owe special obligations to our nearest 

and dearest.136 So instead we must turn to Singer and de Lazari-Radek’s third 

argument in favour of the existence of objective moral truths: the absence of 

debunking arguments for the intuitions that support Sidgwickian utilitarianism. 

Thus, Singer and de Lazari-Radek argue that while there are compelling 

evolutionary explanations for intuitions that support partiality for our kin, there 

are no equally compelling explanations for the evolution of impartiality, for the 

selective retention of heritable dispositions toward altruistic action. In lieu of any 

such explanation, it remains an open possibility that these moral truths are 

discovered in the way that moral absolutists say they are; that is, discovered by 

reason with the support of rational intuition in the same way that complicated 

truths about physics and mathematics are.  

This point is debatable137—but I need not go into debating it here. It is enough 

for the purposes of this discussion to note that the point is debatable, because this is 

an admission that further factual information will settle the argument. Singer and 

de Lazari-Radek accept this. They note that their claims are open to falsification 

by empirical hypotheses and data, and that a debunking explanation of 

Sidgwickian rational intuitions could still potentially emerge. In light of this 

empirical uncertainty, they conclude that this ‘should motivate some humility, on 

the part of both skeptics and nonskeptics, about their conclusions’. 138  This 

‘humility’ is precisely the sort of attitude I want to extend and clarify in advancing 

                                                
136 For example, see Brian Feltham and John Cottingham, Partiality and Impartiality: Morality, 
Special Relationships, and the Wider World (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2010). 
137 Kahane, ‘Evolutionary Debunking Arguments’, 119. 
138 De Lazari-Radek and Singer, ‘The Objectivity of Ethics and the Unity of Practical Reason’, 26 
fn. 45. 
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a reflexive political psychology. On my side, this humility comes in the form of a 

recognition that we are once again on the brink of meta-ethical quandaries, where 

absolute moral truths are impossible to disprove even if we possess alternative 

explanations. The difference between Cohen and Singer is that Singer concedes 

to factual knowledge the potential to disrupt this stalemate, to prove that what 

appears to be absolute moral truths are in fact a product of evolution or culture. 

In that deep sense, Singer’s political moralism never quite quarantines the 

empirical, so his approach is not perfectly ‘ethics-first’, because certain kinds of 

factual claims lie at the base of Singer’s conception of normative judgment. 

Can we do without absolute moral truths? Of course. We have already seen, in 

Rawls’s constructivism, one strategy for bracketing off these meta-ethical doubts, 

for taking agreement at the discursive level to be politically sufficient, to obviate 

the need for ambitious metaphysical explanations about what our judgments 

signify. In the next chapter I review political realists who are similarly 

unperturbed by the thought that there is no objectively valid test for the ethics 

that are present and immanent in human practices. For them, the only objectivity 

is political reality, so it is no point of embarrassment to them that our judgments 

are infused with the affective and the intuitive, nor that our judgments disagree 

and are often internally contradictory, because our judgments are conceived as a 

product of our human contingency, not as a representation of absolute truths. It 

is time to turn to such authors now, to face the issue of psychology head on, 

because as we have seen this chapter, there is no clear separation of psychology 

from political philosophy, so we must ask after the consequences of pretending 

that there is. 
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Chapter Two: Absent Feelings? A Realist Critique of 

Moralist Judgment 

 

§1. Overview 

 

We saw in Chapter One the tensions within political moralism, the imposition 

of dichotomies meant to contain and separate the empirical from normative 

philosophy. We also saw that these dichotomies are highly untenable, tending to 

collapse under scrutiny and reveal, in Putnam’s phrase, an entanglement of fact 

and value. I concluded accordingly that the factual claims produced by 

psychology cannot in principle be excluded from normative political philosophy, 

because normative thinking is constituted by the very phenomena that 

psychologists produce factual claims about.  

We also saw that political moralists often go quite far in acknowledging that 

sensitivity. It would be a misconception to describe political moralism as strictly 

apsychological. More accurately, political moralism is highly selective and 

strategic in its engagement with psychology, conceiving of persons principally in 

terms of the necessary faculties for achieving ideals of thinking and acting. Yet 

this partiality is a problem because, once we think in terms of psychology, we 

uncover normatively relevant properties beneath these idealized models of 

thinking and agency. We also redescribe what political moralists are themselves 

doing when they make normative judgments, revealing the contingencies that 

they deny or neglect in their account of normative procedures. It follows from 

this that questions of feasibility apply not only to the implementation of an ideal 

theory, but also to the practices of normative thinking that produce that ideal 
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theory. In other words, the ought-implies-can constraint rules out those ideals of 

judgment that purport to transcend the contingencies of their origination.  

But to redescribe or reinterpret these normative procedures is not yet to show 

them to be inappropriate. It could be that moralist thought-practices are still the 

best thought-practices for addressing the question of politics. Even if Cohen is 

wrong about the fact-insensitivity of first principles, for example, his strategy 

might still be roughly right, and might cultivate the best cognitive style for 

tackling the problems of politics. Accordingly, in this chapter, I turn to a more 

substantive critique, political realism, which involves, but also goes beyond, 

critiquing the flaws in moralists’ self-conception (§2). Unlike many discussions of 

realism, however, which focus on its endorsement of historical contextualism, I 

will piece together realists’ persistent, if less systematic, interest in a realistic 

psychology, both for the purposes of interpreting and intervening in politics. To 

avoid the diversity of opinion among political realists, I will focus on Bernard 

Williams, because, as I later argue, his political theorizing grows out of his 

attempts to reconnect moral theory to the contingencies of human existence (§3). 

Finally, I ask what all this actually says against moralism, whether the acceptance 

of realism necessarily entails the absolute rejection of moralism. I conclude that it 

does not, because even though realists conceive of moralists as producers of 

illusion, they nevertheless preserve a place for illusion in politics (§4). The realist 

opposition must therefore be regarded as more tactical than is often inferred 

from the purported realist/moralist dichotomy, guided by evaluations of 

moralism’s practical effects. In this diagnostic role, there is a demand for the 

reflexive political psychology that I sketch out in Chapter Four.  

 

*** 
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§2. Facets of Political Reality 

 

As I have already intimated, the distinction between realism and moralism is 

less clear, stable, and useful than is usually supposed in the literature. It could well 

be that it relies upon what Nancy Fraser calls a ‘false antithesis’, a scholarly 

dichotomization that overlooks the possibility of reconciliation by reformulating 

certain claims on either side and, above all, surrendering absolutism.1 It could also 

be the case that what was originally a fluid distinction of outlook was entrenched, 

reified, and dichotomized on both sides by the secondary literature, thereby 

losing the nuance it started out with. I would like to reintroduce some of that 

nuance as I go—but the realism/moralism distinction is still the right place to 

begin because contemporary political realism has significantly shaped itself in 

opposition to the ‘mainstream’ of political philosophy associated with Rawls, 

Cohen, Singer, and others.  

One valiant and influential attempt to corral realist arguments into a coherent 

family was made by William Galston, a self-identifying realist himself. He posits 

various basic elements: a ‘resolutely anti-utopian stance’, an insistence upon 

feasibility, an acceptance of political disagreement as inevitable and inescapable, 

‘a psychological and motivational realism’, and a departmental demand that 

politics be studied in its own right rather than it being usurped by moral 

philosophy.2 This is not complete: I suggest some other elements below. Also, 

there are aspects of Galston’s account (and, indeed, realism’s self-conception) 

that I would like to complicate along the way, especially by revisiting the role of 

utopias in realism in §4. But this gives us a flavour of what distinguishes realists 

from the authors discussed in Chapter One, a sense of difference in style, 

temperament, and scholarly concern.  
                                                
1 Nancy Fraser, Justice Interruptus: Critical Reflections on the ‘Postsocialist’ Condition (Abingdon, UK; 
New York: Routledge, 1997), chap. 9. I thank Professor Lois McNay for the reference. 
2 William A. Galston, ‘Realism in Political Theory’, European Journal of Political Theory 9, no. 4 
(2010): 394, 398, and passim. 
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This is not to suggest that the account of realism I offer below is superior to 

Galston’s; that would be a fool’s game given the field’s diversity, internal 

dissensus, extremely fuzzy boundaries (if indeed ‘boundary’ is a sensible 

metaphor), as well as its lapses and shortcomings. The purpose of this review is 

instrumental: I tease out from the realist literature those themes and elements 

that might help us to conceptualize a political psychology for political theorists. 

If it seems an idiosyncratic account, this is because it magnifies what until now 

has been a minor, largely latent, theme.  

 

§2.1. Speech Acts and Performativity 

 

One thing shared by the authors discussed in Chapter One is their focus on the 

normative, on questions of what ought to be done. Realists do not deny that this 

is a necessary part of political and ethical judgment, but they also insist that there 

is, and there ought to be, more. For instance, Williams refers to ‘the normative’ 

as ‘a term that covers only part of the interest of the ethical (roughly, the part 

concerned with rules)’.3 Given that the political outspans the ethical, because it 

requires not only ethical judgments but also prudential, technical, and strategic 

judgments (among others), then the normative is deemed to play a minor part in 

real politics. Accordingly, if we are interested in political judgment, specifically its 

linguistic expression, then we must move beyond ‘ought’ to include imperative 

statements mediated by other modal auxiliary verbs, including the unconditional 

‘must’ and ‘will’ which most clearly capture the deontic spirit of taboos; and the 

increasingly noncommittal ‘could’, ‘would’, or ‘might’ where the intention to act is 

increasingly contingent on circumstantial factors. By taking these further 

modalities seriously, realists entertain an interest not only in the normative, but 

                                                
3 Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, 135. 
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the prescriptive more broadly, the myriad ways people induce others to act and 

think (or not act and think) in a particular way.  

Such concerns are symptomatic of a broader commitment: a recognition of 

language as social practice. We could say that while realists took the linguistic 

turn and involve it in their theorizing,4 moralists often seem not to have. (As with 

any sweeping statement, this warrants qualifications, to be given shortly.) For 

example, realists—relative to moralists—are far more alert to the performative 

dimension of speech. As J. L. Austin put it, ‘the issuing of the utterance is the 

performing of an action’.5 To make a promise, for instance, is not only a matter of 

uttering the relevant words, but also counts as placing oneself under an obligation 

in accordance with relevant rules, an action given meaning by its social context. 

This insight was further developed into speech act theory by John Searle, who 

produced a theoretical framework organized around three dimensions: utterance, 

meaning, and action.6 From this performative perspective, even if we remain 

agnostic on whether ought-statements do what political moralists purport them 

to do (i.e. represent or correspond to objective moral facts), we discover further 

that these statements do many other things. A speech act involves the 

performance of (1) a propositional act—that is, referring or predicating; (2) an 

utterance act—that is, the uttering of morphemes and sentences; (3) an illocutionary 

act—that is, the act of stating, asserting, insisting, arguing, declaring, promising, 

and so on; and/or (4) a perlocutionary act—that is, an act that has consequences for 

the thoughts or actions of the hearer: for instance, to persuade, or convince, or 

confuse, or some other effect.7 It is not that political moralists necessarily deny 

the performativity of language; that cannot be inferred from the absence of 

                                                
4  For example, see Bernard Williams, ‘Morality and the Emotions’, in Problems of the Self 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973), 207–30; Honig, Political Theory and the 
Displacement of Politics, 84–104; and Geuss, Outside Ethics, 188–9. 
5 J. L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1962), 6. 
6 John R. Searle, Speech Acts: An Essay in the Philosophy of Language (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1969); and Searle, The Construction of Social Reality. 
7 Ibid., 22–6. 
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discussion of performativity in their work. But we can say that, by taking for 

granted that their normative claims are propositions that are true or false in 

relation to moral facts, by failing to consider the acts and implications that might 

accompany and complicate these propositional acts, moralists either neglect 

politically salient effects of language or deem them to be antecedent, irrelevant, 

or unproblematic.  

But even if moralists do not engage in such analysis, realists can—which is one 

example of what I’ve called methodological unfurling. That is, they can offer 

more nuanced and honest interpretations of what moralists are really doing when 

they utter ought-statements. Drawing on Searle’s taxonomy,8 we could say that 

Singer treats his rational ethical axioms as assertives, as representations of 

objective facts about human utility. Similarly, Cohen takes his first principles to 

assert ahistorical moral truths. Yet such utterances might also be interpreted as 

declaratives; that is, a speech act whose successful performance brings it about 

that its propositional content corresponds to the world. For example, a 

declaration of marriage uttered by a relevant authority succeeds in bringing about 

that marriage—that is its perlocutionary effect. Analogously, a declaration of 

moral wrongness can succeed by bringing about that assignation for a certain 

states of affairs. Indeed, this is one way to characterize the shift from moral 

realism to moral constructivism: to treat normative statements not as 

representations of moral truths but as declarations that produce new rules and 

social norms. Rawls’s Kantian constructivism is one example. So too the 

contractualism of T. M. Scanlon who specifies that moral judgments ‘have the 

form of ordinary declarative sentences and obey the usual laws of logic’, and 

thereby brackets off any grand meta-ethical claims by situating objectivity in the 

facts of language and logic.9 This is, at least, a step in the realist direction. 

                                                
8 John R. Searle, ‘A Classification of Illocutionary Acts’, Language in Society 5, no. 1 (April 1976): 1–
23. 
9 Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 2000), 1. 
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Yet Scanlon brackets off much more than realists would approve of when he 

adds that ‘we should take these judgments at face value, as making claims about 

their apparent subject matter, right and wrong.’10 To take judgments at face value 

is to rest too easy, to suppress genealogical inquiry and the self-reflexion it 

contributes to. One traditional alternative follows from the meta-ethical position 

of emotivism, according to which the illocutionary function of ought-statements 

is expressive: they are expressions of a psychological state—a moral attitude, an 

emotive response—that relates to a certain state of affairs. Although realists, as 

we shall see, do not necessarily follow emotivism all the way, there is something 

in this line of thought that remains, especially the thought that all moral 

judgments have causes (psychological, historical, biographical) and some such 

causes could be ethically, politically, or epistemologically relevant. But there are 

other more colourful, more humanistic interpretations available too. The realist 

might argue that an ought-statement is not only—if it is at all—an assertion or 

declaration of a rationally entailed obligation, but it is an exhortation, a 

condemnation, a threat, or promise that one’s actions (or failure to act) is likely to 

attract censure or punishment. Which brings me to another point of contention: 

the perlocutionary force of a speech act. Moralists could also be accused of taking 

at face value their perlocutionary acts, presuming unreflectively that an utterance 

will make the hearer aware of her/his moral obligations, or provide the hearer 

with a reason to act morally, or correct the hearer’s erroneous moral beliefs. 

Realists, however, are liable to interpret the interaction between moralists and 

their audience as another kind of perlocutionary act, as persuasion (see §3.2). And 

as Williams notes, ‘the “force of reason” can hardly be separated altogether from 

the power of persuasion, and, as the ancient Greeks well knew, the power of 

persuasion, however benignly or rationally exercised, is still a species of power.’11  

                                                
10 Ibid. 
11 Williams, Truth and Truthfulness, 226. 
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Again, this could flow into a richer, more humanistic analysis. We might find 

that an ought-statement produces in hearers an episode of shame or guilt, a fear 

of repercussion, a resentful backlash, a submission to authority, a desire for moral 

rectitude, or a will to fit in to a perceived normative community. All such 

reactions (and more) are possible, each with their own consequences for thought 

and behaviour—and I note in passing that this constitutes an underexplored 

domain for political psychologists. But the point here is that the relationship 

between theory and practice is more complicated than political moralists pay due 

attention to. If we publicize an ideal normative theory in the world, we may not 

see the practical effects that were anticipated by the theory, because an array of 

perlocutionary effects are possible and might influence the actions of others in 

intended and unintended ways. Moreover, even if we do see the anticipated 

effects, we still might interpret these in ways that diverge from the expectations 

of the ideal theory, that posit the influence of coercion, for instance, rather than 

the pursuit of reasons by free and autonomous individuals.  

One final point, which bears more on Chapter Four than the present discussion, 

is that performativity is also a feature of descriptive statements, including the 

factual claims of natural science. This is one consequence of adopting an 

expressivist conception of language, that the distinction between statements of 

fact and value is not ontological, only a difference of grammar or rules of usage. 

As Sabina Lovibond puts it, ‘“fact” and “value” (in the metaphysical sense of those 

words) coalesce—and assertoric discourse is now seen to accommodate both 

impartially.’ 12 Following on from these insights, the sociological turn in the 

philosophy of science has encouraged a view of science-as-practice, as impelled by 

human agency, where scientists are conceived of as being actively guided by goals, 

interests, and norms which figure in the production of their knowledge claims, in 

thought-practices, linguistic practices, and the mundane practices of laboratory 

                                                
12 Lovibond, Realism and Imagination in Ethics, 27. 
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investigation. 13  This latter view is also a prominent aspect of critical social 

psychology, especially social constructivist and discursive psychologies, which 

recast the claims of mainstream positivist psychology in the same way as realists 

recast moralist claims, as having powers and effects beyond what is usually 

presumed (see Chapter Four, §2.3). To be clear, this does not mean we must deny 

the specialness of scientific claims and their relationship to reality. A 

performative theory of language does not in itself deny the existence of material 

reality—nor for that matter the existence of queer moral properties—even if it 

does deny simple representationalist accounts of how language and reality 

correspond. Subsequently, it is not inconsistent to hold simultaneously that (1) 

scientific language is successfully fixed by reality in some way and (2) that even 

the driest scientific statement is more performatively complex than mere 

representation: it can also displace or deflect competing interpretations of states 

of affairs, or defend a prevailing scientific paradigm from observed anomalies, or 

declare authority in the course of public deliberation.  

 

§2.2. Power 

 

The preceding section touched already on another of realism’s core concerns, 

the analysis of power, which we might very broadly define as the capacity to get 

things done. By situating power in the centre of their analysis of politics, 

contemporary realists signal a lineage with classical realism, Thucydides and 

Machiavelli especially, who advise us to defer to the demands of necessity imposed 

by political realities, to concede that the fear of defeat justifies the will to 

power.14 

                                                
13 For example, Andrew Pickering, The Mangle of Practice: Time, Agency, and Science (Chicago, IL; 
London: University of Chicago Press, 1995), especially Chapter One, §2, and Chapter Two, §3. 
14 Steven Forde, ‘Varieties of Realism: Thucydides and Machiavelli’, The Journal of Politics 54, no. 2 
(May 1, 1992): 372–93. 
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The most obvious manifestation of political power is so-called hard power, the 

threat or application of brute force, whether through militaries, terrorism, police, 

or prisons. By remaining alert to the realities and possibilities for violent 

coercion, the realists of contemporary political theory converge with the realists 

of international relations theory (IR).15 Yet the former remain distant from IR 

realism because of its hard-edged proselytization of realpolitik, where state action 

is reduced to the exercise of power to advance material self-interest.16 One way to 

formulate the distinction is this: There is a tendency for IR realists to be 

sceptical of the role of morality not only in political decision making, but also in 

causal explanations for state action. In other words, for IR realists, moral ideas 

are not only distracting but impotent, bereft of significant causal influence.17  

Yet the realists of political theory, for all their reservations about the 

dominance of moral ideas in thinking about politics, nevertheless recognize the 

causal influence of moralistic thought-practices. For example, Geuss argues: ‘It is 

no sign of gimlet-eyed realism to deny the enormous real significance of religious 

practices, beliefs, and institutions in the world, past and present, but, rather, a 

sign of simple blindness.’18 Still, to acknowledge the practical efficacy of an idea 

does not require one to endorse its content. For example, to recognize that the 

idea of God has substantial social effects does not mean you must accept that 

God exists in the way described by that idea. The same logic follows for 

moralism: To deny that there are mind- and society-independent, rationally 

attainable, objective moral truths is not necessarily to deny that belief in such 
                                                
15 Hans Morgenthau put it bluntly: ‘[I]nternational politics, like all politics, is a struggle for power’, 
in Politics Among Nations (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1954), 25. Yet the relationship between 
realism in political theory and international relations is strained, especially once the latter was 
transformed by neorealism to acquire a scientific self-image, a move that political realists are 
predisposed to be wary of. See, for instance, Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics 
(Boston, MA: McGraw-Hill, 1979). 
16  Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics, 35; and ‘Moralism and Realpolitik’, in Politics and the 
Imagination, 38–40. 
17 That form of anti-moralism has come under attack within IR itself, notably in Alexander 
Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). 
18 Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics, 11. 
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truths can shape human action, either collectively or individually. As Geuss says, 

‘even illusions can have effects.’19  

Accordingly, realists are conscious of the ways power can be exercised without 

physical force, through the expression of ideas, values, concepts, beliefs, theories, 

and ideologies that transmit particular understandings of social reality. As 

Freeden notes, the performativity of language serves ‘the production and 

transmission of power’.20 This capacity of power to shape human understanding 

was clearly stated by Schmitt (whom Mouffe quotes approvingly): ‘One of the 

most important manifestations of humanity’s legal and spiritual life is the fact 

that whoever has true power is able to determine the content of concepts and 

words.’21 This goes beyond what IR theorists usually gather under the label ‘soft 

power’: the prohibitive influence of norms and laws, the influence of diplomacy 

and communications, and the export of culture and institutions. It includes more 

subtle impositions of power through quotidian forms of human action, including 

human speech in both its prescriptive and descriptive modes, in statements about 

how the world must, should, could, would, will, or might be, as well as statements 

about how the world really is. Once we recognize the perlocutionary force that 

such statements exert upon hearers, we can follow Geuss in identifying how 

power molds our opinions, attitudes, and desires ‘to manufacture what looks like 

“consent”’.22 This speaks to Geuss’s critical theory commitments, his pejorative 

conception of ideologies as arbitrary understandings of the world that suit the 

political purposes of those in power, promulgating the kinds of false 

consciousness that Geuss exhorts political theorists to seek to overturn. But, to 

build upon what has already been said, these effects aren’t carried only by 

language, or by language alone, for performativity also resides in one’s 

paralanguage—in bodily posture, facial expression, and tone of voice—and in the 

                                                
19 Ibid. 
20 Freeden, The Political Theory of Political Thinking, 281. 
21 Mouffe, On the Political, 87. 
22 Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics, 51. 
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aesthetics of politics—in architecture, urban design, national anthems, party 

colours and logos, uniforms, and other kinds of sensory and symbolic 

advertisement.23 

This emphasis on power is one important way that realists distinguish 

themselves from moralists. Wendy Brown has suggested that the claims of 

political moralism ‘lodge uneasily in political life’, because moralists ‘constitute 

their identity by distancing themselves from what they take to be power’.24 

Similarly, Geuss argues that Rawls completely neglects the concept of power by 

aspiring to a liberal conception of political legitimacy, supported by reasons to 

which all citizens could, or should, agree. Geuss complains that when Rawls 

thinks about politics, he thinks first about intuitions; but Geuss rejoins, ‘If you 

want to think about politics, think first about power… its acquisition, 

distribution, and use.’ 25  Also, Chantal Mouffe shapes her ‘radical’ vision of 

democracy in opposition to deliberativist and cosmopolitan ideals, where what is 

good and right is expected to succeed in the deliberative process by virtue of 

being good and right. Mouffe counters that ‘politics… is not an exchange of ideas 

but a contest for power.’26  

In light of the earlier discussion of linguistic performativity, Mouffe’s 

conclusion is too stark. An exchange of ideas is a contest for power, the 

performance of the latter carried by the utterance of the former. Accordingly, 

there are power dynamics implicit in any text or utterance, including those that 

fall under the category of ‘political philosophy’. As Freeden notes, power is not 

only ‘empirically ubiquitous’ in political theory, but also ‘theoretically 

ineliminable’, and one reason for this ineliminability is that power is transmitted 

through the claims and speculations of theory itself. 27  Accordingly, political 
                                                
23 Freeden, The Political Theory of Political Thinking, 308. 
24 Wendy Brown, Politics Out of History (Princeton, NJ; Oxford, UK: Princeton University Press, 
2001), 22. 
25 Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics, 90–4, 97. 
26 Mouffe, On the Political, 51. 
27 Freeden, The Political Theory of Political Thinking, 279. 
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moralists and their judgments are amenable to analysis as exertions of power, as 

expressions of an expectation that others should conduct themselves in a certain 

way.28 So too political realists, of course—but realists at least possess the means 

to acknowledge the operation of power in their methodological self-conceptions; 

for instance, to recognize the role of persuasion and agonistic engagement in the 

production and communication of theory. Political moralists, by contrast, tend to 

distance themselves from these implications of power through various theoretical 

devices, such as impartiality, disengagement, free-standingness, and so on. This is 

what makes moralists (and no doubt some realists) amenable to what I’ve called 

methodological unfurling, the revealing of actuating properties that are otherwise 

not apparent. 

 

§2.3. Interpretation and the Reality of Diversity 

 

Here I look at the question for which ‘power’ is part of the answer: the question 

of ‘the real’ in realism. Power is conceived as a real force in politics, indeed a highly 

conspicuous force, which is why its omission by political moralists is viewed so 

scornfully. To recognize power and its influence is to claim a greater 

understanding of how politics really works, to demonstrate a grip on political 

reality that warrants the epithet ‘realist’.  

Unlike political moralism, the attention of political realism is focused not so 

much on prescriptive modalities, but on modes of description and explanation, on 

the interpretation of reality. I use ‘interpretation’ deliberately here, because 

realists, although not in denial of a mind-independent reality, are nevertheless 

very conscious of the difficulties in determining that reality, especially social 

reality. It has been said of Williams and Geuss that neither author ‘is inclined to 

invoke facts’, a habit attributed to their allegiance to critical theory which is 
                                                
28 See Freeden, The Political Theory of Political Thinking, 262, for an illumination of coercive 
elements in Rawls’s Political Liberalism. 
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‘notoriously suspicious of any assertion (or, rather, allegation) of facts’.29 Rather, 

factuality must be understood in more contingent terms, as an interpretive 

procedure that is not itself immune to critical analysis. Crucially, claims of 

knowledge are themselves outcomes of historical processes and as such also 

amenable to analysis in terms of power. As Geuss notes, ‘it is a political struggle 

how the particular description of some relevant action is produced, who produces 

it for what purpose, and what exactly its content is.’30 This measure of scepticism 

toward the descriptive sciences must be kept in mind when we turn to how 

realists might regard psychological sciences. 

All this is not to say that realists are not in the game of developing and fine-

tuning prescriptions; they very often are. But realists are also in the game of 

developing and fine-tuning an interpretation of politics and the social and material 

forces from which it grows. Freeden describes interpretation as ‘a complex form 

of analysis of social practices, and in the case of interpretative realism it explains 

the mechanics and organics of thinking politically, categorizing, mapping, 

unpacking, decoding, comparing, illuminating and coming to grips with the raw 

material of political conceptualization.’31 For political realism, this interpretive 

analysis should enjoy a degree of methodological priority, because no prescriptive 

programme is regarded as separate or separable from political realities and 

contingencies.32 For realists, it is neither sensible nor conceivable to abstract away 

from context and contingency, or to contain the relevance of empirical reality. All 

prescriptive programmes—realists’ own and others’—are necessarily bound up in 

historical and geographical context. Williams, for instance, says that our 

normative arguments only ‘get some grip because each starts from some 

                                                
29 Elizabeth Frazer, ‘What’s Real in Political Philosophy?’, Contemporary Political Theory 9, no. 4 
(November 2010): 495. 
30 Geuss, ‘Moralism and Realpolitik’, 37. 
31 Michael Freeden, ‘Interpretative Realism and Prescriptive Realism’, Journal of Political Ideologies 
17, no. 1 (2012): 2. 
32 In reality, realists are not immune to bringing their own normative projects to the fore, as we 
shall see. 



Facets of Judgment  Chapter Two 
 

   92 

conception of justice that we can culturally recognize’, and these and other values 

are drawn from ‘the materials of politics and also, less institutionally or formally, 

of people’s ideas of what their life ethically means.’33 This contingency also 

operates at what we might call the meta-conceptual level, our reliance upon a 

shared language and shared forms of life by which we make sense of our concepts 

and values. Accordingly, because no political prescription can emerge without 

manifesting the context from which it emerged, we are warned not to take overly 

seriously any considered prescription that has not undertaken reflexion upon the 

processes of its own constitution, that is not transparent to itself and others. This 

is one way to elaborate the Nietzschean virtue of honesty. 

Geuss is perhaps the least prescriptive of the prominent realists—or, as two 

other prominent realists suggest, the most pessimistic, offering only a politics of 

modus vivendi.34 Yet he makes prescriptions nevertheless, not a prescription for 

the ends of politics, but for politics as ‘a craft or skill’, which, when successfully 

exercised, he calls ‘political judgment’.35 To hone this skill, he singles out some 

core questions: (1) questions of timing, preference, and priority, especially when to 

choose one plan of action over others; (2) the question of legitimacy; that is, the 

historically-specific reasons offered to justify acting in one way over another; and 

(3) the question posed by Lenin, ‘Who whom?’, which Geuss expands into ‘Who 

does what to whom for whose benefit?’ This latter question forces us ‘to think 

about agency, power, and interests, and the relations among these’.36 What is 

worth noting is the extent to which these considerations of judgment eschew 

first-order moral thinking and instead prioritize an understanding of political 

reality. Question 3 asks us to consider who discharges and who is subject to 

political forces, the relationships between those people, the power differentials 
                                                
33 Williams, ‘Saint-Just’s Illusion’, 138. 
34 Marc Stears and Bonnie Honig, ‘The New Realism: From Modus Vivendi to Justice’, in Political 
Philosophy versus History?, 181–5. For another realist defence of modus vivendi, see John Gray, Two 
Faces of Liberalism (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2002), chap. 4. 
35 Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics, 97. See also 15–16. 
36 Ibid., 25. 
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that suffuse those relationships, and the intentions and purposes behind 

interpersonal action. In Question 2 we are asked to consider legitimation as ‘a 

part of real history’,37 as an actual social phenomenon, and not a philosophical 

ideal that is grounded on the desires and reasons of idealized agents. Accordingly, 

Geuss takes Max Weber as his role model because of the latter’s ‘refreshingly 

catholic, and normatively undemanding’ notion of legitimation.38 Only Question 1 

has a strongly prescriptive element, because to know what option deserves 

priority, and to know when is a good moment to act, is perforce to have a reason to 

prioritize and act accordingly. But even here, the interpretive dimension weighs 

heavily, inescapably so, because questions of preference and timing (like 

Questions 2 and 3) are thoroughly situational. As Geuss puts it, every real political 

choice emerges in ‘a particular concrete case [populated] by agents with limited 

powers and resources, where choice of one thing to pursue means failure to 

choose and pursue another.’39 Thus, for Geuss, to have political judgment, in the 

commendable sense, is to be realistic, especially when being realistic means facing 

up to uncertainty, ambiguity, and unknowns.  

But good judgment is not merely a concern for fidelity to reality. As Williams 

argues, it relates to what Weber called an ethic of responsibility by which political 

agents are expected to cultivate an objective understanding of the causal 

relationship between action and the empirical world.40 Accordingly, Williams 

recommends a conception of the political that involves ‘a more realistic view of 

the powers, opportunities, and limitations of political actors, where all the 

considerations that bear on political action—both ideals and, for example, 

                                                
37 Ibid., 36. 
38 Ibid., 34. 
39 Ibid., 31. 
40 This is contrasted to a Kantian ‘ethic of ultimate ends’. See Max Weber, ‘The Vocation of 
Politics’, in The Essential Weber: A Reader, ed. Sam Whimster (London: New York: Routledge, 
2004), 261–2. 
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political survival—can come to one focus of decision’.41 Again, this ideally political 

judgment requires a perspicacious interpretation of reality, a refinement of 

understanding, evaluation, even prediction, which alerts an agent to the possible 

consequences of an action, especially the ways in which it might fail (an issue I 

elaborate shortly).  

For realists, who insist upon the insuperability of context and contingency, 

there can be no ideal theory in the sense that political moralists conceive it, no 

transcendental perspective from which to determine absolute moral truths. 

Accordingly, there is no nonideal theory either, because it relies on ideal theory 

for its inner normative structure. There is only real life, the world we actually 

occupy and make judgments within, including those judgements that some 

theorists call ‘ideal’ and ‘nonideal’, both of which are situated within certain 

economic, intellectual, and cultural circumstances. As realists see it, the 

judgments that constitute ideal and nonideal theories are just narrow and slightly 

less narrow reflections on political reality. The narrow ‘ideal’ judgments reflect 

only on culturally given moral concepts and constructs of logic; the less narrow 

‘nonideal’ judgments let in culturally given factual knowledge. But both such 

judgments are politically irresponsible precisely for what they leave out. 

To give an account of the circumstances of politics, realists typically turn to 

interpretations of history.42 Thus Williams: ‘[G]enuine historical understanding is 

of the first importance in the understanding of politics and political thought’.43 

By remaining attentive to history, we can produce a more perspicacious 

interpretation of political thinking, actions, and texts than could ever be realized 

in isolation from that context. This entails (1) a critique of ‘purely’ normative 

projects in political moralism due to their unreflexive failure to acknowledge and 

                                                
41 Bernard Williams, ‘Realism and Moralism in Political Theory’, in In the Beginning Was the Deed, 
12. See also Williams, ‘Human Rights and Relativism’, in In the Beginning Was the Deed, 72–3. 
42 For a critical reviews of this relationship, see Floyd and Stears, Political Philosophy versus History?, 
especially chap. 1–4. 
43 Williams, ‘Political Philosophy and the Analytical Tradition’, 165. 
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reflect upon the situatedness of the values they revere. For example, Williams 

takes it to be a weakness of Rawls’s Original Position that it subtracts knowledge 

of history from the possible considerations of the agent, producing a normative 

theory that is ‘radically ahistorical’.44 But it also entails (2) a critique of very 

general theories of human nature or behaviour that aspire to universal laws or 

truths. So, while accepting that general empirical truths are possible (eg. all 

humans need to eat to survive), Geuss warns that it would be misleading to treat 

these as anything more than ‘mere schemata that need to be filled with concrete 

historical content’.45 (Admittedly, moralists vary in the extent to which they can 

be accused of not taking this view; Rawls, especially in his later work, can be 

understood to posit procedural principles that do indeed need to be tailored to 

historical context.) History serves as a source of relevant knowledge, but, perhaps 

more importantly, it has a therapeutic dimension, because a historicist sensibility 

tempers the universalist excesses of moralism, the human habit of taking 

contingent intuitions and value judgments to represent timeless moral truths. As 

Geuss puts it, ‘The study of history can help us to counteract this natural human 

bias’.46 Hence, we see Geuss as therapist, prescribing history as a cognitive 

intervention that suppresses inconvenient facts of human psychology, cultivating 

an appropriate mindset for the production of good political judgments. 

Aside from history, some realists also focus their interpretive activities on 

uncovering or clarifying an ontology of ‘the political’. In its excesses, this exercise 

has come under critique for initiating ‘a “socially weightless” mode of thought… 

an abstract way of thinking about the world that is so far removed from the actual 

practices and dynamics of everyday life that, ultimately, its own analytical 

relevance and normative validity are thrown into question.’47 This is obviously an 

                                                
44 Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, 78. 
45 Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics, 14. 
46 Geuss, Outside Ethics, 39. 
47 Lois McNay, The Misguided Search for the Political (Cambridge; Malden, MA: Polity Press, 2014), 
4 and passim. 
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uncomfortable challenge for certain realists, because it is a recurrence of the 

problem of idealization, except worse, for although moralists at least claim to be 

idealizing when they idealize, realists claim to be attending to political reality at 

the same time as they transcend real usage by postulating obscure essences of ‘the 

political’.48 Fortunately, as with political moralists, not all realists go so far. Some, 

like Geuss, refuse the need for ontological specification at all.49 

Moreover, even if these ontological claims cannot be relied upon to represent 

conventional understandings of politics or ‘the political’, they still tell us much 

about realism’s self-image. It is demonstrative that realist stipulations of ‘the 

political’ typically settle upon, in one way or another, the theme of difference and 

the disagreement it entails. In a strong statement of this kind, Mouffe defines 

‘the political’ as ‘the dimension of antagonism I take to be constitutive of human 

societies’, by which she means the capacity for all human groups to define 

themselves only through opposition to another.50 On this anti-essentialist view, 

any theory or practice that strives for consensus threatens to suppress the 

political. Similarly, in her critique of liberal, republican and communitarian 

theories, Bonnie Honig argues that, despite their differences, all these theories 

‘converge in their assumption that success lies in the elimination from a regime of 

dissonance, resistance, conflict, or struggle.’51 For explicitly agonistic thinkers like 

Honig and Mouffe, these ontological claims about the inherent conflictuality of 

the political transform into prescriptive claims aimed at its preservation. Hence, 

Mouffe puts her radical democratic commitments to the fore when she treats 

pluralism as ‘not merely a fact, something that we must bear grudgingly or try to 

                                                
48 For discussions of ‘the political’ that emphasize its conventional status, see John G. Gunnell, 
Political Theory and Social Science: Cutting Against the Grain (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 
83–4, 97, 140–1; and Freeden, The Political Theory of Political Thinking, 25–9, 33–6. 
49 Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics, 23. 
50 Mouffe, On the Political, 9. See also The Democratic Paradox (London; New York: Verso, 2000), 
chap. 4. 
51 Honig, Political Theory and the Displacement of Politics, 2. 
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reduce, but an axiological principle… something that we should celebrate and 

enhance.’52  

As I said, not all realists go so far in their ontological claims. Williams hedges 

somewhat, remarking at one point that it would ‘certainly be fruitless’ to try to 

define the political, then elsewhere proposing that ‘the idea of the political is to 

an important degree focused in the idea of political disagreement’. 53  His 

treatment of diversity carries more of a tone of resignation than celebration, as if 

it were simply insurmountable. Similarly, Geuss treats the idea of consensus as 

essentially unfeasible: ‘There is no reason to think that discussions of what 

constitutes a good life will ever, certainly not within any finite period of time, end 

in the kind of normatively binding consensus some philosophers [Rawls and 

Habermas] have expected.’54 Yet there is also the issue of practical consequences, 

brought into focus when Williams pushes back against advocates for consensus 

by asking them to ask themselves: ‘how far and in what circumstances eliminating 

conflict may be ethically desirable’? 55  The pursuit of consensus is misguided 

because, at best, it invites unintended consequences, and, at worst, imposes 

universal values on an essentially pluralistic social world.56 

 

 

§2.4. Action and the Passions  

 

Another core point of difference is political realism’s attentiveness to action. 

Geuss writes: ‘Politics is in the first instance about action and the contexts of 
                                                
52 Mouffe, The Democratic Paradox, 19. 
53 Williams, In the Beginning Was the Deed, 12, 77. 
54 Geuss, ‘Political Judgment in Its Historical Context’, 13. See also Geuss, Philosophy and Real 
Politics, 4–6. 
55 Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, 47. 
56 Isaiah Berlin, ‘The Pursuit of the Ideal’, in The Crooked Timber of Humanity: Chapters in the History 
of Ideas, ed. Henry Hardy (London: John Murray, 1990), 1–19; and Gray, Two Faces of Liberalism, 
chap. 2. 
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action, not about mere beliefs or propositions.’57 Now, there is good reason to be 

wary of the latter half of this statement, especially the ‘mere’ that presages ‘beliefs 

or propositions’, because, as Freeden emphasizes, these too are a part of politics, 

part of the ideologies by which people understand and respond to the political.58 

As it happens, I think Geuss recognizes this—and it is instructive to see why. His 

apparent dismissiveness towards belief—clearly a swipe at the strongly ideational 

theories of political moralism—is counterbalanced by an expansive notion of 

political judgment, which is implicated in action in two ways. Firstly, political 

judgment is ‘always embedded in a context of action… It is not false to think of a 

political judgment as a belief, but this is an abstraction, an artificial isolation of 

one element or component or aspect from a wider nexus of actions and action-

related attitudes, habits and institutional arrangements, within which alone the 

judgment (finally) makes sense.’59 Secondly, Geuss argues that ‘expressing, or even 

entertaining, such a judgment is performing an action.’60 In other words, political 

judgments, including those that take the form of beliefs or propositions, are in 

and of themselves a kind of action, a speech act and/or thought practice. 

Although Geuss cites John Dewey to support this view, it is also congruent with 

the performative notion of speech discussed earlier (§2.1). 

This concern with action redirects political inquiry into more empirically 

tractable realms, into realms where psychology could be a helpful, knowledgeable 

companion. It also drives Geuss’s further claim that realism should start from and 

be concerned with ‘real motivation… what really does move human beings to act in 

given circumstances’.61 This detachment from motivation and action is perceived 

as another of moralism’s weaknesses (although it bears mentioning that critiques 

of this kind come not only from realists, but also from advocates of nonideal 

                                                
57 Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics, 11. 
58 Freeden, ‘Interpretative Realism and Prescriptive Realism’, 2–3. 
59 Geuss, ‘What Is Political Judgment?’, 35, 37. 
60 Ibid., 36. 
61 Emphasis suppressed. Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics, 9. See also Mouffe, On the Political, 32. 
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theory; that is, moralist theorists who accept the ideal/nonideal distinction but 

worry that the distribution of labour is tipped too far toward the ideal, abstract, 

and fact-insensitive).62 But it is not merely that moralists have their priorities 

wrong; the realist emphasis on motivation and action is a framework through 

which to evaluate moralism’s relationship to real politics, to treat its judgments as 

actions that have effects (or not) on the world.  

To expand, realists are interested in ideals and ideal theories just insofar as these 

influence real human behaviour, either as (Type 1) successful practical reasons 

that relate to precisely the kinds of action that they were meant to be reasons for; 

or as (Type 2) practical reasons that relate to disjunctive kinds of action, such as 

(2a) failed attempts to act on a given reason, (2b) successful attempts to act on a 

given reason that produce unintended outcomes, (2c) acts that appeal to 

unrelated reasons for spurious justification, or (2d) an act of deliberate rebellion 

against a given reason. So it is not that realists necessarily deny that successful 

action-ideal relations of Type 1 are possible, it is more the suggestion that Type 2 

relations are vastly underappreciated, that political failures, unintended 

consequences, bogus reasons, and willful disobedience are a prominent, if not the 

predominant, way that ideals relate to actual political action. In this, there is a 

charge of recklessness against moralists, of launching ideas into the world while 

neglecting, indeed fencing off, a sober consideration of how they will land. They 

are overly preoccupied with ‘the situation of the rational agent’ and not occupied 

enough with ‘the very plain fact that everything that an agent most cares about 

typically comes from, and can be ruined by, uncontrollable necessity and 

chance’.63 This steely realism carries a characteristic pessimism, an instinctive 

aversion to utopia and doctrine, which Berlin argues is ‘in part… due to beliefs 
                                                
62  See, for example, Liam B. Murphy, Moral Demands in Nonideal Theory (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2000); Colin Farrelly, ‘Justice in Ideal Theory: A Refutation’, Political Studies 55, 
no. 4 (December 2007): 844–64; and Jonathan Wolff, Ethics and Public Policy: A Philosophical 
Inquiry (Abingdon, UK; New York: Routledge, 2011), 1–10. 
63 Bernard Williams, ‘The Women of Trachis: Fictions, Pessimism, Ethics’, in The Sense of the Past: 
Essays in the History of Philosophy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2006), 54. 
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about what kind of behaviour does and what kind of behaviour does not tend to 

produce successful results—to the memories of failed revolutions, to the oceans 

of blood which have not led to the Kingdom of Love but to further blood, more 

misery.’64 

Yet I have missed one last species of failed ideal, Type 3, which has no relation 

at all to motivation or action: inert utopias, alien virtues, unpersuasive values, and 

impracticable principles. It follows from §2.1 that the formulation of such ideals 

is itself an action on the part of the theorist and warrants analysis accordingly, 

but what distinguishes Type 3 action-ideal relations is their failure to prompt 

action among others, neither assent nor refutation, let alone mobilization or 

policy.65 So although realists occasionally sound a warning against the dangers of 

utopian politics, at other times they assume that much of what passes as political 

moralism will fall into this latter category, not as reckless interventions but as 

impotent diatribes; hence, their occasional expressions of pessimism about 

political philosophy’s potential for real world change.66 

Another issue is that realists emphasize the myriad motives behind political 

action, including those motives unlikely to be regarded ethically laudable. To 

some extent, this acceptance is fatalistic, a matter of merely dealing with the 

irrepressible realities. Mark Philp captures this mood when he stresses the 

variation in ‘the aspirations, capabilities, and dispositions of actors’; the uneven 

distribution of capacities, abilities, and competences; and the fact of mixed 

motives. It is, he says, ‘utopian to expect that [human agents] will act as 

frictionless vehicles for the transfer of ideal values into practical policies.’67 

Moreover, there is something about the very institution of politics that upsets 

lofty intentions, because ‘a powerful interest in gaining and exercising power… in 
                                                
64 Berlin, ‘The Sense of Reality’, 32. 
65 For just such an analysis, see Freeden, The Political Theory of Political Thinking, chap. 7. 
66 For instance, see Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics, 37–55; and Mark Philp, ‘What Is to Be 
Done? Political Theory and Political Realism’, European Journal of Political Theory 9, no. 4 (October 
1, 2010): 467–8. 
67 Philp, ‘What Is to Be Done?’, 468–70. 
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most contexts is a necessary condition for attaining it and achieving any political 

ends at all.’68 Accordingly, the motives behind the implementation of any ideal 

will differ radically from those behind its formulation: ‘we have no way to 

guarantee that the ends of politics will wholly and enduringly supplant the ends of 

those individuals who struggle for ascendancy and satisfaction within the political 

process.’69  

But such pessimism is not a distinct feature of realism; indeed, it is easily 

matched by some political moralists. We saw last chapter that Cohen holds out 

little hope for the realization of justice because real people lack the capacity or 

motivation to do so. This is the sense in which Cohen describes himself as less 

utopian than Rawls, as ‘not so sanguine’ about the realization of any utopia, 

realistic or otherwise.70 It is precisely this pessimism that motivates moralists to 

recognize the value of nonideal theory: an applied moral theory that takes people 

as they are, albeit obligated to some utopian vision of what they could be. 

Consequently, the realism/moralism distinction does not map neatly onto a 

distinction of pessimism/optimism about human nature. What moralists are 

reluctant to countenance is that a variety of human attributes or qualities—

including our less admirable ones—should serve as constitutive features of political 

ideals. Thus, in an illuminating exchange between Williams and Cohen, the latter 

critiques the reports of the Commission on Social Justice on the grounds that 

they neglect the reciprocal spirit of community, a motive more ‘attractive’ than 

market motives of greed and fear.71 Williams, who served on the Commission, 

replies, ‘Why would anyone suppose that an effective and creative society, not 

merely in economic terms but more generally, could be based entirely on 

“attractive” motives?’72  
                                                
68 Ibid., 470. 
69 Mark Philp, Political Conduct (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007), 111. 
70 Cohen, Rescuing Justice and Equality, 254. 
71 G. A. Cohen, ‘Back to Socialist Basics’, in Equality, ed. Jane Franklin (London: Institute for 
Public Policy Research, 1997), 35–6. 
72 Williams, ‘Forward to Basics’, in Equality, 57. 
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In this vein, realists invite the full spectrum of human attributes into 

determining the ends of political action; that is, they opt for wide political 

judgments that encompass a broad sweep of political reality, not just narrow 

judgments limited to reason and rationality, a sense of justice, intuitions about 

certain cases, or some such. As Williams notes, ‘the political does not simply 

exclude principle; it includes it, but many other things as well.’73 The danger of 

political moralism is its neglect of that complexity, its tendency to take its 

‘knowledge of a small portion of the scene to cover the entire scene’.74 

Thus, realists are ecumenical about what might be our virtues or commendable 

capacities and, more notoriously, realists also offer a role to those features of 

human psychology we are not used to commending: our banalities, our 

irrationalities, our immoralities, our unreason. This is not to suggest that realists 

do not lament the presence of these attributes, merely that they accept their 

indelibility and grant that they might serve some purpose as means or ends for 

politics. Stephen Elkin, for example, invokes and dismisses the problem of ‘dirty 

hands’, when he argues ‘the good we can bring about in political life must be 

achieved not by putting to one side unattractive, even evil motives, but by 

considering how they can be moderated and made use of. […] Good can and does 

rest on the unattractive and even on that which is worse.’75  

In defining political realism against moralism, this alliance to unreason is a 

signal feature. Yet it is important to remember that, as an antonym, it is relative 

to whatever conception of reason we happen to be contrasting against. This will 

vary significantly depending on which philosopher we are opposing, because 

moralists, although united in valorizing reason, conceive of it in subtly different 

ways. Galston, for example, says something useful but obfuscating when he 
                                                
73 Williams, ‘Human Rights and Relativism’, 73. 
74 Berlin, ‘The Sense of Reality’, 37. 
75 Stephen L. Elkin, Reconstructing the Commercial Republic: Constitutional Design After Madison 
(Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2006), 256. See also the discussion of ‘dirty hands’ in 
Bernard Williams, ‘Politics and Moral Character’, in Public and Private Morality, ed. Stuart 
Hampshire (Cambridge University Press, 1978), 55–74. 
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generalizes thus: ‘Moralists, say the realists, leave out an entire dimension of the 

human psyche—namely, the passions and emotions.’76 Perhaps this is true of 

Singer whom, as we saw, idealizes a special kind of intuition, a rational intuition, 

which he takes to be non-emotional because the expression of such intuitions is 

not accompanied by an oxygenation of brain areas associated with emotion. This 

is contestable on empirical or philosophical grounds, but Singer’s intentions are 

clear enough: he wants to assign the emotions to the realm of unreason. Whether 

this is true of Cohen and Rawls is another question. There is nothing I’ve read in 

Cohen to suggest that the intuitions that ground his project must be 

dispassionate or purely cognitive. On the contrary, he describes his intuitionism 

as ‘consistent with many views of the status of our fundamental convictions, 

including the view that they are noncognitive expressions of emotion or 

attitude.’77 By comparison, Rawls gives these intuitions less leeway by disciplining 

them through the exercise of reflective equilibrium, but this hardly suggests that 

he leaves them out (which is precisely why Singer rejects the reflective 

equilibrium as insufficiently idealist). Finally, Rawls’s conception of reason is 

grounded in what he calls ‘a sense of justice’, which can be interpreted in Humean 

terms as a moral sentiment, as an affective energy that gives content and 

motivation to reasoning.78 In short, we need to be wary of realists going too far—

or being interpreted as such—in defining moralists purely as the opposite of what 

realists accept to be true. 

So, the dichotomy collapses in places, but something of it remains—and more 

than just in realism’s self-image. If a plain distinction like Galston’s is 

problematic, we can loosen it to say that by venerating certain conceptions of 

reason, certain moralists displace, subordinate, instrumentalize, or obfuscate what 

we might broadly call the affective, that class of mental episodes that includes (and 

is not necessarily limited to) emotions, feelings, passions, sentiments, moods, 
                                                
76 Galston, ‘Realism in Political Theory’, 398. 
77 Cohen, Rescuing Justice and Equality, 4 fn. 5. 
78 For an interpretation in this vein, see Krause, Civil Passions, chap. 1. 



Facets of Judgment  Chapter Two 
 

   104 

affects, aversions, and so on. Insofar as this occurs, it generates two weaknesses, 

methodological and practical, that moralists might be more or less burdened by. 

The methodological weakness is that, as I argued in Chapter One, some moralists 

misconceive the thought-practices of themselves and others, treating rationalist 

thinking as unruffled by sentiments when these in fact inform each conviction. In 

this sense, realists follow Nietzsche in unfurling the methods of moralists, 

exposing the ‘fervent wishes’ that invariably lurk behind a ‘cold, pure, divinely 

insouciant dialectic’. The practical weakness is that, when philosophers do distill 

normative projects down to their rational essence, although they cannot abstract 

away from the affective completely, they do nevertheless abstract away from real 

political motives, heightening the chances that their project will fall into the 

Type 3 category of inert utopias.  

The affective, then, is part of the circumstances of politics, a domain that 

psychology could help us to know. Realists link the affective to at least five facets 

of political reality: (1) motivation, (2) moral judgment, (3) diversity, (4) collective 

identity, and (5) consensus.  

(1) Motivation: It is uncontroversial that passions and emotions are intimately 

related to motivation. Indeed, it is even built into the etymology of the word, 

‘emotion’ relating back to the Latin movere, ‘to move’. There are all manner of 

thorny questions about causation,79 but realists presume that the affects should 

feature in our explanations and predictions for real political conduct, good, bad, 

or otherwise. This is rarely disputed by theorists who prioritize reason.80 For 

them, the central challenge is to find philosophical routes around the 

                                                
79 For a review that incorporates recent empirical research, see Timothy Schroeder, Adina L. 
Roskies, and Shaun Nichols, ‘Moral Motivation’, in The Moral Psychology Handbook, 72–110. 
80 For a notable exception, which the author readily admits ‘flies in the face of almost every 
psychological theory’, see R. S. Peters, ‘Emotions and the Category of Passivity’, Proceedings of the 
Aristotelian Society 62 (62 1961): 117–34. 
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sentimentalist view that the motivational quality of moral beliefs is explained by 

their affective component, especially by desire.81 

(2) Moral judgement: In a relatively early essay, Williams deplored the absence 

of emotions from British moral philosophy.82 Although he regarded emotivism as 

untenable, because of the necessary connection it drew between emotion and 

moral judgement, he nevertheless saw emotion and moral judgement as 

significantly entangled. Any strong partitioning of moral rightness with reason 

and emotions with unreason would misrepresent much of what is actual and 

commendable about moral judgment. Here there are important affinities with 

moral sentimentalism and feminist epistemology.83 

(3) Identity formation: Mouffe’s critique of contemporary political theory rests 

on its failure to contemplate ‘the central role of “passions” in the creation of 

collective political identities’.84 She draws on Freudian theory to emphasize the 

role of Eros in binding communities together, as well as the enmity that co-exists 

with the identification of the Other.85 Her particular reading is contestable (see 

Chapter Four, §2.2) but the general idea has wider currency, especially among 

sociologists who hypothesize some role for shared affects or ‘social emotions’ as 

the basis of the formation of publics.86 

                                                
81 For instance, see Nagel, The Possibility of Altruism; and Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other, 
especially 37–55. 
82 Williams, ‘Morality and the Emotions’, 207. 
83 Alison M. Jaggar, ‘Love and Knowledge: Emotion in Feminist Epistemology’, Inquiry 32, no. 2 
(1989): 151–76; Joan Tronto, Moral Boundaries: A Political Argument for an Ethic of Care (New York: 
Routledge, 1994); Sabina Lovibond, Ethical Formation (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2002); Justin D’Arms and Daniel Jacobson, ‘Sentiment and Value’, Ethics 110, no. 4 (2000): 722–48; 
and Michael A. Slote, Morals from Motives (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2001). 
84 Chantal Mouffe, Politics and Passions: The Stakes of Democracy (London: Centre for the Study of 
Democracy, 2002), 8. 
85 Mouffe, On the Political, 24–9. 
86 Max Scheler, On Feeling, Knowing, and Valuing: Selected Writings, ed. Harold J. Bershady (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1992), especially chaps. 1–6; Jack Barbalet, ‘Introduction: Why 
Emotions Are Crucial’, in Emotions and Sociology, ed. Jack Barbalet (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing 
Ltd., 2002), 1–9; and Margaret Wetherell, Affect and Emotion: A New Social Science Understanding 
(London; Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 2012). 
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(4) The affective is also associated with diversity, as causally contributing to 

social disagreement, personal inconsistency, and the unruliness and dynamism of 

public opinion.87 Again, philosophers who aspire to consensus readily accept this 

point, because it justifies their ambition to cleanly separate and subordinate the 

affective as a danger to rational agreement. 

(5) In contrast to the preceding point, the passions are also invoked as a source 

of convergence or common cause, especially in light of realists’ scepticism for 

reason to achieve this goal. A clear illustration is Judith Shklar’s liberalism of fear, 

indebted to Hobbes and appropriated by Williams, which I review in §3.3. The 

basic idea is that because our conceptions of the good are irreconcilably diverse, 

we should find the foundation for consensual politics in our fear of violence, 

oppression, and want, seeking to avoid the worst rather than attain the best. 

To get clearer about realist political psychology, however, it is time to turn away 

from the family of political realisms and focus on a single author, before this 

discussion falls into the trap of glib generalizations.  

 

 

§3. Political Psychology in Bernard Williams  

 

In the next few sections, I shall bring psychology more to the fore, to explore 

what a realist political psychology might look like, how realism and psychology 

might interact in principle. Given where the critique of moralism has led us, we 

might hope that psychology, as a family of inquiries into mind and human 

behaviour, could furnish realists with the grasp on reality that they argue is 

missing from mainstream political philosophy. To this end, I focus on the work 

of Bernard Williams, not only because his political writings are foundational for 

contemporary realism, but also because his oeuvre extends very widely, covering 

                                                
87 Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics, 3–4. 
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many of the issues that this interdisciplinary thesis must address. It helps that his 

more explicitly political writings emerged later in his career, growing from his 

reflections on the nature of identity, the shortcomings of moral philosophy, and 

the dangers of scientism. Accordingly, there is a unity to his thinking, not so 

much as an overarching logic, but a unifying attitude, a sense in which his inquiry 

in one area is guided by the same concerns that guide his inquiry in another.  

 

 

§3.1. On Social Understanding 

 

Williams makes very clear that political philosophy is, and should be, closely 

related to the social sciences. He says that, ‘when at all interesting’, political 

philosophy is ‘both normative and impure… impure in the sense that materials 

from non-philosophical sources—an involvement with history or the social 

sciences, for instance—are likely to play a more than illustrative part in the 

argument.’88  

His diagnosis of political philosophy’s present ills is the attempt to subsume it 

under the methods of analytical philosophy, at a time and place when the latter 

aspired to be pure and non-normative. This move failed because political 

philosophy remains ‘peculiarly resistant’ to these qualities.89 Indeed, the present 

willingness of moralists to embrace nonideal theory could be seen as an 

acknowledgment of that resistance, a strategic concession to the need for 

impurity at some point in political theory, in order to preserve a place for pure 

idealism elsewhere. But when Williams calls for ‘cooperation’ with the social 

sciences, 90  he calls for a more holistic engagement, not an asymmetrical 

engagement as the ideal/nonideal model proposes.  

                                                
88 Williams, ‘Political Philosophy and the Analytical Tradition’, 155 and passim. 
89 Ibid., 156. 
90 Ibid., 158. 
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So, who does the accusation of purity stick to? Not wholly with Rawls who, as 

we saw last chapter, goes some way to incorporate the ‘impurities’ of social 

science. To be sure, the charge of purism sticks in places, because that factual 

engagement is selective and incomplete, and subsidiary to various idealized 

conceptions of reason and agency. Yet by appealing to the facts of economic 

incentives in grounding his difference principle, for instance, Rawls does accord 

facts more than an ‘illustrative part’ in his political philosophy. Williams 

acknowledges this mixed record; in this he is different to Geuss whose 

accusations of Rawls’s purism are recklessly sweeping.91 Williams instead directs 

his critique at what Rawls did leave out, arguing that the Original Position is 

‘radically ahistorical’, as if ‘knowledge of history is not essential to social scientific 

understanding.’92 And if Rawls is still too purist, then Cohen and Singer are more 

so, because both criticize Rawls for his impurity, for his failure to isolate 

empirical contingencies from his formulation of first principles. What is then left 

to purified normative judgment is moral considerations alone; hence, Williams’s 

definition of political moralism as any view that makes ‘the moral prior to the 

political’.93 He also insists that political philosophy is ‘not just applied moral 

philosophy’,94 a statement that could be read as a rejection of the idea of a 

nonideal theory, the idea that political prescriptions should take their lead from 

principles formed in isolation from ‘the facts’ of politics.  

Williams starts from the opposite direction. He argues that all human values 

and principles are expressions of conceptions or understandings that ‘involve a 

complex historical deposit’.95 This historical deposit might be conceived as a 

diachronic accumulation of conceptual labours, undertaken by individuals, 
                                                
91 On Rawls’s Original Position: ‘The theory certainly purports to be pure of contamination by the 
facts of history, psychology, economics, sociology, and political science…’ Geuss, Outside Ethics, 33. 
92 Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, 78. He moderates this complaint in light of Rawls’s 
later work, which, in his view, displays ‘a stronger sense of historical contingency’, in Williams, 
‘Philosophy as a Humanistic Discipline’, §4, especially fn. 12. 
93 Williams, ‘Realism and Moralism in Political Theory’, 2. 
94 Williams, ‘From Freedom to Liberty’, 77. 
95 Ibid., 75. 
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groups, societies, and humanity at large. In his own discussions of political values, 

Williams refers back to these historical deposits, in order to flesh out the 

meaning of the political concepts under analysis, especially through that mode of 

interpretation known as history of philosophy.96 It bears highlighting, though, 

that Williams never strives for perfectly disengaged interpretation.97 Rather, the 

author remains conspicuously present, not only in the interpretation and 

elaboration of political concepts, but also in evaluating and revising them in light 

of revealed contradictions, alternative formulations, and the author’s own ethical 

and political commitments. Somewhat amusingly, Williams calls it ‘history-of-

philosophy philosophy’; somewhat more defensively, he says it should be regarded 

‘as a funny kind of philosophy with archaizing elements… rather than as 

irresponsible history.’98 I mention this not to suggest his approach is improper, 

only to note its character, its self-consciously reformist approach to the history of 

philosophy, encouraged by his conviction that all acts of interpretation are acts of 

reconstruction, and augmented by the corrective spirit of analytical philosophy. 

Above all, it is an openly political approach to interpretation, because it 

emancipates and disciplines certain understandings in light of the political 

commitments it brings into analysis (I return to these themes in Chapter Four, 

§3).  

History not only provides the materials for conceptual innovation, however; it 

also helps to expose the contextuality and contingency of judgment, the way in 

which our political convictions and ideals are ‘the upshots of causes.’ 99  By 

bracketing off serious causal inquiry, Williams argues that analytical philosophy 

                                                
96 See especially the discussions in Williams, ‘From Freedom to Liberty’, and ‘The Idea of 
Equality’, in In the Beginning Was the Deed, 75–114; and Williams, Shame and Necessity (Berkeley, CA; 
London: University of California Press, 1993). 
97 For interpretive projects that take a less reformist or interventionist approach to the analysis of 
our historical deposits, see Michael Freeden, Ideologies and Political Theory; and Quentin Skinner, 
Visions of Politics: Regarding Method, vol. 1 (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2002). 
98 Williams, ‘Political Philosophy and the Analytical Tradition’, 165–6. 
99 Frazer, ‘What’s Real in Political Philosophy?’, 494. 
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could be seen as ‘ideological’ in the pejorative sense of the word, insofar as ‘its 

direction and presuppositions are formed in ways not evident from its surface, 

and perhaps not evident to the writers themselves, and which admit of social 

explanation.’ 100  To counteract this ideological effect, Williams turns to the 

method of genealogy, adapted from Nietzsche: ‘A genealogy is a narrative that 

tries to explain a cultural phenomenon by describing the way in which it came 

about, or could have come about, or might imagined to have come about.’101 

Crucially, this ‘narrative’ is constituted not only by the study of history but by 

many concerns and methods: it is an interdisciplinary analysis. Williams notes: ‘A 

Nietzschean genealogy typically combines, in a way that analytical philosophy 

finds embarrassing, history, phenomenology, “realistic” psychology, and 

conceptual interpretation.’102 Thus, we find the place for psychology in realism, as 

part of a pluralist inquiry into the causes of things, including judgment. 

Two points are worth emphasizing immediately: First, the pluralism of genealogy 

thus defined, the assumption that multiple modes of inquiry are appropriate to 

the subject matter. Williams includes psychology as one discipline among many, 

which should rightly humble any very bold psychological determinism where 

much, most, or all of our moral beliefs are treated as products of, say, evolved 

psychological dispositions or stimulus-response mechanisms (I defend pluralism 

in social understanding later; see Chapter Four, §2.3). Second, note Williams’s use 

of scare quotes to separate ‘realistic’ from ‘psychology’, a warning that human 

psychology is not a thing that yields easily to claims of reality. This is defended 

below, but the lesson I take is that Williams strives for a psychology that is 

faithful to the aspirations of realism without being unaware of its own epistemic 

limitations; that is, realistic about its realism. Tellingly, elsewhere in the same 

                                                
100 Williams, ‘Political Philosophy and the Analytical Tradition’, 159. 
101 Williams, Truth and Truthfulness, 20. 
102 Williams, ‘Nietzsche’s Minimalist Moral Psychology’, in Making Sense of Humanity, 75–6, fn. 12. 
See also Williams, Truth and Truthfulness, chap. 1 & 2. 
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paper, he remarks parenthetically that ‘realistic’ is ‘an unashamedly evaluative 

expression’, more a form of praise than method.103  

To undertake genealogical inquiry, as we saw last chapter, can have deflationary 

consequences for political moralists, because, by exposing the constitutive facts 

of human value, it denies the kind of moral objectivism that certain theories 

derive their authority from, an objectivism based on mind- and society-

independent truths or rational necessity. As Williams puts it, ‘a truthful historical 

account is going to reveal a radical contingency in our current ethical 

conceptions, both in the sense that they are what they are rather than some 

others, and also in the sense that the historical changes which brought them 

about are not obviously related in a grounding or epistemically favourable way to 

the ethical ideas they encouraged.’104 It is to obscure this contingency that 

moralists lean on the fact/value dichotomy, openly or implicitly, to exclude or 

contain the empirical. They will resist explanation of a moral theory ‘in real 

terms’ because of its ‘desperate need to be in more than one way self-sufficient.’105 

But when moral theorists obscure their theory’s causal relations to extra-moral 

phenomena, they risk transgressing their own criteria for a successful theory; 

specifically, their ambition to combine authority with transparency.106 The virtue 

of transparency poses a dilemma for moralists. Not only is it a moral requirement 

in and of itself, it is one that compels moralists to take seriously the social 

scientific inquiry that they so forcefully bracket off. Thus, Williams concludes, 

the legacy of analytic philosophy for the study of politics was to diminish its 

capacity for ‘reflexive social understanding’, because ‘reflexion in concrete 

historical terms was excluded by the ban on the empirical’.107  

                                                
103 Williams, ‘Nietzsche’s Minimalist Moral Psychology’, 68. 
104 Williams, ‘Naturalism and Genealogy’, in Morality, Reflection, and Ideology, ed. Edward Harcourt 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 155. 
105 Ibid., 159. 
106 Ibid., 156. 
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By contrast, Williams strives to strike a balance, to forge a cooperative venture 

between philosophy and social science, in order to facilitate more self-conscious 

engagement from theory to the real world. The structure of this engagement is 

sketched out in his remark that ‘philosophy, or as we might say a priori 

anthropology, can construct a core or skeleton or basic structure for the value, 

but both what it has variously become, and what we now need it to be, must be a 

function of actual history.’108 This warrants unpacking. The latter half of this 

sentence gestures toward Williams’s Wittgensteinian sympathies, his conviction 

that the flesh, the meat, of any political concept is produced by social usage, by 

its articulation through local linguistic practices.109 (I take it as implicit that 

Williams believes there is some scope for philosophers to reform linguistic 

practices at this level by publicizing their interpretations and conceptual 

innovations, although the success of these philosophical interventions will 

ultimately be determined by their uptake among broader linguistic communities; 

that is, ‘a function of actual history’.)110 But the reference to philosophy as an ‘a 

priori anthropology’, as an exercise that provides the ‘core or skeleton’ of a value 

or concept, suggests the study of intuitions, undertaken by philosophers through 

introspection and self-examination. So Williams is not entirely averse to 

philosophers’ reliance upon their own intuitions as relevant content for inquiry 

(although, as I discuss shortly, this comes with caveats about their significance). 

Nor do I see any reason why Williams would be averse to additional sources of 

knowledge about intuitions, including from psychology and experimental 

philosophy, which, in recent years, have increasingly undertaken studies of the 

intuitions philosophers frequently rely on. Such research introduces new 

interpretive problems (see Chapters Three and Four) yet it also possesses 

                                                
108 Emphasis added. Williams, ‘From Freedom to Liberty’, 76. 
109 Williams, In the Beginning Was the Deed, chap. 2 & 3. 
110 For a development of the theme of ‘public philosophy’, see James Tully, Public Philosophy in a 
New Key: Democracy and Civic Freedom, vol. 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), chap. 
1 & 2. 
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attributes that have merits, such as sample sizes larger than a single philosopher 

in an armchair, and samples more representative of wider communities than the 

average philosophy seminar room. 

So what kind of intuitionist is Williams? In a helpful discussion, he draws a 

distinction between methodological and epistemological intuitionism: the former 

(MI) merely takes our intuitions to be relevant content for ethical deliberation, 

whereas the latter (EI) involves strong epistemological claims about what that 

intuitive content represents or signifies.111 Although Rawls conflated the two, 

Williams argues that MI and EI are separable. He points to Henry Sidgwick, who 

rejected MI yet endorsed EI, according epistemological weight to those 

intuitions that concurred with certain moral axioms (a position replicated by 

Singer). By contrast, Williams rejects EI, rejecting two kinds in particular: one 

that draws an analogy between ethical and mathematical intuitions (e.g. Singer 

and de Lazari-Radek), and another that treats ethical intuitions as sense 

perceptions (e.g. John McDowell). But Williams does endorse MI for the simple 

reason that, in our ethical lives, ‘judgment is constantly required’.112 Moreover, he 

does so without assuming that our intuitions relate to anything other than the 

contingencies of being a biological entity in a particular place with a complex 

cultural endowment. To think of philosophy as an a priori anthropology is to take 

ourselves seriously as artefacts, as living manifestations of this historical deposit, 

to fossick through our minds as if they were excavation sites and collect 

intuitions, beliefs, and feelings as evidence from which to infer shared ethical 

outlooks. (It is an interesting question to what extent philosophers, by dint of 

their vocation, might extricate themselves from these shared outlooks; see 

Chapter Three, §4.2.) This is why Williams would be completely unaffected by 

the spectre of scepticism that Cohen and Singer are haunted by, because only 

they expect more of our intuitions, as evidence of moral or rational truths. Only 
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for them is the genealogical exposé of causal origins ‘damaging and disobliging’,113 

because its naturalistic explanations displace their more baroque epistemological 

claims. For Williams, though, to uncover a genealogy ‘does not mean we throw 

our political convictions away… But we do treat them as political convictions 

which determine political positions, which means, for one thing, that we 

acknowledge that they have obscure causes and effects.’114 

One final point: although Williams (MI, not-EI) and Singer (EI, not-MI) take 

contrary views on intuitionism, Cohen and Williams do agree at least on MI, and 

in doing so neither expects our intuitions to take ‘the shape of a theory’.115 This 

sets both against Rawls, who argues that we should correct our judgments by 

reference to theory, because this will give us ‘the best account of a person’s sense 

of justice’.116 The latter remark clearly bears Kantian characteristics, because it 

presumes that our sense of justice will possess structural affinities with well-

formed theory, such that the systematization of our intuitions will uncover a 

‘truer’ moral self. Cohen and Williams reject this presumption, both taking the 

view, in Cohen’s words, that our refined intuitions will ‘present themselves in 

competitive disarray’. Interestingly, Cohen delves into genealogy to explain why: 

‘the fact that I am an Oxford man (of a certain vintage)’,117 a property he shares 

with Williams. What distinguishes Williams and Cohen is their attitude toward 

EI: Williams treats intuitions as expressive of humanity’s historical deposit, 

whereas Cohen expects them to point toward ‘justice itself’, in the Platonic sense 

that justice ‘transcends the facts of the world’.118 

 

*** 

                                                
113 Williams, ‘Naturalism and Genealogy’, 159. 
114 Williams, ‘Realism and Moralism in Political Theory’, 13. 
115 Williams, ‘What Does Intuitionism Imply?’, 189. 
116 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 49. 
117 Cohen, Rescuing Justice and Equality, 3–4. 
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§3.2. On Psychology 

 

For all his emphasis on history, I understand Williams to be charting a course 

between two spheres, between naturalism on the one hand and history on the 

other, with his naturalistic inclinations following on from David Hume and a 

historical sensibility indebted heavily to R. G. Collingwood. It is in wrestling with 

the implications of naturalism—and especially the relationship between 

naturalism and human history—that issues of psychology appear, including 

motivation, the nature of reason, and the role of emotion. It is also here—

between naturalism and historicism, science and interpretation—that he finds 

Nietzsche to be a fellow traveller.  

To be clear, in positioning Williams thus, I have no wish nor need to refute his 

earlier claim that history is of ‘the first importance’. The priority of history does 

nothing to dispel the relevance of psychology because human beings—or, more 

specifically, human minds—are the vehicles of history, the medium through 

which culture is produced, modified, transmitted, preserved, and destroyed; and 

psychology aspires (among other things) to contribute a theoretically respectable 

account of this activity. It is almost certainly true that history does the heavy 

lifting when it comes to understanding politics, but it cannot do all the lifting. As 

Philp notes, ‘the study of politics is not identical with that of history. It has an 

interest in judgement and evaluation, rather than simply explanation and 

understanding’.119 Accordingly, I present psychology as a complement to, rather 

than a substitute for, historical knowledge, which broadens the scope of a 

reflexive social understanding.  

To understand Williams’s views on psychology, it helps to touch on R. G. 

Collingwood, whose insistence on the importance of historical methods in social 
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understanding extended to much that falls within the domain of psychology.120 In 

The Idea of History, Collingwood sets out to correct the assumption that mind can 

be understood by scientific methods, arguing instead that ‘the right way of 

investigating mind is by the methods of history.’121 This derives from his famous 

distinction between the ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ of events, where he argues that 

science can study only the outside, by describing objects and their movements, 

while history must study the outside and the inside, which means describing the 

thoughts and intentions within any object capable of having thoughts and 

intentions. Human beings are, of course, objects of this latter kind—and in this 

regard quite unlike the objects typically studied in physics or geology—so the 

investigation of any event involving humans requires an historical method. As 

Collingwood boldly claims, ‘all knowledge of mind is historical’.122  

His conclusion pre-empts many issues I raise in Chapter Four so it warrants 

elaboration. Collingwood writes that to speak of ‘a science of mind… [or] the 

psychology of reasoning… is to misuse words and confuse issues, ascribing to a 

quasi-naturalistic science a subject-matter whose being and development are not 

natural but historical.’ As such, psychology’s ‘apparatus of scientific method is 

merely the fruit of a false analogy, and it must pass over into history and, as such, 

disappear.’ Having made this bold incursion on behalf of history, Collingwood 

then asks ‘what function can be assigned to the science of psychology’, if it is not 

to be reduced into mere physiology. He argues that the proper subject of 

psychological science is ‘the blind forces and activities in us which are part of 

human life as it consciously experiences itself, but are not parts of the historical 

process: sensation as distinct from thought, feelings as distinct from conceptions, 

appetite as distinct from will… To use an old distinction, they are psyche or soul 
                                                
120 For review, see Stephen Leach, ‘History, Ethics and Philosophy: Bernard Williams’ Appraisal 
of R. G. Collingwood’, Journal of the Philosophy of History 5, no. 1 (January 1, 2011): 36–53. For a more 
critical perspective on Collingwood's influence, see Paul Kelly, ‘Rescuing Political Theory from 
the Tyranny of History’, in Political Philosophy Versus History?, 13–37. 
121 Collingwood, The Idea of History, 209. 
122 Ibid., 219. 
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as distinct from spirit.’ This dualistic treatment of the mental is familiar enough, 

even if it cuts across different regions—but what is notable is his account of their 

interaction, which is extraordinarily sympathetic to the social intuitionist model 

of judgment presented next chapter:  

 

‘Their [the affects] importance to us consists in the fact that they form the proximate 

environment in which our reason lives, as our physiological organism is the proximate 

environment in which they live. They are the basis of our rational life, though no part of it. 

Our reason discovers them, but in studying them it is not studying itself. By learning to 

know them, it finds out how it can help them to live in health, so that they can feed and 

support it while it pursues its own proper task, the self-conscious creation of its own 

historical life.’123  

 

According to Collingwood, then, the proper domain for science in psychology is 

far smaller than what it presently occupies, but essential for understanding the 

psychic context in which reason and judgment operates. Moreover, the nature of 

social action is such that an adequate understanding requires a pluralism of 

methods. 

This modest conception of the psychological sciences chimes with various 

remarks from Williams, who not only conceives of a limited relevance for science 

in social understanding but also wishes to chasten the immodesty of psychologists 

who announce more imperialistic and deterministic conceptions of human 

psychology. For instance, when contemplating psychology’s potential 

contribution to ethics, he warns, ‘it is important to bear in mind how far we can 

go without it. We can go quite far.’124 This is because of what makes humans 

unique from other animals: our capacity for culture, for norms and conventions, 

for language and symbolic thought, for conceptual and reflexive consciousness, 

for action connected to motive.125 These are features of human nature that any 
                                                
123 Emphasis added. Ibid., 230–1. 
124 Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, 47. 
125 Williams, ‘Evolution, Ethics, and the Representation Problem’, 103. 
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honest science must contend with, necessary elements of a comprehensive 

ethnography which ensures that history will loom large in any successful social 

explanation. 

Yet Williams leans toward minimalism in psychology not only to avoid the 

excesses of biological determinism, but also to avoid normative determinism, to 

unsettle the spurious conceptual presumptions advanced by philosophical 

conceptions of the human agent. In his essay, ‘Nietzsche’s Minimalist Moral 

Psychology’, Williams extracts from Nietzsche the attitude that we should 

develop ‘a realistic, rather than a naturalistic, moral psychology’.126 What secures 

this realism is its scepticism toward philosophers’ postulations of psychological 

faculties that serve the purposes of their moral theories yet would likely not be 

postulated to explain other kinds of human activity. Nietzsche’s favourite target, 

of course, is Kant’s conception of the will. Another example is Rawls’s 

conception of the person, which is heavily furnished with faculties derived from 

the tradition of normative philosophy, such as reasonableness and a sense of 

justice, that are thin on the empirical ground. To achieve Nietzschean realism, 

Williams encourages us to apply a heuristic by imagining ‘what an experienced, 

honest, subtle, and unoptimistic interpreter might make of human behaviour 

elsewhere’. 127  More controversially, this realism is then taken to entail 

minimalism, a demand that we divest ourselves of ethicized psychological 

conceptions. As Williams puts it, ‘never explain the ethical in terms of something 

special to ethics if you can explain it in terms that apply to the non-ethical as 

well’.128 I say more about this later (see §4 and Chapter Four, §3.2) because there 

is a risk that this desire to discard, to minimalize, reiterates the problem of not 

taking seriously people’s real reasons for action, even if these psychological self-

                                                
126 Williams, ‘Nietzsche’s Minimalist Moral Psychology’, 68. 
127 Ibid. 
128 Williams, ‘Replies’, in World, Mind, and Ethics: Essays on the Ethical Philosophy of Bernard Williams, 
eds. J. E. J. Altham and Ross Harrison (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 204. 
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understandings seem fictional from the Nietzschean point of view. But the gist of 

a minimalist psychology is clear: don’t hold on to what you don’t really need.  

One problem with overly ethicized psychologies is that they obscure more than 

they illuminate, impeding our understanding of psychological reality. For 

example, a conception of the will may ‘not reveal, and may conceal, the shifting 

complex of psychological and physiological forces that lies behind any action, the 

constant, unknown craving movements that make us, as [Nietzsche] puts it, a 

kind of polyp.’129 To counteract this, Nietzsche employed the psychology of his 

day, appealing to science to falsify questionable faculties that were introduced 

into psychology from moral philosophy.130 Also, in the tradition of German 

materialism, he drew upon physiology and the natural sciences to explain certain 

inclinations in thought and behaviour, hypothesizing about the influence of 

climate and bodily fluids, even calling for a ‘philosophy of nutrition’ to explore 

‘the moral effects of different foods’.131 Thus, the ‘minimalism’ of his moral 

psychology refers to the expulsion of ethical content in the service of future 

inquiry, further considerations of the relationship between body and 

environment. As Nietzsche suggests: ‘When the new psychologist puts an end to 

the superstitions which have so far flourished with almost tropical luxuriance 

around the idea of the soul… he also condemns himself to invention—and—who 

knows?—perhaps to discovery.’132  

Similarly, Williams’s minimalist psychology does not exclude the relevance of 

biological and physiological considerations. For all his historicist sympathies, 

Williams also warns against ‘the Wittgensteinian cop-out’, the mistake of running 

too far with the insight that human practices are constituted by language games. 

By subsuming social explanation into language use, this perspective implies ‘an 

                                                
129 Williams, ‘Nietzsche’s Minimalist Moral Psychology’, 70. 
130 Richardson, ‘Nietzsche’s Psychology’, 320. 
131 Brian Leiter, Nietzsche on Morality (London; New York: Routledge, 2002), 63–71. The quote 
comes from Nietzsche, Gay Science, §7. 
132 Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, §12. 
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autonomy of the human, under a defining idea of linguistic and conceptual 

consciousness, which tends to put a stop to any interesting questions of the 

biological kind before they even start’, including questions about sex and hunger 

where the biological and the cultural most obviously interact.133 Whether any 

theorist actually goes this far is beside this point (Williams names no names). 

What matters is that Williams is positioning himself between the extremes of a 

crude naturalistic determinism and an untethered historicism.134 

Certainly, Williams is committed to naturalism in the broad, perhaps 

uninteresting sense that ‘our view of moral capacities should be consistent with, 

even perhaps in the spirit of, our understanding of human beings as part of 

nature.’135 But in our post-Darwinian age, the more interesting question is this: To 

what extent is ‘our historical deposit’ more than just an accumulation of cultural 

materials and also the outcome of our biological or, more specifically, our genetic 

history? In other words, to what extent should we attend not only to the 

evolution of our conceptual and linguistic practices, but also the retention of 

heritable traits through evolutionary selection processes? Here we enter the 

domain of evolutionary psychology and few would deny its relevance outright. 

Clearly, Williams does not, at least for basic human functions. But he goes 

further, citing Chomsky’s theory of an innate grammar to draw a familiar analogy 

between the possibility of nativism in language and ethics. 136  The analogy 

proposes that, just as our capacity to acquire language might be innately 

organized, so might our capacity to acquire moral conventions. Yet to explain the 

particularities of local languages and ethics, built upon these innate foundations, 

we must turn to other sorts of explanation, to non-genetic learning and the 
                                                
133 Williams, ‘Evolution, Ethics, and the Representation Problem’, 103. 
134 For an account very congenial to Williams’s, see Berger and Luckmann, The Social Construction 
of Reality. 
135 Williams, ‘Nietzsche’s Minimalist Moral Psychology’, 67. 
136 Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, 47, 95–6. I say ‘familiar’ because the linguistic 
analogy was also drawn by others, including Rawls in A Theory of Justice, 46–7. For contemporary 
discussion, see John Mikhail, ‘Universal Moral Grammar: Theory, Evidence, and the Future’, 
Trends in Cognitive Sciences 11, no. 4 (April 2007): 143–52. 
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transmission of culture and convention. This raises many questions about the 

relationship between culture and biology, about which Williams has interesting 

things to say (see Chapter Three, §5.1). But the more important point is that it 

makes the space for an ethical naturalism, one that explains the ethical as far as it 

can without relying on ethical concepts and ideas, yet also accepts cultural 

explanation as a matter of accurate ethology, as scientifically appropriate.137  

One important element of Williams’s naturalism is his insistence that ethical 

beliefs are embodied in a relevant sense. This relevant sense is clarified in his 

influential paper, ‘Internal and External Reasons’, where he sets out ‘the sub-

Humean model’ of practical reasoning (‘sub-Humean’ insofar as it may refer to a 

received view rather than Hume’s complicated thoughts). The gist of Williams’s 

argument is that ‘nothing can explain an agent’s (intentional) actions except 

something that motivates him so to act.’138 He identifies this ‘something’ as ‘the 

agent’s subjective motivational set’, the contents of which includes our basic 

desires, values, and preferences, but also more cognitively complex phenomena 

such as ‘dispositions of evaluation, patterns of emotional reaction, personal 

loyalties, and various projects, as they be abstractly called, embodying 

commitments of the agent.’139 This could be thought to be stating the obvious, 

except for the fact that some normative philosophers insist on the possibility of 

external reasons, on statements that provide a reason to act independently of an 

agent’s motivations, such as Singer’s insistence on the possibility of a moral axiom 

being true even if it remains outside the scope of human knowledge. But 

Williams argues this is implausible, that the externalist account is missing ‘some 

psychological link’, such as belief, between the external reason statement and 

action.140 It might seem that the thesis of reasons-internalism veers some way 

                                                
137 Williams, ‘Naturalism and Genealogy’, 149.  
138 Williams, ‘Internal and External Reasons, with Postscript’, in Varieties of Practical Reasoning, ed. 
Elijah Millgram (Cambridge, MA; London: MIT Press, 2001), 83. 
139 Emphasis suppressed. Ibid., 78, 81.  
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from his historicist commitments; he notes in a postscript that some 

commentators have criticized him for treating what counts as a reason as a 

psychological question rather than a social or institutional question. In response, 

he acknowledges that the rationalization of action is a social and institutional 

matter, yet insists this ‘need[s] a basis in individual psychologies’, because without 

this psychological link, external reason statements can be no more ‘than bluff and 

brow-beating.’141 

What we can draw from this is that, insofar as political moralists do purport to 

advance ‘external reasons’ through transcendental methodologies, there is an 

element of self-delusion involved, because any reason that is at all compelling is 

necessarily related to our motives. To talk about a reason being compelling from 

‘the point of view of the universe’, as do Singer and Sidgwick, is a term of art that 

cannot escape the fact that that reason is compelling to a person—Singer or 

Sidgwick—imagining what the point of view of the universe would be. In this 

vein, Williams argues: ‘Practical deliberation is in every case first-personal… The 

I that stands back in rational reflection from my desires is still the I that has 

those desires and will, empirically and concretely, act’.142 This is an unfurling of 

normative reasoning, a contention that moralists do not really think in the way 

they think they think. In this case, to conceive of moral reasons as transcendental 

of human motives involves a ‘mistake that lies in equating… reflection and 

detachment.’143 

Yet not only is reasons-externalism implausible, in Williams’s view, carrying on 

as if it were plausible is irresponsible in two related ways: (1) it produces 

unintended perlocutionary consequences and (2) it is inefficacious. On the first 

point, by treating reasons as external, philosophers distance themselves from how 

a reason really ‘lands’ among an audience, failing to give due consideration to the 

actual consequences of reason-giving. For instance, Williams appeals to 
                                                
141 Ibid., 94–5. 
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psychological research to argue that Singer’s very exacting form of utilitarianism 

produces in people ‘a sense of indeterminate guilt… a defensive and resentful 

contraction of concern’, yet does not explore ‘the theoretical basis for it’.144 To 

take reasons-internalism seriously, by contrast, would enhance a speaker’s 

judgment by encouraging her/him to pay attention to the actual perlocutionary 

effects of public reasons, to tailor her/his utterances so that they engage positive 

motives in one’s audience and, where possible, avoid negative motives.  

But a more striking cautionary story is Williams’s discussion of ‘Saint-Just’s 

illusion’, a reference to the Jacobin leader who zealously promoted ancient 

conceptions of civic justice during the French Revolution. This political project 

involved various kinds of error, including mistakes of historical interpretation, 

but more important was his distinctively political error of taking classical 

principles to be viable or appropriate for a modern society. Williams’s suggestion 

here, of course, is that this imposition of alien ideals was causally related to the 

Reign of Terror that followed, an example of the political failures I discussed 

earlier (§2.4). The lesson for Williams is that the concepts, principles, values, or 

visions that we pursue should belong to ‘the space of our actual social and 

political life’, rather than imported from some other space, such as historical 

antiquity or abstract philosophical construction.145 At face value, this might seem 

to put realism in conservative contrast to the progressive aspirations of Rawls, 

specifically his claim that ‘the limits of the possible are not given by the actual’. 

But it is possible to deny Rawls’s claim and still realism does not entail 

conservatism. We could say that, while the actual does indeed limit the possible, 

Rawls greatly underestimates the reach of the latent ambitions within the actual, 

the immanent hopes and imaginations that really do exist but are not yet 

actualized in the form of legislation, institutions, and practice. So, although 

                                                
144 Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, 212 fn. 7. The research he cites is James Fishkin’s 
Beyond Subjective Morality (New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 1984). See also Williams, 
‘Morality and the Emotions’, 222. 
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realism limits itself to what is already in the social world, it treats the actual as 

diverse, dynamic, and fluid, as brimming with radical potential.146 Thus, it is also 

to the actual, to actual liberal egalitarian values, that Rawls’s own idealist project 

must, and indeed does, connect when it has any influence. 

All of which bears on the second point of efficacy. It is telling that Williams 

resists the habit among philosophers to distinguish between reason and 

persuasion and treat the latter pejoratively, as inferior and inimical to the act of 

illuminating what the hearer has reason to do.147 By contrast, Williams treats all 

meaningful moral statements (i.e. not external reason statements) as a form of 

persuasion in a non-pejorative sense. Informing an agent of what they have reason 

to do is simply a truthful and non-manipulative form of persuasion that ‘need not 

be free from emotional effects… may work by seizing the agent’s imagination, 

and… may be an expression of a power that could be used for other purposes’. If 

we want political debate to be ‘moderately rational’, Williams adds, ‘we are not 

committed to the nonsense of supposing that it could be transcendentally 

airlifted out of the world of persuasion and power.’148 This is reinforced by 

McGeer and Pettit’s recent defence of rhetoric as an antidote to what they call 

‘the stickiness of judgment’; that is, the automatic tendencies of our intuitive 

systems, the ‘idées fixes, blind spots, obsessions and other pathologies’ that dispose 

people to resist evidence that contradicts our judgments, especially judgments of 

                                                
146 For an argument sympathetic to this, see Dan Sabia, ‘Defending Immanent Critique’, Political 
Theory 38, no. 5 (October 1, 2010), especially 690–8. 
147 Kant, for instance, distinguished between a conviction, which is universally communicable and 
valid for anyone that has reason, and a persuasion, ‘a mere semblance’ that possesses ‘only private 
validity’. Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, eds. Paul Guyer and Allen W. Wood 
(Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999/1781), 685. 
148 Bernard Williams, ‘Values, Reasons, and the Theory of Persuasion’, in Philosophy as a Humanistic 
Discipline, 117–8. 
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reality.149 As such, the persuasive techniques of rhetoric are seen to support 

Enlightenment ideals of rationality, not disrupt them. 

So, if we are concerned with understanding politics, history and psychology are 

both necessary and inseparable, because the process of actual history, the very 

possibility of old and new knowledge, involves the successful interaction of 

reasons, ideas, and norms with facets of existing human motivation. Thus, in 

reflecting on the advances of liberalism, Williams says, ‘the particular arguments 

that carry forward liberal policies in particular situations must not be just 

practically but conceptually a matter of those circumstances.’150 This comment on 

political strategy is intended to undercut liberalism’s universalist pretensions, yet 

it carries the upshot that arguments with universalist pretensions can succeed if 

an audience shares those pretensions and an adequately embodied, universalist 

conceptual schema. In this respect, although Williams opens the door to more 

diverse materials of persuasion, he does not shut the door to traditional moralist 

materials like principles, because, as he puts it, ‘electoral success itself requires 

one to be convincing, and being convincing is not unconnected with having 

convictions.’151 

Finally, the issue of diversity: The thesis of reasons-internalism provides a 

simple explanation for why historical content does not settle uniformly on any 

given population: variation in our motivational sets. This is not the only cause of 

variation, of course, those causes are invariably complex: ‘Conflict in our moral 

sentiments and beliefs is… a historically, socially, and probably psychologically 

conditioned phenomenon, the product of such things as pluralistic societies and 

rapid cultural change as well as, perhaps, more generally distributed psychological 

needs which tend to conflict.’152 But that latter notion of distributed needs 
                                                
149 Victoria McGeer and Philip Pettit, ‘Sticky Judgement and the Role of Rhetoric’, in Political 
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suggest a form of variation that is not just individualist but systematic, an 

important feature of the social intuitionist psychology I review next chapter, and 

illustrated by Williams by reference to Carol Gilligan’s theory of gendered 

differences in moral psychology.153 But the fact of motivational diversity also 

disposes us to be pessimistic about a community’s capacity to attain or impose 

any genuine uniformity of practical reason, to satisfy the moralist ideal of 

consensus. On Williams’s view, though, this is not an ideal required to sustain 

ethical behaviour. He argues that we all live in some kind of ‘ethical system’, some 

culture of rules and values that hangs together due to social expectation rather 

than coercive enforcement; yet ‘it does not follow that all ethical systems demand 

the same psychology… Nor need it be the case that one and the same ethical 

system demands (exactly) the same psychology of each participant.’ 154 

Psychological homogeneity is therefore neither necessary for ethical 

transformation, nor plausible in reality, and hence it is not a quality we need to 

fetishize in theory.  

 

 

§3.3. On Politics 

 

From this prior discussion emerges Williams’s conception of political agency, 

which treats us each as ‘a finite, embodied, historically placed agent: the only kind 

of agent I take there to be’.155 Thus, contra Kant, who valorized an ideal of the 

fully sovereign agent, Williams has been described as positing a model of ‘non-

sovereign agency’ which operates through—as opposed to against—contingency, 
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luck, necessity, and chance.156 The diversity and disagreement that follows from 

this varied and variable notion of agency is one of the most enduring attributes of 

the political; and it is from this pervasive disagreement that the fundamental 

challenge of politics emerges: the problem of collective action in the face of 

competing interests. The moralist response, of course, is to shift questions, to 

individualize and universalize political questions so that the problem of 

disagreement becomes merely a problem of application. We have seen that 

realists denounce this response, pursuing normative projects—where they do—

without bracketing off the fact of diversity. Here I focus on Williams’s most well-

known contribution to political theory, his theory of the Basic Legitimation 

Demand (the BLD). Although it has been discussed at length elsewhere,157 I shall 

focus here on its psychological dimension, revealing how Williams turns to the 

sentiments to overcome the very problem of diversity for which they are partly 

the cause. 

The BLD is an answer to what Williams calls ‘the “first” political question’: how 

to secure ‘order, protection, safety, trust, and the conditions of cooperation.’158 

Yet another way to pose this question, indeed a more concrete way to pose it, is 

not in terms of what it secures but rather the inverse, what it escapes or obviates: 

disorder, insecurity, vulnerability, mistrust, arbitrariness, and so on. Still another 

way to pose it is emotively—‘What do people fear?’—for which the least 

controversial answers are ‘the basic Hobbesian terms of coercion, pain, torture, 

humiliation, suffering, and death.’159  

                                                
156 Sharon Krause, ‘Political Agency and the Actual’, in Reading Bernard Williams, ed. Daniel 
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Legitimation Demand: A Defence’, Political Studies, forthcoming. 
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The first political question is first in the sense that ‘solving it is the condition of 

solving, indeed posing, any others’.160 Accordingly, it carries a perpetual urgency, 

even in circumstances where it is answered, because the possibility of further 

political programmes depends upon it being, and remaining, answered (if only 

provisionally). Building on Hobbes, Williams takes the formation of the state to 

be an acceptable solution to the first question. But it is not enough for a state to 

merely secure order. It would not, for example, be legitimate for a state to enforce 

order through ‘a reign of terror: the whole point was to save people from 

terror.’161 Further, power is not in itself enough to justify: ‘might does not imply 

right… [T]he power of coercion offered simply as the power of coercion cannot 

justify its own use.’162 So the state, to solve the first question, must satisfy further 

demands of legitimacy, which carries the implication that ‘the state has to offer a 

justification of its power to each subject.’ 163  As can be surmised from earlier 

discussion, these justificatory reasons must connect to the motivational sets of 

agents, to desires as well as more cognitively complex commitments, such as 

concerns, projects, and political values. It follows from this that political 

legitimacy is historically, even psychologically, contingent (although contingency 

does not necessarily mean temporality, as we shall soon see, because legitimacy 

could relate to motives that are inherently timeless, such as the fear of death). 

What matters is that legitimacy grows from the circumstances of politics, from 

the presence or threat of mayhem and terror, and not from some transcendental 

moral sphere that is separate from and prior to the political.  

Williams states clearly that a legitimate state need not be a liberal state.164 But 

he does claim, given the historical situation we find ourselves in, that liberal 

states are the only legitimate solution to the BLD ‘now and around here’.165 This 
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diminution of options for legitimacy is deemed a function of modernity, insofar 

as other kinds of legitimation are ‘now seen to be false and in particular 

ideological.’166 This remark is left unexplored, but it presumably connects to his 

observation elsewhere that ‘reflection can destroy knowledge’, especially the pre-

modern ethical knowledge that survives in anachronistic forms of legitimation.167 

Although destructiveness is not all that reason can do, it is a stark reminder that 

moral theories, which depend upon reason’s capacity to generate ethical 

knowledge and build stable, unified foundations, are especially vulnerable to the 

corrosive capacities of modernist reflexion.  

The foundations for Williams’s politics, by contrast, are affective, grounded in 

inclinations that have hardly changed since Hobbes: ‘The Passions that encline 

men to Peace, are Feare of Death; Desire of such things as are necessary to 

commodious living; and a Hope by their Industry to obtain them.’168 A more 

contemporary ally is Judith Shklar. Her prescription for political theory, the 

liberalism of fear, is simple: ‘One must put cruelty first and understand the fear of 

fear and recognize them everywhere’,169 an exhortation that directs the political 

theorist back to Williams’s first political question. An obvious attraction of the 

liberalism of fear, as it is pitched by Shklar and championed by Williams, is the 

solution it provides to the problem of pluralism: that if we cannot agree on the 

good, if reasonable disagreement is inevitable, then we can at least agree on the 

bad. As Shklar puts it, her theory ‘does not, to be sure, offer a summum bonum 

toward which all political agents should strive, but it certainly does begin with a 

summum malum, which all of us know and would avoid if only we could.’170 For 

Williams, this gives the approach a special claim on reason: ‘It speaks to 

humanity. And it has the right to do this, a unique right, I think, because its 
                                                
166 Ibid. 
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materials are the only certainly universal materials of politics: power, powerlessness, 

fear, cruelty, a universalism of negative capacities.’171 This remark is conspicuous 

for how close it comes to positing a universal psychology or nature, but it is 

mitigated somewhat by the fact that these faculties are all relational and therefore 

contingent: power and powerlessness are relations among people who possess 

different attributes, while fear and cruelty require targets to apply themselves to. 

This begs the question, given Williams’s own emphasis on pluralism, to what 

extent people really do fear the same objects, to what extent fear varies across 

time, space, and culture. In respect to contemporary politics, we might say that 

libertarians fear above all the man at the door with a gun arriving on behalf of the 

tax department. Social liberals, by contrast, fear the racist and sexist more, so 

much so that they enlist ‘the man with the gun’—that is, the coercive power of 

the state—to prohibit racist and sexist behaviour. At this level, then, among 

competing strands of liberal ideologies, our fears can be diverse. So although our 

fears might converge around the fundamental concerns described by basic human 

rights—hence Williams’s insistence that their violation is ‘the most serious of 

political accusations’172—these do not provide the materials for a substantive 

politics. 

This bring us to the obvious criticism that, by reducing politics to the fears we 

agree on, we leave the political domain radically underdetermined. Hence the 

political quietism that even sympathetic readers sense in his writing.173 But the 

flipside of this criticism is that what we do have, we have soundly, because it is 

grounded in a realistic (as opposed to wishful) conception of human psychology. 

We’ve seen already that genealogy can have destructive consequences for certain 

moral theories, yet as Williams notes: ‘Not every ethical outlook is so resistant to 

                                                
171 Emphasis added. Williams, ‘The Liberalism of Fear’, 59. See also Shklar, “The Liberalism of 
Fear,” 29. 
172 Williams, ‘Human Rights and Relativism’, 72. 
173 Martha Nussbaum, ‘Bernard Williams: Tragedies, Hope, Justice’, in Reading Bernard Williams, 
ed. Daniel Callcut (London; New York: Routledge, 2009), 215–6, 220–2. 



Facets of Judgment  Chapter Two 
 

   131 

being made transparent. Others may more happily coexist with a consciousness of 

how they came about. They are more, as one might say, stable under genealogical 

explanation.’174 The liberalism of fear is one such outlook, because it grows out of 

an ambition for transparency toward the cruelty that persists in the world. Where 

moralist theories tend to reorganize psychology to support their ideals, Williams 

implores us to work in the other direction, to reorganize our theories such that 

there is no game to give away by fulfilling the demands of transparency.  

 

 

§4. A Turn to Fiction? 

 

In light of this overview, it is time to ask what realism can say decisively against 

moralism as a normative methodology, because this gives us an indication of 

where psychology might contribute. Is the realism/moralism relationship 

antithetical, insofar as the validity of one implies the invalidity of the other? Put 

differently, must we renounce moralism in political theory in order to endorse the 

insights of realism? As a first answer, no, because these families of theories are 

too diverse, too intermingled, too blurry to submit to such sweepingly dualistic 

questioning. More discriminately, insofar as most realists are naturalists (some 

stretch this association with their ontologies of ‘the political’), then realists reject 

as false the more baroque metaphysical claims of some political philosophers: 

moral absolutisms, timeless ethical truths, mind- and society-independent moral 

facts, and so on. But does this rejection count as a recommendation against those 

patterns of thinking?  

The reason why this is even a question is because realists recognize ‘the 

importance of the imagination in all forms of politics’.175 To outlaw moralist 
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theory would involve a policing of thought that cuts against what realists commit 

themselves to. One such commitment is an attentiveness to the real subjectivities 

of human agents in their analysis of politics, which realists would fail to hold 

themselves to if they neglected the utopias and fantasies that people genuinely 

entertain, including political philosophers and their readers. This relates to a 

point made earlier by Geuss (§2.2), that if realists are interested in what motivates 

action, this may involve ideas that are themselves unrealistic: ‘The realist must 

take powerful illusions seriously as factors in the world that have whatever 

motivational power they in fact have for the population in question, that is, as 

something to be understood.’176 One final reason for realists to tolerate unrealistic 

thinking is in order to safeguard their commitments to political and ethical 

doctrines that defend and encourage freedom of thought and expression, such as 

liberalism and radical democracy. ‘Dreams are free’ is an epithet that no realist 

should be in the business of denying.  

For all his commitment to genealogical critique, there is still the puzzle of 

practical action, which Williams captures in this quote:  

 

‘Suppose a given value is not stable under genealogical explanation. It does not 

necessarily follow that we give up on it, or lose confidence in it. We may merely stop 

reflecting on it, not address ourselves to the explanation, give up on transparency. A 

basic reason for this that we have to go on somehow, try to live by something, and if 

there is no alternative we will try to keep what we actually have, even if it does fail under 

reflection. Nietzsche diagnosed the condition of modernity as one in which we, at once, 

have a morality which is seriously unstable under genealogical explanation; are 

committed (by that very morality, among other things) to transparency; and find very 

little to hand in the way of an alternative.’177  

 

One alternative is moral fictionalism, so let me jump forward to that and work 

back from there. I say ‘work back’ because I am not convinced that realists will 
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endorse all of fictionalism’s ramifications. Yet some elements are convivial to, 

even implicit within, the realist project. Moreover, by facilitating a 

rapprochement between realism and fictionalism, we make space for a psychology 

of consequences, for an attentive investigation into a fiction’s practical effects, 

which I highlight as a core task for the reflexive political psychology I develop in 

Chapter Four.  

 

*** 

 

Roughly speaking, moral fictionalism begins with a disavowal of the absolutist 

view that moral statements are representations of objective truths about mind- or 

society-independent moral facts. One well-known example is J. L. Mackie’s error 

theory, which is firmly committed to the naturalist tradition I sketched out in 

Chapter One, §3.3.178 Mackie argued that if absolute moral truths did exist, they 

would have to be metaphysically ‘queer’, because only knowledge of moral truths, 

unlike say mathematical truths, has a disposition to act built into it. Such a view 

of reality and knowledge would be, if nothing else, unparsimonious; hence, the 

ordinary language of moral absolutism must be based on an error. 

What is distinctive about moral fictionalism is that it incorporates a further view 

about the attitude we should cultivate toward our existing moral discourse. It 

proposes that, rather than jettisoning or reforming our present moral language 

and concepts, that we persevere with them in spite of, and in conscious 

knowledge of, their epistemic failings. So, where Singer takes evolutionary 

debunking arguments to count against some moral reasons (see Chapter One, 

§4.1.2), a fictionalist like Richard Joyce takes evolutionary debunking arguments 

to count against all moral reasons if they count against any, yet insists this does 

not matter. He proposes that (1) our moral judgments are neither true or false, (2) 

we can know this through anti-absolutist philosophical analysis, (3) moral 
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judgments are nevertheless useful, and (4) they are useful only if, in our ethical 

lives, we treat them as true or false. In other words, ‘to take a fictionalist stance 

toward a discourse is to believe that the discourse entails or embodies a theory 

that is false… but to carry on employing the discourse, at least in many contexts, 

as if this were not the case, because it is useful to do so.’179 For Joyce, ‘useful’ is 

conceived principally in functionalist evolutionary terms; that is, in terms of the 

contribution a discourse makes toward the practical aim of facilitating social 

cooperation between human individuals. But we could easily evaluate a discourse 

by other standards, such as its political usefulness, its capacity to advance the goals 

of a particular politics, be they democratic, feminist, Marxist, liberal, or whatever 

else (see Chapter Four, §2.3).180  

An important historical precedent is Hans Vaihinger and his philosophy of as-if, 

which holds that certain theoretical claims should be not treated as true, but as if 

they were true for practical purposes. Based on a survey of science and 

philosophy, he argues ‘many thought-processes and thought-constructs appear to 

be consciously false assumptions, which either contradict reality or are even 

contradictory in themselves, but which are intentionally formed in order to 

overcome difficulties of thought by this artificial deviation and reach the goal of 

thought by roundabout ways and by-paths.’181 The goal of thought, for Vaihinger, 

is ultimately always practical: ‘the object of the world of ideas as a whole is not 

the portrayal of reality—this would be an utterly impossible task—but rather to 

provide us with an instrument for finding our way about more easily in this world.’182 

Thus, the philosophy of as-if sets out to sanction the deployment of ‘useful 
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fictions’ in human reasoning, to defend the ‘consciously false’ from intellectual 

embarrassment. This vindicatory attitude stands in stark contrast to Cohen and 

Singer’s pessimism, both of whom concede that genealogy can debunk moral 

principles, neutering their force as reasons. Instead, Vaihinger argues: ‘The 

progress of science is terrible. Anyone who finds such knowledge terrible, who 

regards it as a harmful truth and therefore feels constrained to cast aside his 

ideals as valueless—such a man has never really believed in his ideals with all his 

heart.’183 

The danger, then, is not to deploy fictions per se, but to mistake those fictions 

for genuine hypotheses. Vaihinger defines the latter as ‘assumptions which are 

probable, assumptions the truth of which can be proved by further experience.’184 

Fictions, by contrast, ‘are never verifiable, for they are hypotheses which are 

known to be false, but which are employed because of their utility.’185 Thus the 

difference lies in intent, in theorists’ ambitions for their ideas. A hypothesis 

‘demands verification, i.e. it wants to be proved true, real, and an expression of 

reality’, 186  whereas fictions knowingly lack those ambitions. Engaging in a 

genealogy of his own, Vaihinger contends that a great many philosophical and 

scientific ideas were proposed as fictions by their inventors and only later 

interpreted as hypotheses as philosophers, scientists, and their interpreters 

succumbed to the temptations of representing reality. The culmination of this 

representationalist impulse is the vice of ‘logical optimism’, a dogmatic belief in 

the coherence of theory and reality, which further encourages the logical 

optimist’s jejune expectation that theory and practice can reach a state of 

harmony. In Vaihinger’s words, they are ‘impregnated with the belief that the 

good is also the true and that truth is always good’,187 and thereby labour under the 
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expectation that our practical schemes are perfectible such that they rely on 

neither ‘fruitful errors’—that is, Vaihinger’s useful fictions—nor ‘harmful 

truths’—that is, logical necessities that are nevertheless practically injurious.188 

The virtue for Vaihinger is not so much truth as transparency, sincerity, 

honesty. Echoing the realists, he bemoans ‘a lack of sincerity in most systems of 

philosophy, that they tried more or less to hide the irrational side.’189 Also like the 

realists, he is concerned with logical optimism’s more sinister consequences. He 

warns that although dogmatism is ‘harmless and innocent enough’ in pre-modern 

societies, among modern peoples it ‘becomes definitely dangerous… disastrous… 

conservative, reactionary and injurious like everything else that outlives its 

usefulness.’ 190  In a portentous footnote, he blames his neo-Kantian 

contemporaries for their ‘one-sided idealistic tendency’, for encouraging 

Germany’s youth ‘to underestimate foreign philosophy, and therewith the whole 

civilization of neighbouring peoples, their capacity and, in general, their mental 

and moral power.’191 In short, he blames philosophical idealism for cultivating bad 

political judgment. And his prescription is reflexivity: ‘if a thinker at a higher 

stage of civilization does not question this objectivity, he becomes a primitive 

man again and, in the worst sense of the word, an uncritical man.’192  

 

*** 

 

So what might political theorists take from this?  

The role of fiction in ethical thinking is a minor theme in Williams’s work. 

First, to speak of fiction in its more humdrum literary meaning, Williams is 

enthusiastic about the capacity for literature to provide us with an opportunity to 
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reflect ethically, to discover our moral outlook.193 He also recognizes that fictions 

are useful in philosophy too, as thought experiments or intuition pumps, as 

prompts for judgment. He argues that ‘even if “Utopian politics” is a 

contradiction in terms, “Utopian political thought” is not’.194 Thus, in arguing 

about the value of freedom, he concedes it can be useful to imagine a community 

in a state of perfect liberty, because then we can envisage clashes with other 

values that currently do not occur, or are not visible, in our actual lives. What is 

important is not to mistake this method of reflection for a model of action-

guidance; we entertain this fantasy only insofar as it allows us to ‘tak[e] seriously 

complaints in liberty that would not get a hearing in everyday political activity.’195  

So here we see fiction as something to reflect upon. But what about fiction in 

the fictionalist sense, as consciously fictive beliefs that we involve in our 

reasoning? In Truth and Truthfulness, Williams gives such fictions a central role. 

I’ve discussed genealogy so far as an understanding that gets us closer to the real 

origins of a thing. But Williams argues that fictional genealogies also have a 

respectable place in human knowledge. He describes the fictional genealogy as ‘an 

imagined developmental story, which helps to explain a concept or value or 

institution by showing ways in which it could have come about in a simplified 

environment containing certain kinds of human interests and capacities’.196 In 

politics, this often takes the form of the state-of-nature story, a commonplace in 

social contract theories, such as Hobbes’s bellum omnium contra omnes, his ‘war of 

all against all’.197 Williams’s exemplar is Hume’s genealogy of the artificial virtue 

of justice which, he notes, Hume classifies as fictional.198  In this imaginary 

genealogy, people come to realize through self-interest that certain practices are 
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mutually advantageous; these practices then arise because people develop a 

collective reason to act. Thus, from one species of reason emerges a new kind of 

reason, a collective reason, which forms the content of justice.199  

But if Williams is so comfortable with fictional genealogy, why not fictional 

futurology?200 Why not visions of a better world of the kind that political 

moralists trade in?  

This apparent asymmetry could be explained by the limited sense in which 

Williams treats fictional genealogy as useful. Williams treats it as epistemologically 

useful for at least three reasons: (1) it provides a functional explanation of a new 

thing without needing to invoke that thing in its own development; (2) it is non-

reductive because it involves our discursive nature as an essential element of the 

explanation; and (3) ‘The fiction is uniquely useful because—so far from confusing 

genuine history and fiction—it enables us to keep count of what is history and 

what is abstraction.’ 201  Given these merits, he treats Hume’s genealogy as 

vindicatory, because our understanding of it causes us to strengthen our 

confidence in the thing being explained; in this instance, the virtue of justice.202 

Thus, the vindicatory fictional genealogy is useful because it clarifies our thinking 

and deepens the convictions it explains, but its usefulness is discussed only in this 

epistemic sense, not in the more outwardly practical sense of politics and ethics 

where we would want it to help us to choose between two courses of action 

(among other things). But if fiction can be successful in this sense—as an aid to 

good thinking, as a commendable feature of our thought-practices—then surely it 

would influence the world by promoting and sustaining the idea of justice it 

supports. In short, a vindicatory fiction could strengthen its persuasiveness.  
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Williams writes: ‘As more than one philosopher has remarked, illusion is itself a 

part of reality, and if many of the values of the Enlightenment are not what their 

advocates have taken them to be, they are certainly something.’203 This leaves 

unsaid whether that ‘something’ is a good thing, but we concede that some of 

these Enlightenment values are good, then we might be forced to acknowledge 

the usefulness of the fictive, even moralistic, procedures by which they became a 

part of reality. And if we recognize the usefulness of moralistic thinking for the 

historical production of present values, then why dismiss the possibility that 

present moralisms might produce useful future values? It could just be the case 

that ideal theory is the most persuasive, even the most motivating, at least in 

certain contexts or among certain audiences. To take this fictionalist route is not 

to refute the realist critique, because it could still be the case that many 

moralisms are not useful, even positively pernicious. But this is an empirical 

question—in the sense that the only proof of (un)usefulness is actual human 

behaviour and well-being, to be studied through observation and human sciences 

like psychology. And we might find that some moralisms are useful, even useful in 

ways they didn’t expect to be, and this is something the realist should be open to 

acknowledging.  

Geuss goes some way toward this when he identifies a specific function for 

principled moral theories. He singles out emergencies as a species of problem 

that moralist theory is especially well suited to: ‘A politics centred around this 

kind of moralizing has some strengths, among which is the fact that it does 

mirror the structure of certain emergency situations in which we sometimes find 

ourselves. Sometimes we really cannot avoid choosing under great pressure of 

time in an irreversible way between alternatives imposed upon us by the world in 

which we live.’204 To be sure, this is only a practical endorsement, not a concession 
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that moral absolutism is morally right, nor that it even is what it supposes itself to 

be. Yet in the circumstances of emergency it might succeed by Geuss’s criteria for 

good political judgment because it facilitates a decisiveness that cannot be 

guaranteed by more particularist analysis.  

It might seem that we are creeping in the direction of mystification, of ideology 

in the pejorative sense. So it is worth asking, if we grant that fictive moralist 

concepts and ideas deserve a place in political life on the grounds of their putative 

positive effects, are we not going to conflict with realism’s critical theory 

commitments? Not if the useful fiction preserves its transparency; that is, if it 

remains transparently fictional. What Williams calls the critical theory principle 

seeks to undermine false consciousness in the service of power.205 So, if an uneven 

distribution of power is legitimated by ideas that are false, that are only believed 

to be true by the disadvantaged because of some coercive process, then the 

critical theorist calls this unjust and seeks to overturn those false ideas and their 

coercive indoctrination. Yet if these ideas are transparent about their own falsity, 

then there is nothing hidden, there is only what they legitimize. It is not an issue 

of coerced belief. So the question turns to their usefulness and what kind of 

politics they support, which requires not the demystifying strategies of genealogy 

and critical theory, but ethical reflection and political action.  

Given that I am presently diverting the evaluation of moral theory away from its 

truthfulness and onto its usefulness, it is worth pushing this point to its extreme: 

Is a transparent fiction less ‘useful’ than an opaque one? Because it might be the 

case that, in moral matters especially, when you genuinely believe your beliefs you 

judge and act with greater conviction. Accordingly, if a moral fiction is useful by 

any measure, this usefulness could be amplified if it is not just knowingly false but 

unknowingly false. This is what classic realist Reinhold Niebuhr argues against 
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Dewey’s pragmatism: ‘Contending factions in a social struggle require morale; and 

morale is created by the right dogmas, symbols and emotionally potent 

oversimplifications.’ 206  Firstly, I think contemporary realists, even if they’ve 

followed me this far into moral fictionalism, will turn their noses at this proposal, 

because they value an ethic of transparency.207 The fact that this pairing of 

fictionalism/realism is even feasible is because fictionalism seeks to heighten 

transparency, not obfuscate it. Secondly, there is a further empirical question as 

to whether genuine belief is really more useful. In the example of emergency 

politics, there is little reason to think that principled political judgments are 

better executed by an agent who genuinely believes those principles to be 

absolute than an agent who treats them as a convenient but oversimplified 

heuristic. Indeed, we might think that, overall, it is a bad thing, because an agent 

that genuinely believes in absolute principles might act on them persistently and 

ubiquitously, overlooking relevant contextual factors, possibly even making 

moralistic judgments in non-emergency situations that suffer from all the flaws 

set out in §2. Far better the fictionalist who at least knows when and when not to 

adopt a moralistic mindset, who exercises good context-bound judgment. And 

only someone who knows the epistemic status of their ideas can even contemplate 

such questions. As Williams remarks: ‘To have a hope or a vision, even an illusory 

one, is not necessarily to suffer from an illusion; that begins when you cannot tell 

the difference between the vision and the world around you.’208 In other words, it 

is not strictly the possession of utopias that matters, but rather what you think 

you are doing with them.  

To summarize thus far, to accept a theory as a fiction shifts the focus of critique 

from its content to its consequences: to its usefulness for understanding human 
                                                
206 Reinhold Niebuhr, Moral Man and Immoral Society: A Study in Ethics and Politics (New York; 
London: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1953), xv. 
207 Compare Williams’s critique of Government House utilitarianism in Williams, Ethics and the 
Limits of Philosophy, 109, with Peter Singer and Katarzyna de Lazari-Radek, ‘Secrecy in 
Consequentialism: A Defence of Esoteric Morality’, Ratio 23, no. 1 (2010): 34–58. 
208 Emphasis added. Williams, ‘Saint-Just’s Illusion’, 139.  
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thought and action, and its effects on the thoughts and actions of people who 

hold that theory. In this sense, fictionalism is a kind of consequentialism, but it 

should not be mistaken for utilitarianism, because there is nothing in the notion 

of practical usefulness that necessarily equates it to hedonic conceptions of 

utility. As Geuss notes, ‘the impulse to evaluate our surroundings, our fellows, and 

ourselves is… deeply rooted in our human nature’;209 but what realists tend to 

endorse—and, as we see next chapter, what is psychologically likely—is the 

involvement of a variety of values, not only utility maximization. 

 

*** 

 

So let me work briefly from the other direction, by asking whether the device of 

the useful fiction can rescue political moralists from what Vaihinger called ‘logical 

optimism’. 

It is worth saying that not all moralists need rescuing, at least not in every 

regard. This is the case for Rawls the constructivist. Roughly speaking, 

constructivism is one way to grant the fictionalist point, because it addresses the 

problem of conceptual representation that the linguistic turn identified and 

Vaihinger only edged toward.210 Rawls conceives of his ideals as products of 

collective practical reasoning, as intersubjective agreements of ideas that are 

agnostic about any deeper metaphysical significance.211 From the perspective of 

                                                
209 Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics, 39. 
210 Despite his obvious scepticism about conceptual representation, Vaihinger never quite lets go 
of that ideal. He writes that ‘the essential object of science [is] to develop only such ideas as have 
an objective correlate and to eliminate all admixture of the subjective’, in The Philosophy of ‘As If’, 
15. What’s missing is an understanding of language as autonomous, produced not through its 
rational relations to material reality, but through ‘our natural history’ of linguistic practice (see 
Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, trans. G. E. M. Anscombe, P. M. S. Hacker, and 
Joachim Schulte, 4th ed. (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), §25). With the benefit of hindsight, 
we can see that Vaihinger identified the problem, but began in the wrong place, situated within a 
framework of linguistic foundationalism that is itself now widely regarded to be a fiction, often 
useful but prone to confusions in the manner Wittgenstein identified. 
211 Rawls, Political Liberalism, 93–4 and passim. 
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the useful fiction, then, constructivism is transparently fictional;212 so evaluation 

turns to its other dimension, to its usefulness, to whether the moral theories 

supported by this constructivism are politically commendable. Rawls does not 

much discuss how his ideas might land in the world, but he does accept the point, 

noting that even his permissive political liberalism would shape political 

subjectivities: ‘it is surely impossible for the basic structure of a just constitutional 

regime not to have important effects and influences as to which comprehensive 

doctrines endure and gain adherents over time; and it is futile to try to counteract 

these effects and influences… We must accept the facts of commonsense political 

sociology.’ 213 The realist challenge would then focus on whether those were the 

actual effects, or the only effects, or whether those effects are commendable. 

Yet on the issue of psychological presuppositions, Rawls does fall foul of 

Vaihinger’s critique, insofar as he takes too seriously his conception of the 

person, thereby confusing fiction for reality. As we saw last chapter, he treats his 

moral psychology as both normative and feasible, as informed by political ideals 

but within the bounds of scientific permissibility. Accordingly, his conception of 

the person is more of a hypothesis than a fiction, in the manner of an 

experimental prediction, which can be falsified or corroborated by political 

reality, by observing whether an ideal constitutional arrangement ‘has force for us 

and can be put into practice in the history of society.’214 If his theory of moral 

psychology is wrong, then the facts of politics expose it as fiction, as beyond the 

bounds of feasibility. Thus, we are left to evaluate whether its influence was 

useful, unuseful, or asinine. But a broader question is whether psychology could 

determine in advance whether Rawls’s moral psychology is fictitious, or perhaps 

even predict the deleterious effects of constructing political programmes around 
                                                
212 As I discuss in Chapter Four, §3.2, the terminology of fictionalism can distract us from the fact 
that this is a real convergence of linguistic practices and, as such, an objective fact of discursive 
anthropology. In this and related issues, I am generally indebted to Lovibond, Realism and 
Imagination in Ethics. 
213 Ibid., 193. 
214 Ibid., 87. 
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it. This is where psychology could be uniquely useful to political theorists, to 

make such judgments more ‘realistic’. 

What about non-constructivist moralists like Cohen and Singer? Could their 

projects be rescued by the idea of the useful fiction? It is worth noting from the 

outset that they would probably rather not be rescued if this was the only means 

available. Cohen, in positing the fact-insensitivity thesis, was attempting to 

rescue justice and equality from the constraints of reality, whereas the philosophy 

of as-if proposes an escape route in the opposite direction, attempting to rescue 

moral theories from precisely the kind of universalist objectivism that Cohen—

and Singer—treat as a virtue of political prescription. Accordingly, if they were to 

reconceive their moral theories as useful fictions, they would need to make major 

concessions. In short, they would need to cease defending their theories as 

hypotheses of logically necessary, rational moral truths that all people in all times 

and places would arrive at if they thought right. That done, they could carry on as 

before—except that they would now need to justify their rationalist normative 

procedures for their positive effects, for whether they genuinely improve well-

being and facilitate ethical action. That isn’t at all implausible: for example, we 

could undertake a psychology of the consequences of utilitarian arguments for 

the positive treatment of animals, exploring whether these correlate with changes 

to people’s eating habits, or consumer behaviours, or other unrelated 

consequences. Of course, some realist critiques may still stick, especially concerns 

about the dangers of applying narrow and routinized judgments to complex 

political problems, but moralists can at least argue transparently for when and 

why it is appropriate, and realists can recognize judgments of this kind as real 

political phenomena with real effects. 

Before I conclude this chapter and review an actual empirical theory of 

psychology, it is worth emphasizing that Vaihinger takes useful fictions to be an 

endemic feature of not only ethical theory but descriptive theory also. He takes 

an instrumentalist approach to concepts, arguing that it is a failure of scientific 



Facets of Judgment  Chapter Two 
 

   145 

understanding to presume that ‘because such constructs are devoid of reality they 

are to be regarded as devoid of utility.’215 Mathematics and the natural sciences 

proliferate with fictional constructs, he argues, as necessary for making sense of 

that subject matter. And psychological concepts figure frequently in his examples 

of the useful fiction, both the social scientific concepts and folk psychological 

concepts we use to make sense of ourselves and others. I offer three examples 

relevant to psychology: (1) Abstractive or neglective fictions which ‘deliberately 

substitute a fraction of reality for the complete range of causes and facts’.216 

Vaihinger uses the principle of egoism as an example, which he claims Adam 

Smith knew to be an oversimplification. (2) Personificatory fictions, such as the soul 

or self, which serve as ‘a mere shell preserving and holding together the essential 

content… tautologies that repeat the essential facts under another guise.’217 And 

(3) practical or ethical fictions where usefulness relates not so much to 

understanding but to their practical and ethical effects. This includes utopias and 

social contract theories but also psychological elements of our ethics, such as free 

will. Vaihinger argues that the idea of free will—in the sense of autonomous, 

sovereign agency—is contradicted by the determinism of the natural world. Yet 

he also deems it an indispensible feature of the concept of personal responsibility 

and therefore an indispensible feature of modern legal systems. 218  Rawls’s 

conception of the person could, therefore, be reconceived accordingly.  

This raises the question: Why not fictional psychology also? Why is it that when 

we apply Nietzschean realism to our psychologies that we must jettison whatever 

can be described more austerely? What if our folk constructs, even once we 

discover their fictional status, are nevertheless more useful than what a more 

                                                
215 Vaihinger, The Philosophy of ‘As If’, 22. 
216 Ibid., 20. 
217 Ibid., 37. It is this conceptual superfluity that Nietzsche famously pointed to in his critique of 
free will, where he argued, ‘[T]here is no “being” behind doing, effecting, becoming; “the doer” is 
merely a fiction added to the deed—the deed is everything’; in Nietzsche, The Genealogy of Morals, 
§13. 
218 Vaihinger, The Philosophy of ‘As If’, 43–5. 
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‘realistic’ view offers? Can we not transparently hold onto it? Can we not even 

invent new fictional constructs with that same transparent attitude? I will return 

to these questions in Chapter Four. 

 

*** 

 

To conclude: In the circumstances of politics, it matters not so much if a theory 

is right on paper as good in practice. A realist could hold onto their critique of 

political moralism, could chastise those ‘logical optimists’ who truly believe in 

moralist concepts and principles as representations of objective moral reality, and 

insist instead upon the historical and psychological contingency of ideas, the 

dangers of abstracting from the circumstances of politics, and the complexity of 

agency and consequences in real politics. Yet moral fictionalism provides a space 

for political moralism, given those major caveats of transparency in respect to the 

contingency and fictive nature of the ideals in question.  

This emphasis on practical consequences, on the actual effects of thought and 

action on political reality, is very much resonant in Williams’s interpretation of 

Nietzsche. He writes:  

 

‘The question is, whether some other ways of living, something which includes other 

ways of thinking about living, will help us, or human beings who follow us, to live, and 

one of Nietzsche’s most important lessons is that this consideration does not function as 

a criterion. It is not a matter of choosing some concept or image on the grounds that it 

will help us to live. It is a matter of whether it will indeed help us to live, and whether it 

will have done so is something that can only be recognized first in the sense that we are 

managing to live, and then later at a more reflective level, perhaps with the help of 

renewed genealogical explanation.’219  

 

                                                
219 Williams, ‘Naturalism and Genealogy’, 161. 
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This seems at first blush a kind of consequentialism, but it is important to note 

the anti-theoretical inclination of Williams’s wording. He is not proposing that 

we act on reasons of consequences, but on consequences themselves, a subtle but 

important distinction, because only the latter encompasses ideas and practices 

whose consequences are contrary to our expectations. So, for Williams, the proof 

is in the political pudding: it is not enough to judge a practice or theory on its 

hypothetical usefulness, on the usefulness it might provide someday if reality 

gathers under the ideal, only on its actual, measurable, tangible usefulness, the 

effects it truly incurs. 
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Chapter Three: A New Sentimentalism: The Social 

Intuitionist Model of Moral Judgment 

 

§1. Overview 

 

When political realists call for a greater engagement with social science and a 

more realistic account of psychology, what might they be committing themselves 

to? The obvious place to start looking is the field of moral psychology, which has 

experienced something of a paradigm shift in recent years. In this spirit, social 

psychologist Jonathan Haidt has advanced his social intuitionist model of 

judgment (henceforth SIM), which builds upon the hypothesis that most moral 

experience is based on ‘a small set of innately prepared, affectively valenced moral 

intuitions.’1 

Just like political realism is organized in opposition to political moralism, so too 

does social intuitionism have its opposite: the developmental rationalism of Jean 

Piaget and Lawrence Kohlberg. What makes this analogy doubly interesting is 

that, as we saw in Chapter One, Rawls cites the Piaget/Kohlberg tradition in his 

early writings to demonstrate the feasibility of his ideal of a reasonable moral 

psychology. Accordingly, if Haidt’s findings provide an empirical falsification of 

the Piaget/Kohlberg tradition’s underlying assumptions, then social intuitionism 

could diminish the feasibility of Rawls’s ideal theory by proxy, nudging him onto 

the wrong side of the ought-implies-can constraint that he commits himself to. 

Thus, I begin this chapter in §2 by reviewing Haidt’s SIM and, along the way, I 

highlight how it vindicates the realist call to take seriously the role of unreason in 
                                                
1 Jonathan Haidt and Fredrik Björklund, ‘Social Intuitionists Answer Six Questions about Moral 
Psychology’, in Moral Psychology, vol. 2, 186. 



Facets of Judgment  Chapter Three 
 

   149 

political thought and action. Because Haidt conceives of his work as part of a 

‘new synthesis’, I also refer to complementary research among social scientists 

and empirically oriented philosophers, with a special emphasis on anything that 

carries political relevance. In §3 I examine how Haidt’s theory accounts for 

ethical diversity and transformation. This issue needs examining because the SIM 

downplays the causal role of reason in judgment and emphasizes the role of 

innateness for intuition, begging the question of how a person can come to 

change their judgment. Social intuitionism explains the occurrence of novelty and 

variance at three levels: the situational (§3.1), the social (§3.2), and the level of 

personality (§3.3). At each of these levels I draw links with political realism’s 

presumptions about the nature of human psychology, and shed light on regions of 

potential overlap and constructive engagement.  

In §4.1 I fold the preceding discussion into Chapter One’s review of political 

moralism, specifically, the normative methodologies of John Rawls, G. A. Cohen, 

and Peter Singer. I argue that Haidt’s critiques often miss their mark, largely 

because he is too dedicated to the fact/value dichotomy that these philosophers 

employ to separate their ideals from the empirical. Thus, in §4.2, drawing on the 

realist critique of Chapter Two, I argue that Haidt’s findings might be more 

usefully put to work uncovering the psychological contingency of normative and 

political thinking, including the thinking of political philosophers. In §5, I use the 

resources of political realists—Bernard Williams in particular—to launch a 

critical pass against social intuitionism, to examine the disagreements between 

these programmes. Very roughly speaking, these disagreements congregate where 

the critical theory commitments of political realists clash with Haidt’s more 

positivist methodology. Thus, in §5.1 I look at how Haidt overstates or 

overemphasizes the role of evolutionary genealogies, to the extent that these 

displace alternative or complementary explanations of intuition that are patently, 

prevalently relevant. And in §5.2 I critically examine what Haidt argues are the 

prescriptive implications of his theory for ethics and politics. In particular, I 
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highlight how his recommendations are grounded in implicit political 

precommitments that stand outside the mode of a purely empirical psychology. 

This raises questions about how political psychology ought to theorize its 

political interventions, which is the subject of Chapter Four. 

 

 

§2. The Social Intuitionist Model of Moral Judgment 

  

Jonathan Haidt summarizes his social intuitionist model of moral judgment 

(SIM) with the following principle: Intuitive primacy (but not dictatorship).2 In other 

words, moral intuitions are typically the cause of the corresponding judgment, 

while deliberative reasoning typically is not. Problems lurk in this indeterminate 

language of what is ‘typically’, ‘usually’, or ‘normally’ the case—and I shall discuss 

this later. For now, however, I note the immediate attraction of a psychological 

model that predicts and explains ‘the great majority of moral judgments made by 

the great majority of people’.3 If realist political theory ought to tailor itself to 

‘what really does move human beings to act in given circumstances’, then a 

reliable model of judgment would be immensely useful.4 

On Haidt’s definition, moral intuitions are ‘fast, automatic, and (usually) affect-

laden processes in which an evaluative feeling of good-bad or like-dislike (about 

the actions or character of a person) appears in consciousness without any 

awareness of having gone through steps of search, weighing evidence, or inferring 

a conclusion.’5 This includes, but is not limited to, the expression of emotions 

such as care, contempt, or disgust. Reasoning, by contrast, refers to what 

intuition is not: to ‘controlled processes, which are slow, conscious, and heavily 

                                                
2 Haidt, ‘The New Synthesis in Moral Psychology’, 998. 
3 Haidt and Björklund, ‘Social Intuitionists Answer Six Questions about Moral Psychology’, 193. 
4 Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics, 9. 
5 Haidt, ‘The New Synthesis in Moral Psychology’, 998. 
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dependent on verbal thinking’.6 Importantly, Haidt does not consider this a mere 

resuscitation of old dichotomies between reason and the passions, or cognition 

and emotion. Rather, he takes intuition and reasoning to be two kinds of 

cognition, where ‘cognition’ is conceived in its broadest possible sense as 

‘information processing’. 7 In other words, moral intuition is ‘a kind of cognition, 

but… not a kind of reasoning.’ 8  This reclassification of intuition and its 

constituent affects has evaluative implications, because it puts intuition and 

reason on a more even footing, disarming the rationalist presumption that any 

judgment that involves intuition or the affects is inherently inferior to any 

judgment produced by conscious deliberation. 

This conception of intuition and reasoning as a two-tiered cognitive 

architecture is derived from dual process theories of cognition, which also currently 

dominate the psychology of economic and statistical judgment.9 On this account, 

our intuitive system is swift, automatic, effortless, and persuasive. Our 

deliberative system, on the other hand, is capable of rejecting our intuitions and 

deducing alternative answers. Yet it is slow and laborious and, as such, rarely uses 

its veto power, abiding instead by ‘the law of least effort’ and allowing intuitions 

to dominate judgment.10 Hence the so-called ‘stickiness’ of judgment, which 

Haidt describes through an alternative metaphor, the elephant and its rider, 

where the elephant (the intuitions and passions) makes most judgments 

                                                
6 Haidt and Björklund, ‘Social Intuitionists Answer Six Questions about Moral Psychology’, 186. 
7 Haidt and Björklund, ‘Social Intuitionists Reason, in Conversation’, in Moral Psychology, 250–1. 
8 Jonathan Haidt, ‘The Emotional Dog and Its Rational Tail: A Social Intuitionist Approach to 
Moral Judgment’, Psychological Review 108, no. 4 (October 2001): 814. 
9  John Bolender, ‘A Two-Tiered Cognitive Architecture for Moral Reasoning’, Biology and 
Philosophy 16, no. 3 (2001): 339–56; Steven A. Sloman, ‘Two Systems of Reasoning’, in Heuristics and 
Biases, 379–96; and Jonathan Evans and Keith Frankish, eds., In Two Minds: Dual Processes and 
Beyond (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009). 
10 Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow, 35. 
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independently and is only occasionally open to persuasion from the rider 

(reason).11 

Thus, our deliberations are typically in support of our initial intuitive judgment, 

not in pursuit of an independent conclusion by way of effortful counterintuitive 

reasoning. Accordingly, the SIM predicts that our deliberations are typically ‘post 

hoc rationalizations’ that defend our intuitions, conceived instrumentally as a 

means of managing our social reputation, minimizing cognitive dissonance, and 

evading repercussions for harmful behaviour. 12  This functional account of 

reasoning carries evaluative implications too, because it implies that reason-giving 

is potentially, if not characteristically, untrustworthy. Thus, not only does the 

SIM ‘level up’ intuition by classifying it as another kind of cognition, it also levels 

reason down, removing it from the pedestal that rationalist philosophers set it 

upon. 

 

 
 

Fig. 1: The Social Intuitionist Model of Judgment (reprinted from Haidt and Björklund, ‘Social 

Intuitionists Answer Six Questions about Moral Psychology’, 187). 

                                                
11 Jonathan Haidt, The Righteous Mind: Why Good People are Divided by Politics and Religion (London: 
Allen Lane, 2012), chap. 3. 
12 Jonathan Haidt and Selin Kesebir, ‘Morality’, in Handbook of Social Psychology, eds. S. Fiske, D. 
Gilbert, and G. Lindzey, 5th ed. (Hobeken, NJ: Wiley, 2010), 810–13. 
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Such are the fundamental dynamics of the SIM, summarized above in Figure 1. 

(Ignore for now the social dimension relating to Person B; I return to this in 

§4.2.) Person A’s intuition typically informs a judgment (Link 1), which goes on to 

inform A’s reasoning (Link 2). Most subsequent reasoning is defensive, presuming 

the truth or validity of the judgment that preceded it. Nevertheless, Haidt does 

acknowledge that counterintuitive reasoning is possible, albeit rare, either by 

reasoned judgment (Link 5), where a person directly influences and modifies their 

initial judgment through sheer force of reason; or by private reflection (Link 6) 

where their reasoning prompts new intuitions that indirectly cause a 

correspondingly new judgment, such as when thought experiments or 

perspective-taking yields novel moral feelings. The dotted lines of Links 5 and 6 

are meant to represent their infrequency. There is more to be said about our 

capacity for reflective reasoning (see §5.1), but I set this aside for now to focus on 

the nature of intuition, the dominant source of judgment.  

 

*** 

 

Helpfully, Haidt is very open about his psychological and philosophical 

influences. In regards to philosophy, he firmly aligns himself with the tradition of 

moral sentimentalism, frequently citing Hume’s famous dictum that reason is ‘the 

slave of the passions’. To be precise, this involves a rather loose interpretation of 

Hume, because this principle was a feature of Hume’s philosophy of action, 

positing a necessary motivational connection between action and the passions. 

Haidt, rather more tepidly, makes a dispositional claim about judgment formation, 

describing the SIM as ‘a Humean model in which intuition (rather than passion) 

is the main cause of moral judgment… and then reasoning typically follows that 

judgment… to construct post hoc justifications.’13 

                                                
13 Haidt, The Righteous Mind, 46. 
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In line with the naturalism that Hume famously championed, Haidt merges his 

moral sentimentalism with a functionalist genealogy inspired by Charles Darwin 

and the evolutionary psychologists who claim that same lineage (see Chapter 

One, §3.3). In this vein, Haidt argues that the moral knowledge our intuitions 

express is innate ‘to some interesting degree’, its content subject to genetic 

influences. 14 This does not mean that Haidt positions himself on the ‘nature’ side 

of the nature/nurture dichotomy; as one author puts it, ‘The nature/nurture 

dichotomy is so dead and buried that it is wearisome even to mention that it is 

dead and buried.’15 Rather, Haidt follows psychologist Gary Marcus in conceiving 

of moral cognition as ‘organized in advance of experience’.16 He proposes that we 

inherit a set of basic evaluative dispositions which orientate our acquisition of the 

specific rules, norms, conventions, and policies that exist in our moral 

community, leaning on the same Chomskian linguistic analogy that Williams and 

Rawls cite (Chapter Two, §3.2). Moreover, these basic dispositions are amenable 

to functional explanation in Darwinian terms as adaptations to selection 

pressures from the natural and social environments that our ancestors evolved in. 

I discuss this nativist dimension of Haidt’s theory further in §3.3 and §5.1, 

because this is where it clashes most substantially with the philosophical 

commitments of political realists. 

Haidt also draws support from the canon of twentieth century psychology, from 

research programmes that coexisted uneasily with the ‘cognitive revolution’ that 

Piaget and Kohlberg were part of. One such programme is the doctrine of 

affective primacy, advanced by Wilhelm Wundt in the late nineteenth century, 

then resurrected by Robert Zajonc in the 1980s in response to the Piaget–

                                                
14 Haidt and Björklund, ‘Social Intuitionists Answer Six Questions about Moral Psychology’, 205. 
The specification of ‘some interesting degree’ is attributed to an influential discussion by Dan 
Sperber, ‘The Modularity of Thought and the Epidemiology of Representations’, in Mapping the 
Mind: Domain Specificity in Cognition and Culture, eds. L. A. Hirschfeld & S. A. Gelman (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1994), 39–67. 
15 Joyce, The Evolution of Morality, 8. 
16 Gary Marcus, The Birth of the Mind (New York: Basic Books, 2004), 40. 
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Kohlberg paradigm. Zajonc argues that our affective systems orientate our 

engagement with the world through rapid and automatic flashes of affect, 

dispositions of attraction or aversion with which we perpetually evaluate the 

perceived environment.17 In this sense, we treat ‘feelings as information’, even 

seeking out feelings in the normal course of the knowledge gathering process.18 

Neuroscientist Antonio Damasio, another influence on Haidt, proposes a related 

idea with his somatic marker hypothesis, arguing that our feelings are ‘an integral 

component of the machinery of reason’.19 Such ideas challenge the common 

rationalist assumption that feelings, emotions, and other affects are inappropriate 

content for reason or rational deliberation;20 but they also lend support to the 

more radical possibility that distinctions between reason and affect are 

nonsensical, that all experience—even the experience of reading the driest 

rationalist philosophy—is necessarily mediated by a ceaseless and inextricable 

affective engagement.21 

Another core research programme is automatism, which proposes that ‘most of a 

person’s everyday life is determined not by their conscious intentions and 

deliberate choices but by mental processes that are put into motion by features of 

the environment and that operate outside of conscious awareness and guidance’.22 

This doctrine has three implications for moral rationalism in psychology and 

philosophy: (1) moral judgments that meet the standards of deliberative 
                                                
17 Robert B. Zajonc, ‘On the Primacy of Affect’, American Psychologist 39 (1984): 117–24. 
18 Norbert Schwarz, ‘Feelings-as-Information Theory’, in Handbook of Theories of Social Psychology, 
eds. Paul A. M. Van Lange, Arie W. Kruglanski, and E. Tory Higgins, vol. 1 (London; Thousand 
Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 2012), 289–309. 
19 Antonio Damasio, Descartes’ Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain (New York: Putnam, 
1994), xii. 
20 On affect in political judgment, see Thiele, The Heart of Judgment, chap. 4. 
21 This radical possibility has been taken a long way by new affect theorists like Massumi and 
Connolly (see op. cit., Introduction, fn. 30). Curiously, though, it is not Zajonc but Silvan S. 
Tomkins and his protégé Paul Ekman who are the principal inspiration for new affect theory, yet 
who barely figure in Haidt’s citations. For an impressive critique of the Tomkins/Ekman tradition 
and its cooptation by affect theorists, see Leys, ‘The Turn to Affect’, especially 437–44. 
22 John A. Bargh and Tanya L. Chartrand, ‘The Unbearable Automaticity of Being’, American 
Psychologist 54, no. 7 (1999): 462. 
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rationality are actually very rare; (2) judgments that appear to meet these rational 

standards could be the product of automatic rather than deliberative processes; 

and (3) our capacity for automaticity frees us from the slow, arduous, labour-

intensive, and preoccupying exercise of deliberation. This latter point provides 

grounds for redeeming the kinds of judgment that are often outlawed by 

rationalism, reminding us that deliberation can be debilitating, even suboptimal, 

as a source of judgment, especially when an agent is under time constraints and/or 

inundated by multiple variables and an overload of relevant information.23  

 

*** 

 

An important part of the appeal and persuasiveness of Haidt’s research, 

however, lies in his innovative experimental work. I offer here a flavour of this. 

To support the hypothesis that affect has a privileged role in moral judgment, 

Haidt and collaborator Thalia Wheatley conducted an experiment that 

introduced arbitrary affective episodes into the judgment process.24 Subjects were 

hypnotized and instructed to experience ‘a brief pang of disgust […] a sickening 

feeling in your stomach’ whenever they read a particular word: ‘often’ for half the 

group, ‘take’ for the other half. They were then asked to read a series of six 

vignettes about second cousins having sex, a man eating his deceased dog, a 

congressmen accepting bribes, a lawyer chasing an ambulance, a shoplifter, and a 

library book-stealing student. Each vignette was written in two versions, one 

version including ‘often’, the other version including ‘take’; and these were 

distributed so that half of the vignettes each group received included their trigger 

word. Subjects were then asked to rate ‘how disgusting’ and ‘how morally wrong’ 

these acts were on a scale of 1 to 100.  

                                                
23 Gerd Gigerenzer, ‘Moral Intuitions = Fast and Frugal Heuristics?’, in Moral Psychology, vol. 2 
(Cambridge, MA; London: The MIT Press, 2008), 1–26. 
24 Jonathan Haidt and Thalia Wheatley, ‘Hypnotic Disgust Makes Moral Judgments More Severe’, 
Psychological Science 16, no. 10 (2005): 780–84. 
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Overall, subjects found the acts more disgusting if the trigger word was present, 

and also judged them more ‘morally wrong’. (On a scale of 1 to 100, the mean 

rating of moral wrongness was 73.94 with hypnotic disgust present, 64.67 absent.) 

More suggestive still, some subjects also passed negative moral judgments against 

the experimental control, a vignette about a student council representative called 

Dan who, in scheduling discussions about academic issues, chose ‘topics that 

appeal to both professors and students in order to stimulate discussion’. On 

average, subjects rated his actions as more ‘morally wrong’ when the hypnotic 

word was present (14.0) than absent (2.7). When asked to justify their judgments, 

one participant commented, ‘It just seems like he’s up to something’; another 

described Dan as a ‘popularity-seeking snob’.  

What this experiment is taken to demonstrate is how intimately connected our 

affects are to the formulation of judgments, so much so that arbitrary feelings are 

seamlessly absorbed into the judgment process as relevant information. Indeed, 

the control case involving the student council representative suggests the 

possibility that feelings are sufficient for a moral judgment—at least in some 

people on some occasions—given that Dan committed no obvious wrong by the 

lights of standard moral theories. Finally, the apparent willingness of people to 

concoct reasons to justify their judgment is taken to support the hypothesis that 

our capacity for reasoning is strongly dedicated to post hoc rationalization, even 

when the judgment is patently unreasonable.  

Other experiments are invoked to reinforce the sentimentalist case.25 In an oft-

cited experiment, subjects were asked to judge moral vignettes while emotions 

were induced through situational factors, including being seated in the presence 

of a foul smelling ‘fart spray’ (versus no spray), or at a dirty desk beside a rubbish 

bin overflowing with used tissues and greasy pizza boxes (versus a clean 

environment). As predicted, subjects judged vignettes more harshly in the 

                                                
25 For reviews of research that posit an essential relation between emotion and moral judgment, 
see Prinz, The Emotional Construction of Morals, 21–49; and Haidt and Kesebir, ‘Morality’, 804–5. 
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presence of these noxious situational factors, further evidence that affects are 

easily subsumed into our judgments.26  

Functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) also provides evidence of a 

correlation between moral judgments and the activation of brain areas associated 

with emotion.27 For instance, in one study, subjects were asked to judge various 

sentences as right or wrong, the content of these sentences either being moral 

(i.e. ‘We break the law if necessary’) or factual (i.e. ‘Stones are made of water’). 

Subjects demonstrated greater activity in areas associated with emotion when 

judging sentences with moral content. 28  Finally, Damasio reports abnormal 

patterns of ethical behaviour in people suffering damage to these same emotion-

related areas, particularly the ventromedial prefrontal cortex (VMPFC), an area 

associated with social emotion.29 Specifically, patients perform normally on tests 

of moral knowledge, demonstrating no obvious deficit in their grasp of relevant 

norms and rules, nor their capacity for language or logic. Yet they are 

incompetent in moral and practical decision making, making poor choices or no 

choices at all, apparently unmoved by consequences or outcomes that would repel 

normal people. As Haidt interpret Damasio’s findings: ‘When emotion is 

removed from decision making, people do not become hyperlogical and 

hyperethical; they become unable to feel the rightness and wrongness of simple 

decisions and judgments.’30 The upshot of these observations, again, is that we 

should be wary of any suggestion that emotion should be expunged from practical 

deliberation if it is to be rational. Damasio’s work suggests not only that reason is 

                                                
26 Jonathan Haidt et al., ‘Disgust as Embodied Moral Judgment’, Personality & Social Psychology 
Bulletin 34, no. 8 (August 2008): 1096–1109. 
27 For a review, see Jonathan Haidt and Joshua D. Greene, ‘How (and Where) Does Moral 
Judgment Work?’, Trends in Cognitive Sciences 6, no. 12 (December 2002): 517–23. 
28 Jorge Moll, Ricardo de Oliveira-Souza, and Paul J. Eslinger, ‘Morals and the Human Brain: A 
Working Model’, Neuroreport 14, no. 3 (March 3, 2003): 301–2. 
29 Damasio, Descartes’ Error. See also Michael Koenigs et al., ‘Damage to the Prefrontal Cortex 
Increases Utilitarian Moral Judgements’, Nature 446, no. 7138 (April 19, 2007): 908–11. 
30 Haidt and Björklund, ‘Social Intuitionists Answer Six Questions about Moral Psychology’, 200. 
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insufficient for rational action, but that reason is misconceived if it is treated as 

isolable from affective influence. 

 

*** 

 

Such is the sentimentalist basis of the SIM. Before turning to Haidt’s account of 

ethical diversity, I shall highlight how social intuitionism might be deployed to 

support political realists’ hunches about moral and political psychology.  

As discussed, Haidt’s experiments are a salient reminder of the importance of 

context, not so much the broad contingencies of history, but our immediate 

situation: our being in a particular moment and place, inundated by particular 

smells, sounds, sights, sensations, and internal ebbs and flows of affect and 

feeling. Haidt’s experiments on the influence of situational effects on moral 

judgment, as well as a raft of other evocative experiments, reveal the insidious 

effect of various situational factors on moral judgment, such as taste, appetite, 

noise, and colour.31 No account of moral ontology necessarily follows from the 

recognition of these situational effects; one could endorse a full-blown 

situationalism32 or an Aristotelian vision of situated rationality.33 Or one could 

simply disregard these effects as superficial distortions that impede our view of 

the moral truth. In any case, these facts of psychology raise questions that a self-

reflective ethical theory ought to consider, not least the question of which 

                                                
31 See, respectively, Kendall J. Eskine, Natalie A. Kacinik, and Jesse J. Prinz, ‘A Bad Taste in the 
Mouth: Gustatory Disgust Influences Moral Judgment’, Psychological Science 22, no. 3 (2011): 295–
99; Shai Danziger, Jonathan Levav, and Liora Avnaim-Pesso, ‘Extraneous Factors in Judicial 
Decisions’, Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 108, no. 17 (April 26, 2011): 6889–92; 
Angelika Seidel and Jesse Prinz, ‘Sound Morality: Irritating and Icky Noises Amplify Judgments 
in Divergent Moral Domains’, Cognition 127, no. 1 (April 2013): 1–5; and Tine De Bock, Mario 
Pandelaere, and Patrick Van Kenhove, ‘When Colors Backfire: The Impact of Color Cues on 
Moral Judgment’, Journal of Consumer Psychology 23, no. 3 (July 2013): 341–48. 
32 John Michael Doris, Lack of Character: Personality and Moral Behavior (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002). 
33 Kristján Kristjánsson, The Self and Its Emotions (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 
chap. 6. 
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situations are suboptimal for the formulation of moral judgments once we grant 

that no situation is ‘neutral’.  

Another affinity with political realism is the SIM’s recognition of the affective 

as a necessary part of good and bad judgment. By abandoning the emotion/reason 

dichotomy and instead importing a conceptual distinction between kinds of 

cognition, we open the door to a more affectively infused account of human 

thinking, where the affects potentially pervade all aspects of judgment: as inputs 

used in the production of intuitions (affective biases), as a kind of intuitive output 

(intuitions as feelings), and as relevant content for deliberative processes (feelings 

as information). 

This leaves open the space for a more evaluative analysis. Psychologists accept 

that certain elements of unreason are practically valuable, even indispensible, 

given how often judgment is called upon in our political lives, given also the 

complexities and uncertainties of political problems. For political participation to 

be mentally manageable, some trade-off between effort and accuracy is necessary, 

to save people from making arduous judgments that account for the peculiarities 

of every problem. A richer account of the ethical implications will require a more 

normatively infused analysis than most empirical psychologists would dare to 

offer. Haidt himself is rather ambiguous about the value of intuition, as we shall 

see, treating intuitions occasionally as a distraction from reason, at other times as 

legitimate outcomes of value pluralism. This positive assessment is most 

prominent when he commandeers Aristotle’s virtue ethics as an ally for his 

research project.34 To put it roughly, the vindication of intuition hinges on the 

Aristotelian concept of phronesis, of practical wisdom, which accommodates some 

of what would count as unreason by the frugal standards of many rationalists. 
                                                
34 Jonathan Haidt and Craig Joseph, ‘Intuitive Ethics: How Innately Prepared Intuitions Generate 
Culturally Variable Virtues’, Daedalus 133, no. 44 (Fall 2004): 61–2; and ibid., ‘The Moral Mind: 
How Five Sets of Innate Intuitions Guide the Development of Many Culture-Specific Virtues, 
and Perhaps Even Modules’, in The Innate Mind: Structure and Content, eds. Peter Carruthers, 
Stephen P. Stich, and S. Laurence, vol. 3, (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 
367–91; and Haidt, The Righteous Mind, 369 fn. 68. 
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Williams also has Aristotelian sympathies for providing ‘the only colourable 

attempt to provide a foundation for ethics’.35 That influence is prominent in three 

well-known vindications of the automatic and affective. 

The first vindication is his ‘one thought too many’ objection to rationalist 

philosophy, where an agent’s pursuit of an extra moral reason is considered an 

inappropriate feature of their moral judgment. Williams’s example is a man who 

must choose between saving the life of his wife or a stranger, and he saves his wife 

not simply because she is his wife, but also because he thinks that in situations of 

this kind it is permissible, even obligatory, to save the life of one’s wife.36 This 

latter search for principled justification is a superfluous thought because it 

overlooks what Williams takes to be ethically obvious: that ‘some situations lie 

beyond justification’.37 A pithier example is the self-explanatory nature of the 

utterance, ‘You can’t kill that, it’s a child’, which is meant to serve as all the 

reason one would, and should, ever need not to kill the child.38 Reconceived in 

light of the SIM, the thought is that, in some situations, one’s initial intuitive 

judgment is not only sufficient as a reason, but is itself the right reason, and that the 

turn to further deliberation is in some sense morally debilitating.  

Williams’s second vindication of unreason is his notion of moral remainders: the 

fact that you might feel regret for a moral decision you made, even though there 

is no question that you did what ought to be done.39 So, to adapt the earlier 

example, the man who saved his wife might feel remorse for failing to save the 

stranger, even though his actions were morally permissible, even obligatory, in the 

considered judgment of himself and everyone else. On a frugal moral rationalist 

account, such regret would be irrational, even unreasonable, because if one has 

                                                
35 Williams, ‘Replies’, 201. 
36 Williams, ‘Persons, Character and Morality’, in Moral Luck (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1981), 17–19. 
37 Ibid., 18. 
38 Williams, ‘Conflicts of Values’, in Moral Luck, 81. 
39 Williams, ‘Ethical Consistency’, in Problems of the Self, 173–9; and Williams, ‘Politics and Moral 
Character’, 65. 
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correctly applied the correct moral theory then the problem has been solved 

‘without remainder’. Yet Williams’s proposal is that remainders, such as feelings 

of regret, are appropriate responses to the nature of moral dilemmas as genuine 

conflicts, and could even be characteristic of a fully admirable moral agent. Again, 

this vindicates the automatism described by the SIM, the perseverance of 

intuitive and affective responses to a morally complicated situation, while also 

demonstrating that counterintuitive reasoning is possible.  

This commendation of emotion also animates Williams’s discussion of moral 

luck—the third of his vindications of unreason—which hinges on his tale of a 

truck driver who feels regret for unintentionally running over a small child, even 

when it was fully beyond the driver’s control. Although Kantian moral theories 

that ground their conception of agency and responsibility entirely in the will 

might struggle to account for the driver’s feelings of responsibility—as well as 

related attributions of responsibility from observers—Williams argues boldly that 

‘it would be a kind of insanity never to experience sentiments of this kind’.40 As 

in the other examples, this involves a legitimation of our intuitive, affective 

responses to our situation, a diagnosis of such judgments as sufficient and proper.  

In this way, Haidt’s findings might be incorporated into more nuanced and 

sophisticated ethical frameworks. As I said already, the Aristotelian direction is 

one that Haidt anticipated yet hasn’t thoroughly developed. If he were to develop 

it, he would need to make sharper interpretive choices than he has brought 

himself to make. As Kristján Kristjánsson argues, although Haidt’s experimental 

findings can be given an Aristotelian gloss, this would be irreconcilable with the 

hard sentimentalism that he and his philosophical interpreters are associated 

with.41 For example, one potential overlap is the Aristotelian concept of hexis, 

which is usually interpreted as a stable disposition or habit that constitutes the 

virtuous character and thereby corresponds to patterns of automatic ethical 
                                                
40 Williams, ‘Moral Luck’, in Moral Luck, 29. 
41  Kristján Kristjánsson, ‘The “New Synthesis” in Moral Psychology versus Aristotelianism: 
Content and Consequences,’ forthcoming. 
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behaviour. Yet on Kristjánsson’s reading of Aristotle, while hexeis are too 

automatic and too affectively infused to satisfy certain rationalist standards of 

reason, hexeis are also too infused with prior reasoning and self-reflection to 

correspond neatly with Haidt’s nativist conception of moral intuition. This 

prefigures a question about the origins of intuitions that I discuss at length in 

§5.1. But the lesson to take from this is double-sided: that Haidt’s empirical 

findings are very accommodating and philosophical framing very loose. For the 

political theorist seeking determinate psychological insights, this makes his work 

both fruitful and frustrating, as I shall reveal. 

 

 

§3. The Sources of Ethical Transformation 

 

What we have so far is a very simple account of judgment, one that exhumes a 

longstanding, albeit subordinate, tradition in psychology and philosophy, a 

tradition that does not purge the affective from its conceptions of reason and 

rationality. But it is still too simplistic, certainly far more simplistic than the 

sentimentalist, feminist, and virtue-oriented theories that inhabit this ‘recessive 

tradition’. 42  Specifically, the SIM offers little scope for innovation or 

transformation, because it explains judgment only by reference to pre-existing 

sentiments. To complete Haidt’s account, it is necessary to address its sources for 

ethical transformation and diversity, which in turn can contribute to political 

realists’ understanding of our ethical contingency.  

As we saw in Chapter Two, realists take diversity to be a central feature of 

modern society, but for them the emphasis lies on people’s relations to 

community and culture. Haidt recognizes (1) the social level of analysis, but his 

                                                
42 Susan Bordo, The Flight to Objectivity: Essays on Cartesianism and Culture (Albany NY: SUNY 
Press, 1987), 116. 
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emphasis on individual psychology brings two further levels into stronger focus: 

(2) the highly transient level of situational effects and (3) the more durable level of 

our basic personality traits and affective dispositions. These three levels of 

contingency constitute the ethical self, as conceived by social intuitionism, and I 

examine each in the following order, from shallow to deep: situation, society, and 

personality. 

 

 

§3.1. Situation 

 

The situational level encompasses the causal influence of specific circumstantial 

factors on our moral and practical judgment, not by engagement with reason, but 

by subconsciously influencing the intuitions that dominate judgment. Hence, one 

source of moral diversity and transformation is the peculiarities of circumstance, 

our contingency as beings in a material world, which duly tilt our judgments.  

I have already discussed the influence of taste, smell, noise, colour, and 

cleanliness on moral judgment. Another branch of psychophysical studies 

examines the influence of such factors—such as the presence of citrus scents43—

on altruistic or helping behaviours. Other factors examined under the umbrella of 

situational effects are the influence of the presence of bystanders,44 the subject’s 

sense of running late,45 or the framing of charitable-giving in terms of individual 

                                                
43 The presence of the ‘clean’ scent of citrus cleaning products (versus no scent) correlated with 
increased reciprocity and charitable giving. See Katie Liljenquist, Chen-Bo Zhong, and Adam D. 
Galinsky, ‘The Smell of Virtue Clean Scents Promote Reciprocity and Charity’, Psychological 
Science 21, no. 3 (2010): 381–3. 
44 The famous ‘bystander effect’ predicts that people are less likely to help in the presence of 
others than alone. See John M. Darley and Bibb Latané, ‘Bystander Intervention in Emergencies: 
Diffusion of Responsibility’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 8, no. 4, (1968): 377–83. 
45 Seminary students were asked by experimenters to go elsewhere to deliver a speech on the 
Good Samaritan parable, but those told they were running late were less likely to help a 
confederate slumped in a doorway coughing. See John M. Darley and C. D. Batson, ‘From 
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or group recipients.46 However, I note that these all involve some form of social 

knowledge, specifically an expectation of the judgments of others. As such, these 

effects likely belong to the social level of contingency, or at least remind us that 

these constitutive levels of the SIM are conceptually fluid. 

Although these individual psychophysical relations seem trivial when examined 

in isolation, such observations could be developed into politically interesting 

explanations of, or predictions for, the emergence of moral geographies. For 

example, once we recognize that sounds and odours influence moral judgment, we 

might ask after the ethical and practical consequences of living within certain 

arrays of environmental cues, say, the cacophony of inner-city life versus the 

placid suburbs. Such insights could make an interesting contribution to the study 

of embodied subjectivities; specifically, the role of the environment in shaping 

the ethical subject in ways that are transient but predictable. 47  It also 

recommends itself to a certain style of policy, most famously advanced by so-

called nudge theorists, where the focus is on reforming the environment rather 

than the individual, or rather reforming the individual through the environment 

(see §5.2 for further discussion).  

 

*** 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                      
Jerusalem to Jericho: A Study of Situational and Dispositional Variables in Helping Behaviour’, 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 27 (1973): 100–108. 
46 People tend to give more to personalized, single victims than aggregated, statistical victims, 
known as the ‘identifiable victim effect’. See James Friedrich and Acacia McGuire, ‘Individual 
Differences in Reasoning Style as a Moderator of the Identifiable Victim Effect’, Social Influence 5, 
no. 3 (2010): 182–201. 
47 Wetherell, Affect and Emotion, especially chap. 4 & 6. 



Facets of Judgment  Chapter Three 
 

   166 

§3.2. Society 

 

The role of culture in moral psychology is an enduring concern in Haidt’s work, 

enough to forestall any initial concern that the SIM is merely biological 

determinism in new clothes. 

His first published research paper, ‘Affect, culture, and morality, or is it wrong 

to eat your dog?’, examined the moral/conventional distinction in relation to 

differences in culture and socio-economic status in Brazil and the United States.48 

He constructed short stories about various acts, where fictional characters 

engaged in either (1) harmful acts or (2) disgusting or disrespectful acts that 

harmed no one, such as cleaning a toilet with a national flag, or copulating with a 

chicken carcass before cooking and eating it. Subjects were then asked if it was 

‘wrong’ or ‘OK’ to do this. Haidt found that people of higher socioeconomic 

status tended to only regard the harmful actions as wrong, treating disgusting or 

disrespectful acts as transgressions against social convention but not morality. By 

contrast, people of lower socioeconomic status treated acts of both kinds as 

wrong. This effect held cross-culturally between subjects in Philadelphia (USA) 

and Recife (Brazil), although Brazilians were generally more likely than Americans 

to regard both kinds of act as wrong.  

On Haidt’s interpretation, this demonstrates the extent to which ‘cultural 

norms and culturally shaped emotions have a substantial impact on the domain of 

morality and the process of moral judgment’. 49  He takes his findings to 

empirically adjudicate a debate between Eliot Turiel, a contemporary defender of 

the Piaget–Kohlberg tradition,50 and Richard Shweder, a cultural psychologist 

who argued that Turiel’s moral universalism was culturally specific, based on 

                                                
48 Jonathan Haidt, S. Koller, and M. Dias, ‘Affect, Culture, and Morality, or Is It Wrong to Eat 
Your Dog?’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 65 (1993): 613–28. 
49 Ibid., 613. 
50  Elliot Turiel, The Development of Social Knowledge: Morality and Convention (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1983). 
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Western conceptions of morality that focus narrowly on harm, rights, and 

justice.51 Shweder argued instead that there exist other kinds of ‘ethics’ beyond 

this ‘ethics of autonomy’; specifically, an ‘ethics of community’ that focuses on 

duty, respect, and obedience to authority; and an ‘ethics of divinity’ that focuses 

on purity, sanctity, and pollution avoidance. Based on empirical research in India, 

where he found all three ethics to play a prominent role, Shweder concluded—

subsequently endorsed by Haidt—that the moral domain is broader and more 

pluralistic than an earlier generation of psychologists supposed. 

Hence the ‘social’ in ‘social intuitionism’, which Haidt boils down to two 

influences on judgment—reasoned persuasion and social persuasion—which refer to 

Links 3 and 4 respectively in Figure 1 above. I address these in reverse order. 

Link 4, social persuasion, refers to non-verbal, often unconscious and 

unintentional modes of persuasion, where the judgment of Person A is 

transmitted to Person B through the former’s body language, behaviour, or mere 

presence. An evocative example is that of emotional contagion, the tendency for 

people to converge emotionally by automatically mimicking the outward 

physiological states of others and thereby achieve ‘an attentional, emotional, and 

behavioural synchrony’.52 Obviously, this overlaps with the situational effects 

discussed earlier, where the mere presence of a bystander can influence another’s 

judgment or behaviour. But we could force a distinction by emphasizing the 

performative dimension of social persuasion, that it is performed (consciously or 

not) to exert a perlocutionary effect, to communicate the norms and rules of a 

group, even without recourse to more explicit forms of communication like signs 

                                                
51 Richard A. Shweder et al., ‘The “Big Three” of Morality (Autonomy, Community, and Divinity), 
and the “Big Three” Explanations of Suffering’, in Why Do Men Barbecue?: Recipes for Cultural 
Psychology (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003), 74–133. 
52 Elaine Hatfield, John T. Cacioppo, and Richard L. Rapson, Emotional Contagion (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1994), 5. See also Marco Iacoboni and Mirella Dapretto, ‘The Mirror 
Neuron System and the Consequences of Its Dysfunction’, Nature Reviews Neuroscience 7 
(December 2006): 942–51. 
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or speech; for instance, we can imagine an exchange of eye contact among local 

observers of a taboo transgression.  

Link 3, reasoned persuasion, refers to the conscious provision of reasons to other 

persons in order to change their judgment. This is usually through speech, 

although it is not difficult to imagine non-discursive reasons, such as one’s 

pointing to a sign heretofore unnoticed by another, or unveiling an emotionally 

salient image. Thus, we augment our performative conception of persuasion with 

more intentional acts that advance the same perlocutionary goal of modifying 

others’ judgments. 

For political realists, of course, who have long emphasized our cultural 

embeddedness, this is uncontroversial. Haidt’s findings fit well into conceptions 

of embodied subjectivity, especially the embodied dimension of norms and social 

structure, where we conceive of the ethical subject as not only partially produced 

by the environment through situational effects, but also as a partial producer of 

that environment through her/his utterances, presence, appearance, posture, 

gestures, facial expressions, and so on.53  

What is likely to be controversial is Haidt’s account of the character and 

function of social reason-giving. At the individual level, Haidt regards social 

reasoning in the same pessimistic way he regards internal reasoning; that is, as 

predominantly confabulatory, oriented toward the defense of initial intuitive 

judgments: ‘The glaring one-sidedness of everyday human reasoning is hard to 

understand if you think that the goal of reasoning is to reach the correct 

conclusions or to create accurate representations of the social world… The 

reasons that people give to each other are best seen as attempts to trigger the 

right intuitions in others.’54 On this view, we are not like intuitive scientists, 

                                                
53 In this regard there are potentially fruitful engagements with existing sociology, such as Rom 
Harré and Paul Secord, The Explanation of Social Behaviour (Totowa, NJ: Littlefield, Adams & Co., 
1973); and Pierre Bourdieu, Pascalian Meditations (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2000), 
especially chap. 4. 
54 Haidt and Björklund, ‘Social Intuitionists Answer Six Questions about Moral Psychology’, 190–1. 
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publicizing our reasons openly for scrutiny, but rather like ‘intuitive politicians’, 

adjusting our reasoning to suit our context, to play to our audience, to preserve 

our reputations among various constituencies.55 (Accordingly, Haidt leans heavily 

on the transformative and progressive potential of social interaction, endorsing a 

notion of ‘distributed reasoning… as a social process, not as a private act of 

cognition’.56 This allows him to satisfy his modernist need for reason—in some 

shape or form—while nevertheless maintaining his deflationary account of 

individual reasoning.) Haidt’s pessimism toward individual reason is closely 

related to his functionalism. According to this evolutionary logic, a speaker’s 

social reputation is simply an object of biological value; thus, public justification 

is understood principally in terms of defending and enhancing this reputation. 

This is also the basis of another foundational principle, ‘Moral thinking is for social 

doing’, 57  which instructs us to pursue genealogical inquiries about our moral 

capacities in terms of their evolutionary benefit, either as a product or producer 

of favorable adaptations for social life. Accordingly, he describes our innate 

human nature as ‘mostly selfish, but with a groupish overlay’.58 

Because Haidt endorses a multi-level selection theory of evolution—that is, the 

contested hypothesis that evolutionary selection processes operate at a variety of 

levels, not only the genetic but also the individual and group—the biological value 

of public justification is amenable to multiple interpretations. 59  From the 

perspective of the individual organism, the biological value of social reputation is 

related to the preservation and improvement of one’s status vis-à-vis members of 

the same group, thereby maximizing one’s individual fitness. From the 

                                                
55 Haidt and Kesebir, ‘Morality’, 810–11. 
56 Haidt and Björklund, ‘Social Intuitionists Answer Six Questions about Moral Psychology’, 182. 
57 Haidt and Kesebir, ‘Morality’, 808–14. The phrase is drawn from William James’s remark, ‘My 
thinking is first and last always for the sake of my doing’, a sentiment to which I will return in 
Chapter Four. 
58 Haidt, The Righteous Mind, 191.  
59 David Sloan Wilson and Edward O. Wilson, ‘Rethinking the Theoretical Foundations of 
Sociobiology’, The Quarterly Review of Biology 82, no. 4 (December 2007): 327–48; Haidt and 
Kesebir, ‘Morality’, 815–21. 
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perspective of the group, however, public justification is advantageous insofar as 

it disseminates valuable information about free-riders and cheaters, builds 

relationships and alliances, generates mutual understandings of right and wrong, 

and perpetuates socially advantageous rules and norms.60 In support of this, 

Haidt cites Charles Darwin’s The Descent of Man: ‘At all times throughout the 

world tribes have supplanted other tribes; and… morality is one important 

element in their success.’61  

At this point, I want to highlight what I see as a flaw in Haidt’s interpretation 

of judgment, where the positivist abstraction of Haidt’s SIM does more to 

obscure than edify reality by its compartmentalization of reason and intuition. 

Note in Figure 1 that the schema directs the social links only to Person B’s 

intuitive system. Whether or not this is plausible,62 it is revealing of Haidt’s 

conception of the nature of social interaction, by which we speak not directly to 

another person’s reason or judgment, but rather bring them around to our way of 

thinking through the ‘backdoor’ of intuition and feeling. There is something awry 

in this, in conceiving of mental faculties as so compartmentalized that we might 

communicate to a mental faculty independently, distinct from and exclusive to 

other faculties. (To illuminate the distinction, a more holistic alternative is to 

conceive of communicating to a person or self or subject that is the totality of these 

faculties.) Whether or not Haidt wants us to take his schema so literally is 

                                                
60 Haidt and Björklund, ‘Social Intuitionists Answer Six Questions about Moral Psychology’, 190–
2. Such considerations were prefigured in Allan Gibbard’s notion of normative governance, where 
the sharing and internalization of norms through verbal engagement enhances social coordination 
in a group. See Allan Gibbard, Wise Choices, Apt Feelings: A Theory of Normative Judgment (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1992), 71–82. 
61 Cited in Haidt and Kesebir, ‘Morality’, 817. 
62 I think not, for surely if a person can occasionally modify their own judgment by reason, as the 
SIM concedes, then it is conceivable for someone else to do so too. Moreover, if reason is 
conceived simply as the willful application of logic and rationality, why can a person not influence 
another’s reasoning directly by providing the next logical or rational premise? In any case, these 
troubles relate to the schematic, not necessarily to psychological reality, which I am about to 
argue cannot be so rigidly compartmentalized. 
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unclear,63 but his failure to tell us not to is an invitation to trouble, because 

although the SIM entails a welcome dissolution of old dualisms between 

reason/passion and cognition/emotion, it risks resurrecting new dualisms in their 

place. Like the old dualisms, these new dualisms could be more misguiding than 

illuminating.  

I suspect the SIM’s confusion can be ameliorated and its insight preserved by 

being recast in Williams’ language of internal reasons. After all, Haidt’s 

conception of social engagement certainly shares the spirit, if not the specifics, of 

Williams account of reason-giving. Both conceive of persuasion non-pejoratively 

and both insist that reasons must relate to existing motivations. (As we shall see 

in §5.1, Williams brings major qualifications to Haidt’s evolutionary genealogy, 

but these are isolable for now.) Moreover, consider this recollection of Williams 

from Raymond Geuss, which reveals something about the general attitude of 

political realism:  

 

‘Williams took an extremely dim view of the powers of reason to persuade. He told me 

once he had only once in his life seen a case of a person convinced to give up a deeply 

held belief by the force of rational argumentation… [a conversion] so unique in 

Williams’s experience that he never forgot it.’64  

 

The basic claim is that people are defensive, even dishonest, in their 

engagement with ‘reason’, by which Geuss means the rationalist ideals of logic, 

consistency, and so on. This fits neatly with the SIM and dual process theory, 

which presume that we typically resist challenges to our initial intuitive 

                                                
63 Compare with Daniel Kahneman who echoes Vaihinger when he refers explicitly to System 1 
and System 2 of his dual process theory as ‘useful fictions’, as ‘fictitious characters… not systems in 
the standard sense of entities with interacting aspects or parts.’ See Thinking, Fast and Slow, 28–30. 
64 It occurred when Williams was chairman of the Royal Commission on Pornography. A former 
military man on the Commission was persuaded ‘by the sheer power of reason’ that his arguments 
for permissiveness in human sexual relations logically entailed a permissive attitude toward 
bestiality, even though he abhorred the latter. See Raymond Geuss, ‘Did Williams Do Ethics?’, 
Arion 19, no. 3 (Winter 2012): 156. 
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judgments. Yet when it comes to explaining that person’s conversion, Williams’s 

model of persuasion requires that the norms of ‘rational argumentation’ are 

already, to some extent, embodied by the subject. As Williams puts his internal 

reasons hypothesis, ‘if B can say truly of A that A has a reason to Φ, then… there 

must be a sound deliberative route to Φ-ing which starts from A’s existing 

motivations.’65 Thus, reason is not some independent faculty that occasionally 

intervenes in judgment; rather, the norms of rationality are a valued property of 

A’s motivational set, even though prior to A’s conversion those norms were only 

latent, subordinate to the ‘deeply held belief’ that A did not want to give up. In 

this sense, Williams is doing something much more radical than Haidt—and 

indeed something more radical than Geuss attributes to him. He is 

reconceptualizing ‘reason’ in all meaningful senses of the word as necessarily involving 

our motivations. By contrast, Haidt (and Geuss) still refer to reason in the 

triumphalist rationalist sense of something distinct and separate, only with the 

caveat that the exercise of reason is rare. As such, Haidt is himself guilty of 

advancing an ethicized psychology, because he takes an unreformed conception 

of reason from rationalist philosophy and imports it into a schema that is 

otherwise substantially informed by empirical observations. His only revision is to 

introduce a note of pessimism, to claim that reason is thinner on the ground than 

once presumed and prone to self-delusion (which, as I argue in §4.1, is hardly 

news to rationalist philosophers). But Williams’s reconceptualization of reason is 

more radical, more holistic, and altogether more plausible, because it recovers the 

affective dimension that certain rationalist philosophers went to great lengths to 

excise and extract. 

Still, I take this to be a friendly disagreement, one that does not deny Haidt’s 

empirical insights and, as we shall see, better prepares the SIM to pose a 

challenge against moral rationalism. Moreover, it does not refute Haidt and 

Williams’s general agreement on where ethical persuasion ought to be directed, 
                                                
65 Williams, ‘Replies’, 186. 
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on whatever is contained in the overlap of Haidt’s ‘intuition’ and William’s 

‘motivational set’. For better or worse, that overlap is bound to be substantial, 

because these loose and hazy psychological categories accommodate a great deal.  

Turning our attention briefly to real politics, these insights suggest not only a 

change of strategy, but also a reconceptualization of what already occurs. In this, 

Haidt and Williams converge with other authors who focus on psychology. For 

example, George Marcus argues that advocates of deliberative democracy fail to 

correctly understand ‘the actual practice of rationality by the public’, extolling a 

model of ‘dispassionate’ democratic engagement which, if ever enacted or 

enforced, would produce an inert and inactive politics.66 In light of his reading of 

empirical psychological research (pre-Haidt), he argues that commendable 

instances of democratic engagement—including those we might call ‘rational’ or 

‘reasonable’—are better explained by our affects, by bouts of enthusiasm and 

anxiety, than by collective exercises of individual reasoning.  

Popular political psychologists George Lakoff and Drew Westen have made 

much the same argument, despite differences in their psychological theories. 

Lakoff focuses on cognitive stereotypes, especially the role of familial metaphors 

in ideological thinking.67 Westen focuses on the neurobiological correlates of 

motivated reasoning; that is, the capacity for emotive processes to guide and 

reward us for defending what we already believe, even in the face of contrary 

evidence.68 Yet these approaches are more complementary than contrastive. Both 

psychologists, both of whom self-identify as American liberals, argue that 

Democrats disadvantage themselves by ignoring ‘the moral, mythic, and 

                                                
66 Marcus, The Sentimental Citizen, 110. 
67 George Lakoff, Moral Politics: How Liberals and Conservatives Think (Chicago, IL: University of 
Chicago Press, 2002); Lakoff, Don’t Think of an Elephant: Know Your Values and Frame the Debate 
(White River Junction, VT: Chelsea Green Publishing, 2004); and Lakoff, The Political Mind: Why 
You Can’t Understand 21st-Century American Politics with an 18th-Century Brain (New York: Viking 
Press, 2008). 
68  Drew Westen, The Political Brain: The Role of Emotion in Deciding the Fate of the Nation 
(PublicAffairs, 2008). 
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emotional dimensions of politics’, 69  seduced by their ‘vision of an ideally 

dispassionate electorate’.70 On the contrary, Republicans appeal explicitly to the 

affective natures of voters, prompting strong, compelling moral intuitions that 

encourage the formulation of corresponding judgments.71 Of course, the Kantian 

response is that the latter strategy is unconscionable, because judgments 

governed by emotion are the wrong kind of judgment, even we set aside the issue 

of whether the judgment was morally correct. The rejoinder to draw from these 

authors (as well as Haidt and Williams) is that moral reasons can, indeed must, 

relate non-pejoratively to our affects. To presume otherwise runs the risk of 

offering only external reasons, which will fail to secure the support and 

motivation they seek, because they will fail to upset the initial intuitive judgments 

of a public. Thus, an error in understanding political psychology results in an 

error in political strategy. 

 

 

§3.3. Personality 

 

Yet Haidt’s theory is not radically situationalist, nor does he treat morality as 

simply socially constructed. To employ the language of developmental 

psychology, he rejects equipotentiality, the equal capacity for any response to be 

linked to any stimulus.72 What reins in the contingencies of culture and context 

for the individual is Haidt’s nativism, his presumption that moral judgment is ‘to 

some interesting degree’ the upshot of hereditary causes. Admittedly, nativism 

                                                
69 Lakoff, Moral Politics, 19. 
70 Westen, The Political Brain, 26. 
71 New affect theorists make the same point: ‘In North America at least, the far right is far more 
attuned to imagistic potential of the postmodern body than the established left, and has exploited 
that advantage for the last decade and a half.’ Massumi, ‘The Autonomy of Affect’, 105–6. 
72 Haidt and Björklund, ‘Social Intuitionists Answer Six Questions about Moral Psychology’, 182, 
208. 
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invariably posits a different kind of universality or generality, because it posits 

faculties and capacities possessed by all—or at least all normal human beings. This 

is precisely what the SIM is: a universal, generalizable model of moral judgment. 

Nevertheless, just as other human capacities like agility or memory are unevenly 

expressed within a population, so too are our moral capacities. This is a source of 

deep diversity among selves, grounded in the basic lineaments of personality and 

our rudimentary affective dispositions.  

Haidt’s thought on this topic converges with complementary research in 

political psychology. For example, statistical analysis of existing longitudinal 

studies of identical and non-identical twins in Virginia (USA) and Australia found 

that identical twins, who share the same genes, are more closely correlated on 

measures of political attitude than non-identical twins, who share only half the 

same genes.73 The explanation for the stronger convergence of political attitudes 

among identical twins is genetic influence, under the presumption that identical 

and non-identical twins would have much the same environmental and cultural 

experiences. Similarly, psychologists have found correlations between political 

affiliation and the so-called Big Five basic personality traits: openness (curious, 

creative, etc.), conscientiousness (efficient, organized, dutiful, etc.), extroversion 

(outgoing, assertive, etc.), agreeableness (friendly, compassionate, etc.), and 

neuroticism (sensitive, nervous, etc.). In regards to politics, only two traits are 

predictive of political orientation: the presence of openness is strongly correlative 

with self-identifying liberals, whereas conscientiousness forms a slightly weaker 

correlation with self-identifying conservatives.74 Moreover, through twin studies 

                                                
73 John R. Alford, Carolyn L. Funk, and John R. Hibbing, ‘Are Political Orientations Genetically 
Transmitted?’, American Political Science Review 99, no. 2 (2005): 153–67. 
74 John T. Jost, Christopher M. Federico, and Jaime L. Napier, ‘Political Ideology: Its Structure, 
Functions, and Elective Affinities’, Annual Review of Psychology 60 (2009): 307–37. 
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like those above, it has been argued that these personality traits are also 

substantially heritable.75 

Of course, any link between heritable dispositions and political attitudes is 

necessarily a very complex one. No one assumes that political beliefs or 

preferences are themselves heritable, so the obvious causal candidate is the 

affective sensitivities that make an agent more or less likely to develop a certain 

attitude toward a certain political object, action, or situation. A suggestive 

illustration is a recent experiment on the relationship between disgust sensitivity 

and attitudes toward a list of politically salient items (the Wilson-Patterson 

Attitude Inventory). 76  Subjects from Lincoln, Nebraska were measured for 

disgust sensitivity through self-reports and skin conductance levels as they looked 

at a series of grotesque pictures: a man with a mouthful of writhing worms, an 

alive but terribly emaciated person, a bloody wound, and so on. Both these 

measures of disgust sensitivity were independently and significantly correlated 

with the person’s registered disapproval toward ‘gay marriage’ and, to a lesser 

extent, ‘premarital sex’; but the correlations were weak or non-committal for 

other issues, even those strongly associated with American conservativism, such 

as ‘free trade’, ‘death penalty’, ‘tax cuts’, and so on.77  

I cannot offer here a satisfactory account of the relevant macro–micro linkages; 

that is, the interactions between political subjects and the ideologies they affiliate 

                                                
75  K. L. Jang, W. J. Livesley, and P. A. Vernon, ‘Heritability of the Big Five Personality 
Dimensions and Their Facets: A Twin Study’, Journal of Personality 64, no. 3 (September 1996): 
577–91. 
76 Kevin B. Smith et al., “Disgust Sensitivity and the Neurophysiology of Left-Right Political 
Orientations,” PLoS ONE 6, no. 10 (October 2011): 1–9. 
77 A major interpretative issue in such experiments hinges on the Wilson-Patterson Attitude 
Inventory, a list of items selected explicitly to diagnose political conservatism, implicitly in an 
American context. In addition to those five items mentioned above, the others were ‘abortion 
rights’, ‘small government’, ‘illegal immigrants’, ‘military spending’, ‘foreign aid’, ‘police searches’, 
‘school prayer’, ‘gun control’, ‘biblical truth’, ‘pornography’, and ‘welfare spending’. As a measure 
of ideology or political attitudes generally, this is clearly inadequate. What would occur if other 
political items were included—such as ‘pollution’, ‘vivisection’, ‘battery farming’, and ‘whaling’—all 
issues also plausibly related to disgust?  
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to, which prescribe certain emotions as appropriate responses to certain objects, 

actions, and situations. Rather, I shall explore the rudiments of an explanation 

that emerge from Haidt’s writings, an explanation that remains only rudimentary 

because an adequate explanation would go beyond psychology into sociology and 

history at the very least. 

To start at the bottom, Haidt turns to the hypothesis of cognitive modules: 

innate, special-purpose, computational mechanisms that evolved as adaptations 

to pressures of the ancestral environment.78 In this vein, Leda Cosmides and John 

Tooby have long been associated with the view that the human mind is massively 

modular, substantially organized in advance of experience in domains such as 

perception and language acquisition. They argue further that some modules are 

evaluative, serving as innate and universal foundations for our motivational 

systems by producing attractions or aversions to certain objects, such as a fear of 

snakes or a taste for sweet foods. Although they acknowledge that ‘experience 

massively expands and enriches evaluative knowledge representations’, they 

nevertheless insist that ‘there must be an irreducible core set of initial, evolved, 

architecture-derived content-specific valuation assignment procedures, or the 

[motivational] system could not get started.’79 Thus, it is hypothesized that a set 

of simple valuation modules serve as the basis for moral knowledge, producing 

innate dispositions (such as reactions of disgust for the transgression of social 

taboos) that our moral conceptions crystallize around by combining with cultural 

experience (such as the specification of gay marriage as a social taboo and 

therefore a potential object of disgust).  

                                                
78 Jerry Fodor, The Modularity of Mind: An Essay on Faculty Psychology (Cambridge, MA; London: 
MIT Press, 1983); and Peter Carruthers, The Architecture of the Mind: Massive Modularity and the 
Flexibility of Thought (Oxford: Clarendon, 2006). 
79 John Tooby, Leda Cosmides, and H. C. Barrett, ‘Resolving the Debate on Innate Ideas: 
Learnability Constraints and the Evolved Interpenetration of Motivational and Conceptual 
Functions’, in The Innate Mind: Structure and Content, eds. Peter Carruthers, Stephen P. Stich, and S. 
Laurence (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 317. 
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In explaining moral judgment, however, Haidt does not follow Cosmides and 

Tooby all the way to massive modularity, because he rightly recognizes that 

modules are too inflexible to account for existing moral diversity, nor could 

account for the transformative effect of new beliefs on moral judgments.80 

Instead, he conceives of a ‘flexible and generative modularity’ which involves 

innate dispositions to acquire certain sorts of moral knowledge.81 This is Haidt’s 

theory of moral foundations: ‘psychological systems that enable people to perceive 

actions and agents as praiseworthy or blameworthy’.82 These foundations are 

conceived as the basis of convergence and dissent in ethical and political 

judgment, differentiated clusters of what are variously called ‘virtues’, ‘concerns’, 

‘moral goods’, and ‘positive social appraisals’.83  Haidt initially deduced these 

foundations from existing literature in anthropology and cultural psychology, 

especially Shweder’s earlier proposal of three distinctive ethics of autonomy, 

community, and divinity (see §3.2).84 But Haidt refines these distinctions as 

follows: ‘(1) Harm/care: Concerns for the suffering of others, including virtues of 

caring and compassion; (2) Fairness/reciprocity: Concerns about unfair treatment, 

cheating, and more abstract notions of justice and rights; (3) Ingroup/loyalty: 

Concerns related to obligations of group membership, such as loyalty, self-

sacrifice, and vigilance against betrayal; (4) Authority/respect: Concerns related to 

social order and the obligations of hierarchical relationships, such as obedience, 

respect, and the fulfillment of role-based duties; (5) Purity/sanctity: Concerns 

about physical and spiritual contagion, including virtues of chastity, 

                                                
80 Haidt and Joseph, ‘The Moral Mind’, 378. 
81  Ibid., 368; Haidt and Björklund, ‘Social Intuitionists Answer Six Questions about Moral 
Psychology’, 205–6. 
82 Jonathan Haidt, Jesse Graham, and Craig Joseph, ‘Above and below Left-Right: Ideological 
Narratives and Moral Foundations’, Psychological Inquiry 20 (2009): 110–19. 
83 Ibid., 111–12. 
84 Haidt and Joseph, ‘Intuitive Ethics: How Innately Prepared Intuitions Generate Culturally 
Variable Virtues’, 58. 
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wholesomeness, and control of desires’;85and (6) Liberty/oppression: Concerns 

about tyranny, such as freedom and autonomy.86  

Haidt conceives of these moral foundations as universal and innately organized, 

as ‘prewired’ to acquire cultural knowledge of a specific kind rather than 

‘hardwired’ or predetermined. 87  He justifies this innateness by retrodicting 

functional explanations for each, conceived as causally related to behaviours that 

are adaptive to the evolutionary pressures of human life—or animal life more 

generally.88 He conceives of harm/care as an evolved motivation for parental and 

familial behaviours. Fairness/reciprocity is associated with reciprocal altruism, a 

long-standing evolutionary hypothesis constructed to explain the ‘puzzle’ of 

other-benefiting behaviours among animals, as well as the finely-tuned capacity 

among social animals to detect cheaters and free-riders in groups. Ingroup/loyalty 

is conceived as an engine for intra-group cooperation, particularly in the context 

of conflict or competition with other groups. Authority/respect is treated as the 

psychological foundation for hierarchical structures in groups and communities, 

as well as useful for the promulgation of social rules. Purity/sanctity is conceived 

as a behavioral immune system that has become highly adaptable to culturally 

specific objects and acts. Finally, liberty/oppression, the last foundation to be 

hypothesized by Haidt, is accorded the function of upsetting the dominance of 

group leaders whose dominance harms the group. I reserve for later my concerns 

about the plausibility of these retrodictive hypotheses (see §5.1).  

Although Haidt believes we inherit all foundations, he proposes we differ in the 

relative strength or salience of each, just as we differ in other heritable 

capacities.89 He also acknowledges variability within the universal psychology of 

                                                
85 Haidt and Kesebir, ‘Morality’, 822. 
86 This latter foundation, as Haidt explains, is a more recent and still provisional addition. See 
Haidt, The Righteous Mind, 167–76. 
87 Haidt and Björklund, ‘Social Intuitionists Reason, in Conversation’, 245–6.  
88 Haidt and Joseph, ‘The Moral Mind’, 381–5; and Haidt, The Righteous Mind, chap. 7 & 8. 
89 Haidt and Björklund, ‘Social Intuitionists Answer Six Questions about Moral Psychology’, 210–
11; Haidt, The Righteous Mind, 277–81. 
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the SIM: ‘people vary in the degree to which they feel strong intuitions, in their 

ability to construct reasons, and in their openness to the reasons of others.’90 So, 

although social intuitionism is certainly pluralist, it is nevertheless a constrained 

pluralism, because it acknowledges the existence of irreducible moral diversity 

within the constraints of a moral psychology that is universal at some basic level. 

As Shweder neatly puts it: ‘One mind, many mentalities: universalism without the 

uniformity’. 91  Moreover, Haidt’s empirical investigation of these foundations 

through large-scale internet surveys suggests that this variation is systematic, 

insofar as the rankings people accord to respective moral foundations is 

predictive of their ideological affiliation. Thus, people who identify as liberals—in 

the American sense of the term—accord priority to foundations of harm/care, 

liberty/reciprocity, and liberty/oppression. Conservatives, by contrast, tend to 

give fairly equal weight to all moral foundations.92 These findings are illustrated in 

Figure 2 below (although note that the liberty/oppression foundation had not yet 

been theorized). 

                                                
90 Ibid., 333 fn. 48. 
91 Richard A. Shweder, ‘Introduction: Anti-Postculturalism (or, the View from Manywheres)’, in 
Why Do Men Barbecue?: Recipes for Cultural Psychology (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2003), 30. 
92 Jesse Graham, Jonathan Haidt, and Brian A. Nosek, ‘Liberals and Conservatives Rely on 
Different Sets of Moral Foundations’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 96, no. 5 (2009): 
1029–46. 
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Figure 2: Relevance of moral foundations across political identity (reprinted from Graham, Haidt, 

and Nosek, ‘Liberals and Conservatives Rely on Different Sets of Moral Foundations, 1033). 

 

The concept of moral foundations raises many questions of interpretation and 

methodology that I cannot do justice to here.93 To preempt the concerns of 

Chapter Four, one very general question is this: If moral foundations are plausible 

objects for psychological inquiry, what kind of ‘object’ are they? Although Haidt 

conceives of these foundations as biological objects with evolutionary histories, 

his observations and verifications of them all occur in the realm of language: by 

asking subjects to make choices in moral dilemmas that pit one foundation 

                                                
93 For a critical review, see Helen Haste, ‘Deconstructing the Elephant and the Flag in the 
Lavatory: Promises and Problems of Moral Foundations Research’, Journal of Moral Education 42, 
no. 3 (2013): 316–29. 

liberal participants showed a greater difference between the individ-
ualizing and binding moral foundations.

Discussion

Study 1 provides initial empirical support for the moral foundations
hypothesis. We sampled broadly across the universe of potential
moral concerns. Had we limited the sampling to issues related to
Harm/care and Fairness/reciprocity (Turiel, 1983), liberals would
have appeared to have more (or more intense) moral concerns than
conservatives (cf. Emler, Renwick, & Malone, 1983). By asking
about issues related to binding groups together—namely, Ingroup/
loyalty, Authority/respect, and Purity/sanctity—we found a more
complex pattern. The moral thinking of liberals and conservatives
may not be a matter of more versus less but of different opinions
about what considerations are relevant to moral judgment. Further,
the observed differences were primarily a function of political
identity and did not vary substantially or consistently by gender,
age, household income, or education level, suggesting that these
effects could be a general description of moral concerns between
the political left and right.

Importantly, the differences between liberals and conservatives
were neither binary nor absolute. Participants across the political
spectrum agreed that individualizing concerns are very relevant to
moral judgment. Even on the binding foundations, liberals did not
(on average) indicate that these were never relevant to moral
judgment. As is the case with politics in general, the most dramatic
evidence for our hypotheses came from partisans at the extremes.

The moral relevance ratings were self-assessments of what factors
matter to a person when making moral judgments; they were not
actual moral judgments. We expand the investigation to moral judg-
ments in Study 2.

Study 2: Moral Judgments

In Study 2, we retained the abstract moral relevance assessments
from Study 1 and added more contextualized and concrete items that
could more strongly trigger the sorts of moral intuitions that are said
to play an important role in moral judgment (Haidt, 2001). We
generated four targets of judgment for each foundation: one normative
ideal (e.g., “It can never be right to kill a human being” for Harm), one
statement about government policy (e.g., “The government should

Self-reported political identity

Strongly 
Conservative

Moderately 
Conservative

Slightly 
Conservative

Neutral 
(moderate)

Slightly LiberalModerately 
Liberal

Strongly Liberal

Re
le

va
nc

e 
to

 M
or

al
 d

ec
is

io
ns

 (0
=n

ev
er

, 5
=a

lw
ay

s)
5

4

3

2

1

0
Purity
Authority
Ingroup
Fairness
Harm

Figure 1. Relevance of moral foundations across political identity, Study 1.

1033THE MORAL FOUNDATIONS OF POLITICS



Facets of Judgment  Chapter Three 
 

   182 

against another, to rank various virtues associated with different foundations, and 

so on. Thus the moral foundation is a deductive hypothesis that uneasily straddles 

the biological and the conceptual, distinct domains that warrant different kinds 

of explanation. There is some recognition of this in Haidt’s assertion that moral 

foundations theory emerged from the insight that the innate features of our 

psychology ‘constrained and enabled the two-way co-constitution of culture and 

psyche.’94 Accordingly, the concrete implications of the word ‘foundation’ might 

distract us from a more realistic understanding of moral foundations as relations, 

interactions, processes, or modes of engagement, constituted by language and 

conceptual thought but regulated by our affective, even physiological, natures. To 

draw an analogy, if moral judgment was a house, then Haidt is using the word 

‘foundation’ to describe the act of building it, an activity that is indeed 

constrained and enabled by the base it is built upon, but is nevertheless 

misleading as a choice of words.  

 

 

§4. Political Realism and the SIM: Regions of Overlap 

 

Realism is founded on the assumption that political moralism is flawed because, 

among other things, it relies upon an idealistic conception of judgment. Moralists 

accept something like what Derek Parfit calls the convergence claim: ‘If everyone 

knew all of the relevant non-normative facts, used the same normative concepts, 

understood and carefully reflected on the relevant arguments, and was not 

affected by any distorting influence, we would have similar normative beliefs.’95 

                                                
94 Haidt, Graham, and Joseph, ‘Above and below Left-Right: Ideological Narratives and Moral 
Foundations’, 111. 
95 Derek Parfit, On What Matters, vol. 2, 570. 
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Realists generally reject this96—and Haidt reinforces this scepticism through his 

constitutive account of judgment as essentially diverse and contingent in spite of 

its universal structure. Different weightings in our moral foundations, for 

example, will dispose us to different routes for normative reasoning, yet these 

could hardly be dismissed as a ‘distorting influence’ given their basic role in our 

personal identity. This creates immediate problems for certain presumptions that 

are associated with political moralism, such as the presumption of full compliance 

of others, or the impartiality or disengagement of one’s own reasoning. 

Yet Haidt does not always effectively argue his case. Accordingly, political 

realism can lend a level of philosophical and political sophistication to Haidt’s 

analysis that is otherwise sometimes lacking. Illuminating the shortcomings of 

Haidt’s critique of rationalism is the aim of §4.1 and suggesting a more fruitful 

deployment of Haidt’s findings is the aim of §4.2. 

 

 

§4.1. Battling the Rationalist Delusion  

 

It needs to be said at the outset that Haidt’s SIM is not necessarily 

incompatible with political moralism, because it could serve as a heuristic for 

understanding the less-than-perfect moral judgments we ought to expect in 

nonideal (that is to say, more realistic) circumstances. This is uncontroversial, 

even among political moralists, and indeed it matters not so much that Haidt’s 

theory is accurate, only that it is less idealistic than models of judgment derived 

only from normative considerations. Yet I want to explore the more controversial 

possibility, raised in Chapter One, that social intuitionism advances the sorts of 
                                                
96 The liberalism of fear is an obvious exception to realists’ aversion to convergence, yet even this 
convergence of fearfulness is not predicated on the virtues of rationality that Parfit identifies as 
necessary conditions for normative convergence, because a liberalism of fear could be—and surely 
often has been—guided by a lack of factual knowledge, a diversity of normative concepts, a lack of 
reflection in a state of emergency, and the presence of distorting influences.  
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factual psychological claims that cannot in principle be isolated from ‘pure’ 

normative thinking. Therefore, these ought to be taken into consideration if ideal 

theory is to abide by its own standards of transparency and self-knowledge. 

Haidt’s basic challenge is that his empirical research reveals a very different 

model of judgment than the model of dispassionate, reasoned judgment he 

presumes is predominant in Western philosophy. In The Righteous Mind, he calls 

this the ‘rationalist delusion’, tracing its origins back to Plato’s division of the soul 

into reason and the passions.97 He singles out Kant and Rawls as subsequent 

culprits: ‘[they] simply make assertions about how minds work, what people want, 

or what seems “reasonable”. These assertions seem to be based on little more 

than introspection about their own rather unusual personalities or value 

systems’.98  

As I argued in Chapter One, this is a major simplification of Rawls (at least) 

because Rawls is explicit that his account of moral psychology is not derived from 

scientific observation, but from normative theory. Its purpose is not to be 

descriptively accurate, but to describe the necessary faculties for achieving 

Rawls’s ideal of justice as fairness. In this, Rawls contributes to a long tradition of 

ethicized psychologies which, Williams argues, began with Plato’s theory of 

tripartite division of the soul. But Williams, unlike Haidt, recognizes Plato’s 

ethical ambitions: ‘The theory, although it is designed from the beginning with political 

ends in view, is presented as a psychological model.’99 Thus, Haidt’s presumption 

that his empirical findings can falsify Platonic or Rawlsian conceptions of 

psychology involves a failure to realize their methodological objectives. While a 

scientific model seeks to provide an empirically sound schema of judgment, a 

normative model maps out the ideal psychology needed to actualize ideal 

institutions. Of course, Williams does think we might often be better off without 

ethicized psychologies, but this is due to the practical consequences of believing 
                                                
97 Haidt, The Righteous Mind, 28. 
98 Ibid., 333 fn. 5. 
99 Emphasis added. Williams, Shame and Necessity, 42. 
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in them. It is not merely because he believes they are factually flawed (although of 

course he believes that too), it is because they encourage inert and problematic 

practical engagements with politics. 

Insofar as Haidt’s critique of moral rationalism rests upon competing 

descriptions of psychology, he is on the wrong track. Yet he could reorganize his 

critique around the ought-implies-can constraint; he could argue that the SIM 

predicts that Rawls’s ideal psychology is beyond the grasp of ordinary people. 

After all, Rawls, following Kant,100 does take seriously the possibility that science 

can prove his model of moral psychology as ‘impermissible’, as beyond the bounds 

of feasibility, thereby rendering his utopia fatally unrealistic (see Chapter One, 

§2.2). Yet Haidt himself makes room for all the cognitive capacity that Rawls and 

other moral rationalists require. As can be seen in Figure 1, §2, the SIM posits 

that, although rare, the exercise of reasoning can directly influence and modify 

one’s initial judgment (Link 5) or prompt a new intuition that causes a 

correspondingly new judgment (Link 6). In the case of Link 5, reasoned judgment, 

people ‘reason their way to a judgment by sheer force of logic, overriding their 

initial intuition’. 101  This is, of course, precisely the kind of reasoning that 

rationalists seek to cultivate in themselves and others. What dilutes Haidt’s 

critique of rationalism even further is his insistence that this kind of 

counterintuitive judgment occurs more frequently among philosophers. He even 

cites examples: Peter Singer’s arguments for the permissibility of infanticide, 

Derek Parfit’s ‘repugnant conclusion’ that overpopulation could maximize overall 

human utility, and Immanuel Kant’s bullet-biting refusal to lie to save a life. 

Alternatively, Link 6, private reflection, acknowledges that people can employ 

reasoning to ‘spontaneously activate a new intuition that contradicts the initial 
                                                
100 On my reading, Kant regards his moral theory as falling on the safe side of the ought-implies-
can constraint, because we can feel the normative force of duty, even if we cannot fulfill the 
demand itself. See Kant, ‘On the Common Saying: That May Be Correct in Theory, But It Is of 
No Use in Practice’, 280. 
101 Haidt and Björklund, ‘Social Intuitionists Answer Six Questions about Moral Psychology’, 193–
4. 
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intuitive judgment’. Again, he hypothesizes that philosophers are more capable of 

this feat, because they ‘excel at examining ideas “dispassionately”’, especially 

through the mental practice of perspective-taking.102  

In light of these qualifications, it is business as usual for rationalist moral 

philosophy. Surely no rationalist philosopher, including those cited above, ever 

believed anything less: that reasoned judgment and private reflection are 

lamentably rare among most people most of the time. Yet as long as some people 

can sometimes reason against their erroneous intuitions and distinguish such 

reasoning from post hoc rationalization, then the idea of moral rationalism 

remains intact. The ideals of rationalist thinking, the methodological ‘oughts’, do 

imply ‘can’.  

To put it differently, what really matters to rationalist philosophers is that a 

judgment is justified, either in terms of it being correct, or being produced by an 

appropriate normative procedure. It matters not how often one has it, only that 

one had it once and one acts accordingly. Unless we are committed to perfect 

liberalist legitimacy, where all laws are judged permissible by all affected persons, 

then it does not even matter whether each member of a political community has 

the appropriate judgment, only that someone did and that there exists the power to 

enforce it. Or we could take the exclusionary approach of Rawls, who excludes 

from public reason those persons whose nonideal psychologies make it impossible 

for them to see reasonable institutions as reasonable. If Kohlberg is right, this 

means the exclusion of everyone except the roughly 25% of persons who have 

reached Stages 5 and 6 of moral maturity (see Chapter One, §2.2). Perhaps all 

Haidt demonstrates is that Rawlsian rationalism is more exclusionary still, 

legitimizing only those judgments produced through Links 5 and 6.103 Yet unless 

                                                
102 Ibid., 196. 
103 It is an interesting question whether Haidt’s Links 5 and 6 are any more rare than Kohlberg’s 
Stages 5 and 6. As Haidt admits, ‘I have no evidence either to the actual frequency in daily life 
with which people reason their way to counterintuitive conclusions (link 5) or change their minds 
during private reflection about moral matters (link 6). See The Righteous Mind, 329 fn. 44. It is 
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he can demonstrate that these links are quantitatively or qualitatively different to 

Kohlberg’s advanced stages of moral maturity, it is hard to see what new he 

offers. To maintain any critical relevance, Haidt must make a stronger claim 

about the implausibility of ideally rationalist judgments; otherwise, the SIM poses 

no threat to those moral philosophies that invoke them. 

To sharpen the teeth of Haidt’s critique, it must be argued that even if we are 

capable of reasoned judgment, as surely we are, then this does not mean that it is 

entirely free from intuition. To put it bluntly, the notion of a moral judgment 

produced by reason alone is not just rare but implausible. (I intimated this already 

in §3.2 when I critiqued Haidt’s compartmentalization of reason and intuition; 

here I pass over similar ground from a different angle.) In what Haidt calls 

‘private reflection’, the prevalence of intuition is obvious enough, because 

reasoning modifies judgment only by provoking new intuitions. But even in 

‘reasoned judgment’, in judgments that result from inference and reflection, we 

necessarily draw upon past judgments as content for that inference and reflection, 

some of which will have been shaped by intuitive processes. As we saw in Chapter 

One, §3.2, Cohen relies transparently on intuition as content for his moral 

reasoning. Intuition is also involved in the expression of what Rawls called our 

‘two moral powers’: our sense of justice and our conception of the good. Even 

Singer admits: ‘Even a radical ethical theory like utilitarianism must rest on a 

fundamental intuition about what is good.’104 Singer’s only qualification, rather 

unsatisfactorily, is that this is a different kind of intuition, a ‘rational intuition’, 

which is not grounded in emotion, nor amenable to genealogical explanation. As I 

argued earlier, it is up to Singer to prove this point empirically, an onus he 

acknowledges. In the meantime, we might derive a more parsimonious 

explanation of the axioms of utilitarianism via the moral foundations theory, as 

cultural inventions that relate to innately prepared dispositions toward the equal 
                                                                                                                                      
another interesting question whether Haidt’s Links and Kohlberg’s Stages are merely different 
descriptions of the same psychological competence. 
104 Singer, ‘Ethics and Intuitions’, 349. 
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worth of persons (the fairness/reciprocity foundation) and a concern for suffering 

(harm/care). And although it is clearly the case that the application of utilitarian 

principles to real world problems does often require overriding our case-specific 

intuitions, it does not follow that utilitarian reasoning is therefore free from 

intuition. It is far more plausible to think that all substantive moral judgments are 

related to intuition in some way, indirectly if not directly, because intuitions and 

intuitive judgments are woven through the background of language, experience, 

and knowledge that we reason from. To take too seriously the 

compartmentalization of intuition and reason in the SIM is to fail to see its more 

radical implications, implications that don’t deny Haidt’s empirical findings but 

do impose an alternative interpretation. 

Another potential challenge to moral rationalism is Haidt’s naturalism: ‘Moral 

facts are facts only with respect to a community of human beings that have 

created them.’ 105  This is no challenge to Rawls, whose constructivism and 

practice-dependence involve similarly anthropocentric presumptions about moral 

knowledge. It is, however, a challenge to Cohen and Singer, because, as we saw in 

Chapter One, both believe that moral truths can exist independently of human 

knowledge. Cohen contends that there are mind- and society-independent 

objective truths about justice, whereas Singer contends that there are mind-

dependent yet society-independent truths about human value (these truths are mind-

dependent insofar as value is produced by the happiness or suffering of sentient 

beings, yet society-independent insofar as such truths can stand outside of social 

knowledge). It is because of this moral absolutism that ‘oughts’ need not imply 

‘can’ for Cohen and Singer, because it could just be the case that the moral truth 

lies beyond human cognitive capacity. Even if we cannot discover our obligations, 

or cannot cultivate the rational capacities to discover them, this does not 

                                                
105 As philosophical endorsement, he cites David Wiggins and Émile Durkheim. See Haidt and 
Björklund, ‘Social Intuitionists Answer Six Questions about Moral Psychology’, 214. 



Facets of Judgment  Chapter Three 
 

   189 

discount the fact that this is what we ought to do, or how we ought to think. On 

their view, ‘ought’ just implies ‘ought’, nothing less.  

Now, if Haidt is right about moral facts being social facts, then this challenges 

the meta-ethics that underlie Cohen and Singer’s moral theories, because it 

grounds the rationality of such theories in the contingencies of human evolution 

and culture. Cohen’s mind- and society-independent meta-ethics, from this 

naturalistic viewpoint, are gratuitously unparsimonious, if not nonsensical. On 

the other hand, through the lens of moral foundations theory, Singer/Sidgwick’s 

axiom of universal benevolence is reconceived as compelling not from the point 

of view of the universe, but from the point of the view of social animals that 

evolved to have rudimentary concerns for fairness/reciprocity. From this 

naturalistic perspective, shared by Haidt and Williams, the only ‘oughts’ are the 

‘oughts’ we can and do have, and any other explanation for their normative force 

is mere window-dressing.  

Nevertheless, as I argued earlier, there is an intractability about such meta-

ethical controversies, a peculiar resilience to being settled (see Chapter One, 

§3.3). Like acts of God, objective moral truths depend on explanations that stand 

outside the scope of scientific investigation, so science cannot prove such truths 

not to exist—and certainly Haidt has not yet. Perhaps the most Haidt can say, in 

the spirit of Harman and Mackie, is that the SIM shifts the burden of proof, 

because it provides a parsimonious explanation of moral convergence that does 

not depend on metaphysically ‘queer’ moral properties.  

Of course, political realists, insofar as they also eschew moral absolutism, are in 

the same boat. But the realist critique of political moralism, as we saw last 

chapter, has a second prong which saves it from wallowing in meta-ethics. This is 

the primacy it accords to action and real world consequences, to what makes 

politics and human lives go well. Once we shift the evaluative focus from theory 

to practice, we can afford to suspend judgment about the rationality or veracity of 
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abstract moral principles, and focus instead on the consequences of introducing 

them to the political domain.  

As it happens, Haidt also expresses a concern with the negative practical effects 

of monistic moral theories. This is well and good; it resonates with political 

realists’ concerns about the real political consequences of relying on abstract 

moral theory to guide political conduct. The problem is that Haidt seems not to 

realize that his own evaluation of those practical effects as negative requires 

taking an ethical position. I believe that this lapse stems from his declared 

allegiance to the descriptive/normative distinction. In this respect, Haidt shares 

commitment to positivism with political moralists, except that he purports to 

operate in the factual side of the fact/value divide.106  

In The Righteous Mind, for instance, he sets out the descriptive/normative 

distinction on page 271 and announces: ‘So far in this book I have been entirely 

descriptive.’ Yet his treatment is not consistent. For instance, on page 113, he 

moves from the factual observation that moral beliefs in the real world are 

radically diverse, to the claim that ‘moral monism—the attempt to ground all 

morality on a single principle—leads to societies that are unsatisfying to most 

people and at high risk of becoming inhumane because they ignore so many other 

moral principles.’ This claim blurs the line between the normative and descriptive 

in at least three ways:  

(1) It could just be the case that the right moral principle is unsatisfying to most 

people: that need not count against it being morally right. Deontological 

moralities frequently bear this burden; this is the basis of many well-known moral 

dilemmas where following a rule seems intuitively unsatisfying.107  

                                                
106 Indeed, Haidt and Björklund even try to invert the normative priority of this dualism with the 
very hazy suggestion that ‘all ought statements must be grounded, eventually, in an is statement’ 
(ibid.). My own working assumption, as I argue in the Introduction, is that justificatory reasoning 
moves through both fact and value but ends conclusively or necessarily in neither. 
107 The classic example is Kant’s bullet-biting refusal to lie to the murderer who knocks on the 
door and asks after a person inside the house with the intention of killing them.  
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(2) If there truly was one right moral principle, the suggestion that it would 

conflict with other moral principles is nonsense, because that one principle’s 

moral correctness would falsify all claims of correctness by any contrary 

principles. It could only conflict with extra-moral principles. Underlying this 

remark, then, is a commitment to moral relativism, a presumption that there 

exist multiple moral principles that could stand in contradiction to one another. 

But if we’ve assumed this much, then we’ve already decided that moral monism is 

wrong. 

(3) The mere invocation of ‘satisfaction’ and ‘humaneness’ involves taking a 

normative, not merely a ‘descriptive’, position, because it sets out evaluative 

criteria by which we can condemn the social structures and behaviours that result 

from applying a single moral principle to all ethical questions. Haidt writes as if 

he is merely describing the consequences of a monolithic morality, but for these 

consequences to count as reasons against that moral system, Haidt has already 

assumed an ethical position—or, more precisely, two ethical positions, one of 

which accords value to the maximization of satisfaction, the other to the sanctity 

of humanity.  

To sum up, Haidt’s arguments against moral monism are flawed in two ways. 

First, Haidt fails to respect a philosophical distinction he subscribes to, insofar as 

his ostensibly descriptive writing is imbued with ethical argument. Secondly, 

Haidt’s ethical arguments possess a certain critical impotence, because he fails to 

recognize them for what they are: ethical arguments. If he were explicit about 

their ethical nature, he could properly develop them by drawing upon the 

resources of ethical argumentation, by arguing explicitly that we are ethically 

better served by a pluralist conception of morality than a monist conception 

precisely because the latter causes a multitude of wrongs from that pluralist 

perspective. As it happens, though, Haidt comes perilously close to rejecting 

monistic moral theories on the grounds that they increase human suffering; that 

is, on the grounds of utilitarianism, the archetype of monistic moral theories. 
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The lesson is, once more, that the fact/value distinction can be obfuscatory if it 

is treated rigidly as dichotomy. It is not that Haidt is necessarily wrong to refute 

moral monism because of the effects of imposing a single moral principle on the 

world; it is that he is wrong to imply that he can achieve this purely by reference 

to facts and observation, free from ethical commitments. (I return to this issue in 

Chapter Four, §3.1.4.) This is likely an inescapable feature of psychology. In a 

passing remark, Williams notes ‘[it] seems to me doubtful’ whether there could 

be ‘an adequate account of human psychology that was totally “value-free”… 

whether, for instance, psychology can dispense with a notion of “normality” that 

is not purely statistical’.108 This sets a limit to his call to de-ethicize moral 

psychology, because the suggestion is that no psychology can get by without some 

evaluative notions (we could add ‘health’, ‘maturity’, and ‘development’ to the 

list). The conclusions we might draw from this are (1) that any attempt to cleanly 

demarcate fact and value in the domain of moral psychology will be more 

obfuscatory than helpful; and (2) that it is therefore well-advised to be explicit to 

one’s self and others about the fact/value entanglement in one’s concepts, to 

acknowledge and reflect on this impurity and its implications, rather than take 

too seriously the hopeless task of demarcation.  

 

 

§4.2. The Psychologies of Political Philosophers:  

 

Given the misfires and lapses in Haidt’s critique of moral rationalism, I shall 

restate the challenge of social intuitionism through the concerns of political 

realists. The core of the empirical challenge is the contingency it reveals in moral 

judgment—from the shallow level of situational effects, to the deeper level of 

culture and social engagement, to the deepest level of personality and affective 

                                                
108 Williams, Shame and Necessity, 183 fn. 50. See also Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, 45. 



Facets of Judgment  Chapter Three 
 

   193 

dispositions. Each person or self is constituted at all these levels, our uniqueness 

comprised by the contingency at each level and the relations between them. This 

contingency is more or less fixed at each level over time and space: highly 

transient at the situational level, largely fixed at the level of personality, and 

changeable with time and effort at the cultural level. Despite this contingency, 

however, psychological knowledge remains possible, because certain features at 

these levels do manifest in predictable behaviours, if in complex and interactive 

ways.  

As per Chapter One, social intuitionism provides political theorists with a set of 

descriptive and explanatory claims and concepts that can be brought to bear on 

our moral and political principles in two ways: (1) in a third-personal sense as 

external facts that describe the psychology of other people and (2) in the first-

personal sense as constitutive facts that describe one’s own psychology as a person 

engaged in moral or political thinking. When we engage in self-reflection through 

these constitutive facts, we might arrive at a variety of conclusions. We might 

decide the facts of social intuitionism have no relevance for the principles or 

convictions we hold, or that they affirm the principles we hold in the way that we 

hold them. But they might also give us reason to reject our principles, to modify 

our principles, or to revise our estimation of their meta-ethical significance. 

Whatever our final conclusion, to entertain such reflexions is to treat our 

principles as fact-sensitive.  

Let me tread through the same territory from a different direction: The fact of a 

normative principle being sensible and compelling to a person (or persons) 

depends on a certain alignment of constitutive facts at the levels of situation, 

culture, and character. When these do not align for everyone, the contingency of 

moral judgment is readily observable, because we will observe interpersonal 

diversity. Haidt’s research encompasses instructive examples of these 

misalignments through the manipulation of variables like situational effects, 

socioeconomic status, cultural membership, political affiliation, and so on. Yet 
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sometimes this contingency is not observable, especially when the requisite 

alignment of situation, culture, and character is incredibly common. For example, 

the moral principle that it is wrong to torture babies for fun is so uncontroversial 

in the academic seminar room that it behaves just as one would expect an 

objective moral truth to behave. Nevertheless, social intuitionists will still want to 

interpret this consensus as an outcome of naturalistic causes, albeit causes that 

are so psychologically general and culturally widespread that it would require very 

exceptional circumstances—say, the circumstances of genocide—to find anyone 

to sincerely argue the point. Nevertheless, the intersubjective agreement of 

intuitions is a very different kind of psychological episode than the intuition of 

transcendental rational truths, even though these occurrences would be 

indistinguishable to an external observer. And while it might not be possible to 

give determinate answers to meta-ethical questions—that is, an indisputable 

account of the ontology of whatever we judge when we judge morally—we can at 

least say that social intuitionism offers a plausible naturalistic account of moral 

convergence, disagreement, and transformation.  

This carries implications for political philosophy, especially those forms of 

political moralism that aspire to strongly rationalist, purely normative inquiry. 

When Cohen declares that justificatory reasoning necessarily leads us to fact-

insensitive principles, he shuts down (if only rhetorically) any consideration of 

how such principles relate to the kinds of facts that Haidt describes. Following 

on from my argument in Chapter One, we should read Cohen’s fact-insensitivity 

thesis as a stipulation of the appropriate grammar for justificatory argument, at 

least as it is practiced among philosophers of his style. In these circles, where 

rational justification is valorized, it is assumed that philosophers must reach for, 

or implicitly rely upon, a concept or statement that conforms to the lexical rules 

of normative or evaluative concepts or statements. Yet this says nothing about 

how these concepts and statements relate to the sorts of naturalistic 

phenomena—such as culture, environmental factors, neurophysiology, linguistic 
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usage, conceptual morphology, autobiographical events, and so on—that we do 

speak about in a grammar of description, explanation, and prediction. Social 

intuitionism provides us with an interpretation of some of these phenomena, with 

factual statements and concepts that describe and explain the contingencies of 

moral and political judgments. Taken as constitutive facts, as contributing to the 

genealogy of Cohen’s political convictions, social intuitionism could contribute to 

an explanation of why Cohen finds the principle of equality so persuasive, why for 

him it carries such normative force. Despite Cohen’s fears, an awareness of these 

constitutive facts need not compel him to abandon his convictions. However, it 

might be the case that a trade-off is required, that he has to downgrade his 

epistemological expectations and modify his meta-ethics, especially his more 

baroque claims about objective, mind-independent, universalizable moral truths.  

In other words, an acknowledgement of the facts of ethical contingency 

encourages political theorists to be more realistic—if not more realist—about the 

nature of their principles. And being more realistic does not just mean being 

more ‘feasibilistic’—although it means that too. Social intuitionism can help us 

with questions of feasibility when we apply that knowledge to other people, to 

generate predictions about noncompliance in nonideal theory.109 Yet the same 

psychological knowledge deployed in first-personal reflexion might bring me to 

realize that any principle I find compelling ought not necessarily be that 

compelling for everyone. Such moral disagreement is not necessarily a failure to 

think hard enough, but a product of psychological contingencies that range from 

                                                
109 As an aside, I note that if ought-implies-can is a genuine constraint on moral obligation, then it 
adjusts its grip at the various levels of the social-intuitionist self. Its grip is very weak at the 
situational level, because it is relatively easy to change one’s environment, or even modify the 
environment itself. At the cultural level, however, the grip is much firmer, because it can be 
difficult to adapt to an alternative set of norms, or to reject the norms one grew up with. And at 
the deep level of personality and affective sensitivity, the grip of ought-implies-can is very strong, 
because here it is perhaps too much to ask a person to find a certain principle morally demanding, 
or to develop the capacities by which this might become possible. Accordingly, the ought-implies-
can constraint changes significantly depending on the nature of the constraint. I thank Ian Carroll 
for highlighting this point in the Oxford Graduate Political Theory Workshop, Hilary Term 2014. 
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the shallow (such as the influence of certain noises and odours) to the deep and 

intractable (such as cultural membership and innate personality dispositions). 

Unless we are willing to dismiss these constitutive elements of the self as a 

‘distorting influence’, then Parfit’s convergence claim is not only infeasible but 

unrealistic. 

If Haidt’s factual claims are relevant in the first-personal singular, then they are 

also relevant in the first-personal plural, in the ‘we’ that applies to normative 

communities, including the academic vocations. In this vein, Haidt is well-known 

for his speech to the annual convention of the Society for Personality and Social 

Psychology where he claimed that social psychology is dominated by political 

liberals.110 More notoriously, he also proposed a policy of affirmative action to 

increase the proportion of conservatives, although this characteristically liberal 

prescription need not follow from the observation of disparity (see §5.2 for 

discussion). If we presume that the same is true for the discipline of political 

theory, then we have further reason to reflect upon the constitutive facts of 

political thinking. Of course, the idea that political theory’s normative outputs do 

not necessarily reflect the ethical character of society-at-large is not new. It has 

been powerfully stated by critics of political theory’s unrepresentativeness in 

regards to gender and ethnic diversity. It is in this regard that Charles Mills 

describes Rawlsian ideal theory as ‘a distortional complex of ideas, values, norms 

and beliefs that reflects the nonrepresentative interests and experiences of a small 

minority of the national population—middle-to-upper-class white males—who 

are hugely over-represented in the professional philosophical population.’111 But the 

issue here is whether Haidt’s moral foundations could contribute to such 

reflexions, by providing insights into the ethical prejudices among members of a 

certain vocation. This is not necessarily to supplant traditional identity 

                                                
110 Jonathan Haidt, ‘The Bright Future of Post-Partisan Social Psychology’, Edge.org, November 2, 
2011, http://edge.org/conversation/the-bright-future-of-post-partisan-social-psychology. 
111 Emphasis preserved. Mills, ‘“Ideal Theory” as Ideology’, 172. See also Iris Marion Young, Justice 
and the Politics of Difference (Princeton, NJ; Oxford: Princeton University Press, 1990), chap. 4. 
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categories, but to cooperate with them. After all, we need some group identity to 

serve as a dependent variable to reveal the relevant patterns of moral foundations 

rankings, as does Haidt in his analysis of the moral foundations of liberals and 

conservatives in Figure 2 (§3.3). We could use moral foundations to generate 

ethical profiles of moral foundations rankings among one vocation vis-à-vis 

another, or one group within a vocation vis-à-vis another. To take this application 

even further, moral foundations theory could be used to disrupt what Nancy 

Fraser highlights as ‘the problem of reification’, the tendency for identity politics 

to downplay and suppress sub-group variation by elaborating essentialized group 

identities.112 Moral foundations theory could be used to crudely demonstrate, as is 

surely the case, the substantial ethical diversity that exists within groups. 

Whether differences in moral foundations are an appropriate category for 

conceiving and addressing discrimination, as Haidt hints, is a question for 

another day.  

To tie these strings together, social intuitionism poses a challenge to the 

vocation of political theory: that distinctive alignments of situation, culture, and 

personality could make certain ideas and principles more intuitively persuasive 

within that vocation than elsewhere. These are important considerations for a 

transparent, self-reflexive normative discipline like political theory, especially one 

that generates prescriptions that purport to represent the interests of other 

people. Social intuitionism provides novel conceptual tools for measuring, 

explaining, and critiquing these phenomena, once we take a theorist out of the 

philosopher’s armchair and into the psychoanalyst’s chaise longue. 

First, we could look at situational effects; for instance, any characteristic 

features of the work environment that produce distinctive patterns of judgment. 

There is an open empirical question as to whether the relatively clean and secure 

environments in which political philosophers undertake their normative thinking 

produce different judgments than, say, a factory assembly line or a field hospital. I 

                                                
112 Nancy Fraser, ‘Rethinking Recognition’, New Left Review, no. 3 (June 2000): 112–3. 
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won’t push this point too hard, because its implications are likely fairly trivial and 

possibly compensated for through the modification of work practices and 

environments to create contexts that dispose people to make judgments that 

accord with some or other rational or ethical standard.  

The more substantial issues are culture and personality. Given Haidt’s claims, 

we can predict that the predominance of certain social groups or personality 

types within a vocation will shape its intuitive resources, which will in turn govern 

the values and principles that stick. More specifically, it is the linguistic and 

conceptual communities we belong to that make a moral principle legible, 

conceivable, and sensible to us; and it is our personality and affective dispositions 

that make a principle compelling, urgent, and demanding. Consequently, if the 

vocation of political philosophy is overrepresented by persons with certain 

contingencies at the social and personality levels, then it will be normatively 

atypical. 

Interestingly, a related set of worries have recently spurred social psychologists 

into methodological self-reflection in regard to biases in experimental samples. A 

paper by Henrich, Heine, and Norenzayan—described by Haidt as ‘profoundly 

important’ 113—discusses the problem of psychology’s reliance on WEIRD 

societies: Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic. 114  The 

problem is that drawing subjects from these communities, usually graduate 

students from North American and European universities, not only results in 

biased samples, but a high frequency of statistical outliers. Nevertheless, the 

results are often interpreted by the authors or readers as representative of 

populations in their entirety, if not representative of humanity as a whole.  

The problem for moral philosophy and political moralism runs parallel to this, 

the difference being the mode of observation. In the case of psychology, 

researchers produce general theories of psychology by investigating the thoughts 
                                                
113 Haidt, The Righteous Mind, 96. 
114 Joseph Henrich, Steven J. Heine, and Ara Norenzayan, ‘The Weirdest People in the World?’, 
Behavioral and Brain Sciences 33, no. 2–3 (2010): 61–83. 
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and behaviours of an atypical portion of the population, usually psychology 

graduate students. In the case of political philosophy, however, researchers 

introspectively investigate themselves, selves who as a matter of occupational 

necessity are either current or former graduate students of political philosophy. 

Through thought experiments, intuition pumping, and considered judgments, 

philosophers alight on principles that, depending on the philosopher, are 

occasionally assumed to have universal normative force. Yet if these principles 

rely on intuitions that are vocation-specific, then other people might genuinely 

not have reasons to act upon. (The fact that political philosophers occasionally 

modify their theories in light of feedback from peers and colleagues within the 

same vocation is no obvious remedy to the problem of vocational bias.) To put it 

more formally in terms of internal reasons, if a political philosopher can honestly 

say that a non-philosopher has a reason to Φ, then there must be a sound 

deliberative route to Φ-ing that begins with that non-philosopher’s existing 

motivations. Yet if political philosophers are atypical in their motivational sets, 

then it is likely to be the case that non-philosophers often have no such sound 

deliberative route, and therefore no reason. Haidt’s theory provides some 

conceptual tools for conceiving of such mismatches, which could be explored and 

specified by further empirical study. 

 One obvious objection here is that the peculiarity of political philosophers is 

justified, because what makes political philosophers atypical is also what 

recommends them to that vocation. This is trivially true, of course, if only 

because a heightened interest in political philosophy, itself an unusual trait, is a 

prerequisite for continued and productive involvement in that vocation. But the 

objection rests on the idea that what distinguishes political philosophers is 

expertise, the possession of relevant skills or talents.  

Yet there are good reasons to be wary of the expertise defence. One problem is 

that philosophers are no less susceptible to cognitive biases than most people. An 

emerging strain of experimental research suggests that the ethical and 
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philosophical judgments of philosophers, like non-philosophers, are easily 

influenced by factors that ought to be irrelevant, such as framing effects or 

personality dispositions.115 A second problem stems from social intuitionism’s 

pessimistic account of reasoning, which raises the possibility that philosophers 

are also oriented primarily toward the defence of intuitive judgments rather than 

independent and potentially counterintuitive inquiry. Haidt himself canvases this 

possibility when he discusses the SIM’s implications: ‘The methods of 

philosophical inquiry may be tainted… If the SIM is right and moral reasoning is 

usually post-hoc rationalization, then moral philosophers who think they are 

reasoning their way impartially to conclusions may often be incorrect.’116 This 

polite criticism of moral philosophy—‘may be tainted’—must be interpreted in 

light of Haidt’s conception of judgment as compartmentalized, whereby the 

independent faculty of pure reason might conceivably be ‘tainted’ by unreason. 

Yet, as I’ve argued already, the influence of intuition on reason should not be 

regarded as merely statistical but ontological, as an essential element of reason 

and judgment. This is the lesson to draw from Williams’s account of persuasion 

and reasons-internalism. It also a lesson that might be drawn from Hume’s 

sentimentalism; thus it is notable that Daniel Jacobson, a contemporary moral 

sentimentalist, criticizes Haidt for ‘flattering’ moral philosophers by offering a 

                                                
115 A key text is Philip E. Tetlock, Expert Political Judgment: How Good Is It? How Can We Know? 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2005). But I cite four furter papers which purport to 
demonstrate such effects among philosophers specifically: Adam Feltz and Edward T. Cokely, ‘Do 
Judgments About Freedom and Responsibility Depend on Who You Are? Personality 
Differences in Intuitions About Compatibilism and Incompatibilism’, Consciousness and Cognition 
18, no. 1 (2009): 342–50; Eric Schulz, Edward T. Cokely, and Adam Feltz, ‘Persistent Bias in 
Expert Judgments about Free Will and Moral Responsibility: A Test of the Expertise Defense’, 
Consciousness and Cognition, From Dreams to Psychosis: A European Science Foundation 
Exploratory Workshop, 20, no. 4 (December 2011): 1722–31; Eric Schwitzgebel and Fiery Cushman, 
‘Expertise in Moral Reasoning? Order Effects on Moral Judgment in Professional Philosophers 
and Non-Philosophers,’ Mind & Language 27, no. 2 (April 1, 2012): 135–53; and Kevin Tobia, Wesley 
Buckwalter, and Stephen Stich, ‘Moral Intuitions: Are Philosophers Experts?’, Philosophical 
Psychology 26, no. 5 (2013): 629–38. 
116 Emphasis suppressed. Haidt and Björklund, ‘Social Intuitionists Answer Six Questions about 
Moral Psychology’, 216. 
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heightened capacity for reasoned judgment as an escape route to the SIM’s anti-

rationalism. Jacobson writes: ‘Philosophers, even moral philosophers, are people 

too’ and that any differences with non-philosophers ‘go out the window when live 

moral and political issues are at issue’.117 Haidt cheerfully concedes the point, yet 

his concession is slightly askew, a concession that philosophers might not make 

reasoned judgments as frequently as he implied.118 He seems to miss the more 

radical implication that the involvement of intuition is an essential element of 

moral judgment, not just an infrequent occurrence. 

To restate this more forcefully, let me reconstruct Nietzsche’s critique of 

moralist methodology from this thesis’s opening paragraphs: Moral philosophers 

take a ‘fervent wish’, then ‘defend it with rationalizations after the fact’, all the 

while innocently believing their method to involve ‘a cold, pure, divinely 

insouciant dialectic.’ Haidt’s critique is milder: that moral philosophers may 

occasionally fail to protect their dialectic from the ‘taint’ of a fervent wish. 

Interestingly, among the political moralists I examined in Chapter One, only 

Singer shares Haidt’s concern, which motivates his rejection of reflective 

equilibrium. Yet even Singer still relies on intuition to provide his ultimate 

axioms with the force of self-evidence. Rawls and Cohen, by contrast, both think 

of intuitions as legitimate, even essential, content for normative reasoning: Rawls 

in the context of reflective equilibrium, Cohen in the context of radical pluralism. 

Thus, Haidt’s estimation of what moral philosophy requires of judgment is 

apparently more purist than even those philosophers who best fit the rationalist 

stereotype. Perhaps Haidt is more worried about the influence of intuition 

because his conception of an intuition is very different to what moral 

philosophers have traditionally taken intuitions to be: a message from God, a 

glimpse of the Good (Cohen), or a eureka moment of rational necessity (Singer). 

Haidt advances an altogether more earthly and naturalistic conception of 
                                                
117  Daniel Jacobson, ‘Does Social Intuitionism Flatter Morality or Challenge It?’, in Moral 
Psychology, vol. 2, 223. 
118 Haidt and Björklund, ‘Social Intuitionists Reason, in Conversation’, 249. 
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intuition, one that fits much better with Nietzsche and Williams (and indeed 

Rawls the constructivist). But his conception of moral philosophy is misleadingly 

conventional, informed by simplistic, received views of its methods, as already 

discussed in §4.1. This is why his critique of moral philosophy lands so awkwardly 

and why a collaboration with political realism, which is often, but not always, 

more philosophically attuned, can be constructive. Haidt’s genealogies of 

intuition are a greater threat to moral rationalism than Haidt seems to realize, 

which is precisely why Cohen and Singer are more concerned about the ontology 

of moral intuitions than their mere presence in normative procedures. However, 

having brought these naturalistic genealogies into destructive engagement with 

political moralism, it is time to subject those genealogies themselves to scrutiny. 

 

 

§5.  Political Realism and the SIM: Points of Departure 

  

To summarize this chapter far, I explored some points of convergence between 

political realism and Haidt’s theory of social intuitionism. In some places, I drew 

on the resources of the former to extend and sharpen the implications of the 

latter, to articulate a more robust challenge for moral rationalism. These were 

friendly disagreements with collaborative aims. But it is time to turn to less 

friendly disagreements between political realism and social intuitionism, to points 

of tension which require more substantive concessions from one or other 

discipline. This is not to backtrack completely on my proposal of an allegiance, 

but to acknowledge the fact that allies make for keen critics. It is they, after all, 

who stand to inherit the flaws possessed by their allies. Also, given the affinities 

of their perspectives, they are likely to provide a more nuanced, fine-grained 

analysis, sensitive to minor errors, misinterpretations, and conceptual confusions. 

By contrast, we need not expect political moralists to familiarize themselves with 
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the subtleties of psychological methodology, because they maintain the view that, 

for certain foundational questions, it is irrelevant tout court. Indeed, as we saw in 

Chapter One, moralists often take for granted, in a way that realists often do not, 

the capacity of human sciences to discover general laws of human psychology and 

action. It is just that moralists divert these ‘facts’ away from normative questions 

and onto questions of implementation instead. 

The core disagreement that I discuss in §5.1 is genealogical, an interpretive 

disagreement over the causal origins of intuition. Yet these interpretive problems 

feed into Haidt’s estimation of his theory’s practical implications, and I attend to 

these in §5.2. 

 

 

§5.1.  Genealogical Disputes 

 

As we have seen, Haidt puts heavy explanatory emphasis on evolutionary 

genealogies, treating the character of intuition firstly as an outcome of processes 

of multi-level natural selection. Yet as we saw last chapter, Williams puts the 

emphasis instead on language, convention, and non-genetic learning, which he 

took to be a matter of accurate ethology. This is the conflict to be explored. 

From the start, it is worth specifying that this is a matter of emphasis. As we’ve 

seen, Haidt’s interests in sociobiology and evolutionary theory do not curtail any 

role for culture and context in the shaping of intuition. Nor is Williams’s 

emphasis on history and language meant to imply that explanations of human 

behaviour can be achieved in isolation from biology, hence his warnings against 

‘the Wittgensteinian cop-out’ (see Chapter Two, §3.2). On the contrary, Williams 

is naturalistic in the undemanding sense that ‘our view of moral capacities should 

be consistent with, even perhaps in the spirit of, our understanding of human 
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beings as part of nature.’119 He acknowledges the conceptual space for a more 

demanding ethical naturalism that aims to explain ‘the ethical in terms of an 

account of human beings which is to the greatest possible extent prior to ideas of 

the ethical’, in a way that is ‘intelligible, non-vacuous, and not committed to a 

general physicalistic reductionism’.120 If we consider Haidt’s project as a kind of 

ethical naturalism, then these are the criteria it should be judged by, and it is this 

final flaw—a dubious, scientistic reductionism—that I shall focus on. Williams 

was, after all, a vigorous critic of scientism; that is, the application of the methods 

of physical science to spheres of understanding such as ethics and politics.121 And 

in this anti-scientism, he commonly had in his sights those authors that Haidt 

respectfully cites, such as E. O. Wilson, Leda Cosmides, and John Tooby.122 

The simplest way to expose these tensions is to examine Haidt’s interpretation 

of an unpublished but widely cited study of intuitive primacy.123 Haidt, Björklund, 

and Murphy presented subjects with vignettes of ‘victimless crimes’, including a 

story about a brother and sister who engage in consensual intercourse on a 

summer holiday, both of whom use contraception, enjoy the experience, and 

promise never to do it again, nor to share their secret. When asked, ‘Was it 

wrong for them to have sex?’, most subjects (80 per cent) agreed it was. The 

experimenter then played ‘devil’s advocate’, highlighting aspects of the story that 

discounted subjects’ reasons for their judgment. For instance, if a subject 

mentioned the possibility of genetic mutation through incest, the experimenter 

reminded them that both parties were using contraception. Subsequently, 17 per 

cent changed their mind, but most stood by their original judgment, eventually 

driven to a justificatory ‘dead end’ where they defended their judgment with 

comments like, ‘It’s just wrong to do that!’, ‘That’s terrible!’, or ‘I don’t know.’ 
                                                
119 Williams, ‘Nietzsche’s Minimalist Moral Psychology’, 67. 
120 Williams, ‘Naturalism and Genealogy’, 154. 
121 Williams, ‘Philosophy as a Humanistic Discipline’, 187–8. 
122 Williams, Truth and Truthfulness, 281–2 fn. 5 & 6. 
123 Jonathan Haidt, Fredrik Björklund, and Scott Murphy, ‘Moral Dumbfounding: When Intuition 
Finds No Reason’, unpublished, August 10, 2000. 
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Let us take the study as given and focus on Haidt’s interpretation. He describes 

this latter behavioural state as moral dumbfounding; that is, the possession of a 

strong moral judgment that is unsupported by reasons. The stubbornness with 

which people hold to their initial judgment is treated as an indication that its 

corresponding intuition is innate or modular to some extent, a heritable 

disposition automatically triggered by relevant cues.124 In this, Haidt builds upon 

a long-standing hypothesis that the incest taboo is amenable to evolutionary 

explanation. Evolutionary theorists propose that we inherit a kin-recognition system, 

whereby childhood co-residence triggers sexual aversion or disinterest among 

those raised in close proximity. This hypothesis derives in part from empirical 

studies of cultural practices that involve collective and adoptive child-rearing, 

such as kibbutzim,125 as well as the observed prevalence of incest avoidance in 

nonhuman animals.126 Moreover, this pattern of behaviour is readily explicable in 

terms of natural selection, as an adaptation that diminishes the likelihood of 

malign genetic mutations resulting from incest.  

Which brings us to Williams’s account of the representation problem, the question 

of how an innate behavioural disposition that is present in non-human species is 

represented in human beings. Given that humans alone are endowed with 

language, culture, and reflexive thought, it follows that ‘virtually no behavioural 

tendency which constitutes genuine action can just show up in a cultural context 

“as itself”’.127 Instead, behavioural tendencies must emerge as norms, rules, or 

conventions, grasped, transmitted, and justified through the use of language and 

concepts. So, linguistic and conceptual thought is an indelible, if not entirely 

sufficient, dimension of social explanation. 
                                                
124 Haidt and Björklund, ‘Social Intuitionists Answer Six Questions about Moral Psychology’, 204–
5. 
125 Debra Lieberman, John Tooby, and Leda Cosmides, ‘Does Morality Have a Biological Basis? 
An Empirical Test of the Factors Governing Moral Sentiments Relating to Incest’, Proceedings of 
the Royal Society of London 270, no. 1517 (April 22, 2003): 819–26. 
126 Anne Pusey and Marisa Wolf, ‘Inbreeding Avoidance in Animals’, Trends in Ecology & Evolution 
11, no. 5 (May 1996): 201–6. 
127 Williams, ‘Evolution, Ethics, and the Representation Problem’, 102. 
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To demonstrate the complications this entails, Williams asks us to consider the 

relation between inhibition and prohibition, where an inhibition is the evolved 

disposition not to perform a certain action under certain conditions, and a 

prohibition is a socially sanctioned norm or taboo. (Presumably the inverse relation 

also exists, a dyad that represents pro-behavioural tendencies, such as 

exhibition/exhortation.) Helpfully, Williams turns to the case of incest to 

illustrate his point. Even if we grant the existence of kin-recognition systems, he 

argues, ‘we have not yet reached any incest taboo’.128 Perhaps we have discovered 

a general inhibition for sexual activity among those who grow up together, but not 

yet a prohibition for reproductive intercourse among siblings specifically. And this 

leaves an explanatory puzzle because, as Williams notes, ‘The conceptual content 

of the prohibition is… different from the content that occurs in the description 

of the inhibition’.129 

What is troubling for a strong nativist interpretation is that, once we accept 

that what distinguishes the inhibition from the prohibition is that the latter 

involves beliefs about the dangers of interbreeding, then we no longer require the 

inhibition as part of the explanation for incest avoidance in knowledgeable 

human adults. We have identified reasons that would sway a rational agent, or 

that would explain the social production of social norms against incest. Moreover, 

evolutionary theory hasn’t yet said anything about why we have the incest taboo 

we have; that is, why we have a prohibition that restricts fewer acts than our more 

coarsely grained inhibition. Put differently still, why do we not live in a world 

where all or most societies prohibit sexual relations with unrelated persons who 

grew up together? If there is an answer to this question, we can expect history—

especially the history of biological sciences—to make a substantial contribution.  

This doesn’t just raise problems for Haidt’s interpretation of his incest study, 

but also for his theory of moral and political judgment generally, because Haidt 

                                                
128 Ibid., 106. 
129 Ibid. 
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treats the psychodynamics of incest avoidance as the same for moral foundations. 

Haidt regards it a necessary feature of each moral foundation that it is amenable 

to evolutionary explanation, either because corresponding behaviours enhance 

the reproductive fitness of individuals within a social group, or the fitness of a 

group in relation to other groups. Haidt also treats the behaviours that 

correspond with our moral foundations as homologous to those observed among 

other animals, the chimpanzee especially, for whom pro-social behaviours are 

conceived as being governed by ‘the right emotional reactions’.130 Yet even if we 

accept these evolutionary genealogies, there is much more to be said about how 

these relate to our moral conceptions. For example, the primatologist Frans de 

Waal records instances of altruistic behaviour among non-human animals131 and 

we might surmise that homologous dispositions are an obvious contender for the 

rudiments of the harm/care foundation that Haidt hypothesizes in humans. Yet 

there remains much to be said about how the exhibition of such behaviour relates 

to its exhortation in various religions, moral codes, norms of hospitality, and so 

on. And once we understand these cultural artefacts, biological explanations run 

the risk of becoming superfluous. As Williams argues, ‘it is certainly a mistake to 

suppose, as some evolutionary psychologists have supposed, that because culture 

and its acquisition imply a special psychology, every explanation of the cultural 

must refer to that psychology.’132 

Yet this is not suggest that biology is completely irrelevant. Williams observes 

that there are a variety of possible relations between inhibitions and 

                                                
130 Haidt and Joseph, ‘Intuitive Ethics: How Innately Prepared Intuitions Generate Culturally 
Variable Virtues’, 59. 
131 A memorable example is a dog that suckled and reared orphaned tiger cubs, despite having a 
puppy of its own. This is an anomaly for some evolutionary theories because the dog sacrifices its 
metabolic resources for no genetic advantage, neither for its direct offspring or even its species. 
See Frans de Waal, The Ape and the Sushi Master: Cultural Reflections by a Primatologist (London: 
Allen Lane, 2001).  
132 Williams, Truth and Truthfulness, 28. 
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prohibitions. 133  In the case of incest, the inhibition and prohibition are 

paradoxically related: the prohibition expresses the function but not the content of 

the inhibition. In other cases, the relationship could be straightforward, where 

the prohibition is an institutionalization of an inhibition, involving an 

augmentation of conceptual content but no major disjuncture (although Williams 

is careful to add that the presence of an inhibition does not make these 

institutions necessary or inevitable, and indeed notes that knowledge of their 

genealogy could be reason for their abandonment or modification). In other cases 

still, a norm could serve as a substitute for some behavioural disposition; for 

example, the emergence of norms of cooperation to overcome self-interest in 

Prisoner Dilemma-type situations. Here, the successful exhortation of one 

behavioural option forestalls the exhibition of another, constituting an adversarial 

relation between exhibition/exhortation that involves a contrast of function and 

conceptual content. The lesson is that for each of Haidt’s moral foundations, as 

well as the laws, norms, and virtues associated with them, there is enormous 

scope for clarification that could unsettle any simple evolutionary explanation.  

Let us return to Haidt’s interpretation of the incest study and the phenomenon 

of ‘moral dumbfounding’. Once we are aware of the inhibition/prohibition 

distinction, we are licensed to posit a more complex genealogy for negative 

judgments of incest, conceived not only as an innately prepared inhibition, but as 

a prohibition that was acquired through cultural transmission or through specific 

knowledge about the harmful consequences of incest.134 This re-interpretation is 

significant because if we decide that an intuition’s causes are partially or 

principally based in culture or belief, rather than merely genetic, then it is not 

obvious that one’s moral dumbfounding signifies a lack of reasons. It may be that 

                                                
133  Williams, ‘Evolution, Ethics, and the Representation Problem’, 107. See also Berger and 
Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality, 201–4. 
134 For a cultural genealogy that explores representations of incest in American culture and 
political theory, see John Seery, ‘Stumbling toward a Democratic Theory of Incest’, Political 
Theory 41, no. 1 (February 1, 2013): 5–32. 
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the reasons reside within the normative community but not within each and 

every member;135 or that our reasoning occurred in the past and we habituated the 

conclusions.136 Certainly, it is not typically a demand of moral theories—even 

those that put heavy emphasis on reason-giving—that each and every person 

initiates a decision procedure for each and every judgment, nor that one always 

has one’s moral reasons at hand. It is perhaps enough that one’s reasons are 

recoverable or discoverable, even if not held in one’s mind at the decisive 

moment.137 

It is telling in this regard that other proponents of dual-process theories of 

cognition put far greater emphasis on experience as constitutive of intuition; for 

example, Seymour Epstein’s pioneering work on the self builds upon a division of 

analytical-rational and intuitive-experiential, where the latter was conceived in 

terms of associative learning and conditioning.138 Similarly, as Daniel Jacobson 

argues, for all the lip service that Haidt pays to Hume, the latter’s view was far 

more nuanced: ‘But in order to pave the way for such a sentiment, and give a 

proper discernment of its object, it is often necessary… that much reasoning should 

precede, that nice distinctions be made, just conclusions drawn, distant 
                                                
135 This demonstrates that moral truths can, in certain cases, be society-dependent but mind-
independent, because they reside within the community yet remain unknown to certain members. 
136 Nor is it a point in Haidt’s favour that the incest taboo is regulated by expressions of disgust, 
because Haidt never denies the well-established hypothesis that social norms come to be 
sentimentalized among members of a normative community. For instance, see Allan Gibbard, 
Wise Choices, Apt Feelings, chap. 4; and Shaun Nichols, Sentimental Rules, especially chap. 1 & 6. 
137 Indeed, this is one response to Williams’s ‘one thought too many’ objection, that ‘no moral 
theory requires explicit reflection before each ethical choice.’ See Martha Nussbaum, ‘Why 
Practice Needs Ethical Theory,’ in Moral Particularism, eds. B. Hooker and M. Little (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press), 246. As Jenkins argues, however, this does not neutralize Williams’s 
objection entirely, because we might still ask what is the more general ethical effect of believing 
that principles are a requirement for action, not so much as part of a decision procedure for a 
specific action, but rather in the background of ethical reflection. Mark P. Jenkins, Bernard 
Williams (Chesham: Acumen, 2006), 67. 
138 Seymour Epstein, ‘The Implications of Cognitive-Experiential Self-Theory for Research in 
Social Psychology and Personality’, Journal for the Theory of Social Behaviour 15, no. 3 (October 
1985): 283–310; and Epstein, ‘Intuition From the Perspective of Cognitive-Experiential Self-
Theory’, in Intuition in Judgment and Decision Making, eds. Henning Plessner, Cornelia Betsch, and 

Tilmann Betsch (New York  ; Abingdon: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2008). 
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comparisons formed, complicated relations examined, and general facts fixed and 

ascertained.’139 In sum, there can be reasons behind intuitions, and consequently 

no easy dichotomy between the two. 

These various points can be unified by asking: What are the origins of moral 

intuition? Or, more precisely, what are the origins of an intuition? I call this 

Haidt’s genealogical problem, because for all his discussion of intuition it remains 

unclear what answer we can offer. Is an intuition an expression of (1) innate 

dispositions, or (2) cultural acquisition, or (3) parental instruction, or (4) 

imaginative introjections,140 or (5) prior reasoning, or (6) independent experience 

of practical consequences, or (7) situational effects; or a fusion of two or more of 

these causes? To rephrase this in the language of experimental psychology, how 

do we identify and isolate causes 1–7 as potential confounds for our explanations 

of a particular intuition, especially once we recognize the diverse and sometimes 

co-productive relations between them?141 

To redeem Haidt somewhat, the SIM is not necessarily inconsistent with such 

complexity—or is at least loose enough to accommodate it. His emphasis on 

evolutionary explanation is possibly overstated, a demonstration of 

methodological allegiance rather than explanatory sufficiency. As I said at the 

outset, Haidt goes a long way to acknowledge the necessary role of culture and 

experience for fleshing out any innate ethical capacity we do inherit. We might 

wish to criticize Haidt for where he puts the emphasis. We might also challenge 

those reductivist inclinations that compel him always to turn toward ultimate 

                                                
139 Emphasis added. Hume (Enquiries, §1, 7) cited in Jacobson, ‘Does Social Intuitionism Flatter 
Morality or Challenge It?’, 220. 
140 By which I refer to the psychoanalytic term for, roughly, fantasies of one’s self. The idea has 
been explored to powerful effect by Judith Butler in regards to ‘the gender fantasies constitutive 
of identifications’. She argues that such introjections ‘are not part of the set of properties that a 
subject might be said to have, but they constitute the genealogy of that embodied psychic entity’. 
Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 1990), 
334. 
141 I thank Jonas Nagel, University of Göttingen, for putting the point this way at the BMBF-
Symposium, ‘Can Psychology Replace Ethics?’, University of Tübingen. 
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explanations grounded in the theory of natural selection, rather than 

acknowledge the sufficiency of proximate explanations based in culture and 

reasons. But his theory is at least ecumenical, forging a middle ground between 

Darwinism and anthropology, and making room for the explanatory insights of 

both. This is especially obvious in a curious paper where he proposes a three-

tiered political psychology, which moves between (1) ‘dispositional traits’, (2) 

‘characteristic adaptations’, and (3) ‘integrative life stories’.142 Level 1 involves the 

basic psychological dispositions already discussed: the basic personality traits and 

certain affective sensitivities. Level 2 refers to intentional, propositional 

constructs, where feelings are directed clearly toward an object: values, goals, 

attitudes, aspirations, fears, defence mechanisms, and so on. These are the 

content of moral foundations. Finally, Level 3 involves our life stories, our self-

reflexive conceptions of identity, in narrative rather than propositional form, 

where we situate ourselves within larger social structures like culture and 

ideology.143 By recognizing such culturally complex reasons as among the causes of 

political action, he opens the door to modes of explanation—history among 

them—that are appropriate to these kinds of reasons.  

Yet such qualifications, which differentiate Haidt from hard-nosed 

sociobiology, nevertheless run the risk of offending another of Williams’s 

criterion for a successful ethical naturalism: vacuity. By systematizing every 

possibility, the SIM undermines its own explanatory power, permitting multiple 

causal possibilities without positing any determinate criteria for ruling out which 

explanations are superfluous.144  

                                                
142 Haidt, Graham, and Joseph, ‘Above and below Left-Right: Ideological Narratives and Moral 
Foundations’, 110–1. 
143 For the importance of narratives, see also Haidt and Joseph, ‘The Moral Mind’, 388–90. 
144 A critique in this vein was made to Haidt’s first presentation of his theory: ‘[The SIM] allows 
for virtually all conceivable relationships between environmental stimuli, deliberative reasoning, 
moral intuitions, and moral judgments’. David A. Pizarro and Paul Bloom, ‘The Intelligence of the 
Moral Emotions: Comment on Haidt (2001)’, Psychological Review 110, no. 1 (2003), 195. 
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This vacuity is made all the worse for Haidt’s reluctance to commit the SIM to 

action in any strong causal sense. In response to criticisms that he underestimates 

the role of reasoning in practical decision making, Haidt simply downplays the 

SIM’s practical relevance, designating it as a theory of moral judgment only. He 

writes that ‘judging others and choosing actions for oneself are very different 

processes… [and] not closely related, functionally speaking’; and that ‘when 

making real behavioural choices, people often do deliberate’.145 He further argues 

that if the SIM were to serve as a model of practical action, Links 5 and 6 should 

be rendered as solid lines, to represent their equivalence with the other links.  

If this is right, then the SIM becomes a lot less interesting, because it accords 

reason an empowered capacity to override intuitions in ethical conduct. Yet it 

surely cannot be right. To draw such a sharp distinction between moral judgment 

and action is, for a start, a major betrayal of Haidt’s Humean commitments. It is 

also deeply unDarwinian, because the possibility that our judgments are innate to 

any degree depends upon them being an object of natural selection, and this 

requires them to be strongly related to behaviours that enhance survival and 

reproductive success. Finally, any strong disconnect between judgment and action 

undercuts Haidt’s claims to political relevance, because this requires that moral 

and political judgments do strongly dispose a person to undertake corresponding 

actions, such as communicating those judgments through speech and body 

language, or voting for parties and policies that align with such judgments. Even 

Haidt’s experimental method is predicated on a strong link between judgment 

and the answers given in questionnaires and experimental interviews, which are 

themselves a kind of communicative act. To give reason an extra opportunity to 

intervene at this stage undermines the entire social intuitionist project.  

I leave it an open question, however, whether social intuitionism should be 

rejected on grounds of vacuity. The question of vacuity is, after all, a matter of 
                                                
145 See discussion in Darcia Narvaez, ‘The Social Intuitionist Model: Some Counter-Intuitions’, in 
Moral Psychology, vol. 2, 234–6; and Haidt and Björklund, ‘Social Intuitionists Reason, in 
Conversation’, 242–4. 
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determinate and successful explanation and, as I argue next chapter, the relevance 

of psychology to political theory does not hang entirely on this. 

 

 

§5.2.  Prescriptive Prejudices 

 

The interpretive issues I’ve described aren’t just an obstacle to ascertaining 

truths about the nature of intuition. They also unsettle evaluative and 

prescriptive claims, including Haidt’s own, and it is to these issues I now turn.  

Haidt’s genealogical problem—that is, the radical causal indeterminacy of our 

intuitions—is not only a hurdle for explanation, it is also raises problems for 

prescription, because the causal origins of an intuition have normative 

implications depending on our moral theory’s epistemological demands. As 

Chapter One revealed, some moral rationalists (Cohen and Singer) are prepared 

to abandon or ‘debunk’ an ethical conviction if it is revealed to possess an 

unreasoned or unreasonable genealogy. This is one way that principles are 

sensitive to the constitutive facts of political thinking. But if we relax our 

epistemological demands somewhat, then this genealogical information enables 

us to discriminate more carefully between different kinds or blends of intuition 

and judgment. For example, we might want to give preference to intuitions that 

were acquired in the classroom rather than the schoolyard—or vice-versa. Or we 

might want to favour intuitions instilled through the study of religious texts 

rather than romantic novels. Thus, once we accept that we cannot escape 

intuition entirely, we can embrace genealogical inquiry as a way to deepen our 

self-knowledge of our intuitions, to identify and reflect upon their ethically 

relevant attributes, and to justify their debunking or vindication wherever we see 

fit.146 Yet to even embark on this sort of inquiry requires inhabiting a certain 

                                                
146 Williams, ‘Naturalism and Genealogy’, 155–6 & 159–61. 
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kind of ethical theory—not like Cohen and Singer’s which is normatively purist, 

and not like Rawls’s which is more agnostic about genealogy, but rather more like 

Williams’s which is open to and curious about the origins of specific intuitions 

and judgments. Yet we should also anticipate that answers to questions of origins 

will sometimes be indeterminate, even unattainable, so that the debunking of 

intuitions must itself be a matter of judgment rather than hard, determinate 

science. False confidence in the genealogy of an intuition can be as troublesome 

as a denial of that genealogy entirely.  

By way of example, let me return to Haidt’s diagnosis of reason-giving in the 

incest study. If we accept the critique I made earlier—that there can be reasons 

behind intuitions—then it raises the prospect that Haidt’s diagnosis of moral 

dumbfounding as an absence of reasons is really an expression of ethical 

prejudice.  

To elaborate: An underlying assumption of his study is that the specific episode 

of incest described in the vignette is ‘harmless’, because it is consensual, 

pleasurable, and free from negative consequences. Accordingly, any non-harm-

related reason given in defence of an anti-incest judgment is deemed insufficient 

and challenged by the experimenter. For instance, if a subject appeals to religious 

norms, as at least one subject did, then the experimenter merely presses for 

further justification, a request that subjects duly tried to satisfy.147 Yet it could be 

the case that religious norms were reason enough for the subject within their own 

moral perspective. This is surely the best interpretation in light of Haidt’s own 

sentimentalist and pluralist commitments. Accordingly, a religious morality that 

prioritized the purity/sanctity foundation would deem the act of incest immoral 

irrespective of its harmlessness. The experimenter’s request for further 

justification would only force subjects to search for reasons beyond the reasons 

that matter to them; that is, to engage in precisely the kind of confabulatory 

reason-giving that Haidt expected to find. 

                                                
147 He publishes part of a transcript in Haidt, The Righteous Mind, 39–40. 
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Why then does Haidt not practice what he preaches, in taking seriously the 

moral reasons of others? Firstly, he takes a cynical view of reasoning as 

confabulatory, a prediction generated by the SIM. Yet this cynicism is not 

applied to those who did not judge the case of harmless incest as wrong. So, 

secondly, the initial dismissal of non-harm-related intuitions is grounded in the 

moral perspective of the experimenter, a utilitarian perspective by which non-

harm-related reasons are treated as illegitimate. As Appiah puts it, ‘the reason 

Haidt discounts [his subjects’] justification is simply that he has the contrary 

intuition—namely, that the taboo violation isn’t a moral offense—and he is 

working backward from that verdict.’148 In which case, Haidt is making precisely 

the mistake he warns about elsewhere, allowing his liberal bias for the harm/care 

foundation to blind him to reasons relevant to other moral systems that give 

greater weight to, say, purity/sanctity or ingroup/loyalty.149 Accordingly, Haidt’s 

factual claims can be deployed reflexively to critique his own interpretation of his 

findings.150 

Such biases are not only prefigured in his explanations and interpretations of his 

experimental observations, but also his estimation of his theory’s political 

implications. Very simply, Haidt’s normative beliefs follow from his descriptive 

beliefs, an endorsement of pluralist politics that follows from his diagnosis of 

pluralism as a feature of political reality. Hence the title of The Righteous Mind’s 

final, explicitly prescriptive chapter: ‘Can’t We All Disagree More 

Constructively?’ On first blush, it is the kind of plea we might expect from 

                                                
148 Kwame Anthony Appiah, Experiments in Ethics (Harvard University Press, 2010), 141. 
149 Graham, Haidt, and Nosek, ‘Liberals and Conservatives Rely on Different Sets of Moral 
Foundations’. 
150 There are echoes of this in Martha Nussbaum’s critique of Leon Kass’s argument that disgust 
responses are sufficient grounds for laws against incest (and other acts). In light of Haidt’s moral 
foundations theory, Kass’s valorization of disgust is predictive of conservatism, insofar as this 
emotion is related to the purity/sanctity foundation. By contrast, Nussbaum’s denial that law 
should be grounded in disgust is predictive of her liberal priority of other foundations, so too her 
permissiveness toward consensual, non-harmful incest. See Martha Nussbaum, Hiding from 
Humanity: Disgust, Shame, and the Law (Princeton University Press, 2006), 79–81. 
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agonistic pluralists like Honig and Mouffe, who treat political disagreement as 

intrinsically valuable in itself, a source of dynamism and energy that strengthens 

political engagement overall. But Haidt has a different kind of politics in mind: a 

majoritarian model of decision-making that acknowledges the inevitability of 

ethical diversity. The advantage of acknowledging pluralism, in Haidt’s view, is to 

improve that majoritarian process, to encourage political justifications that appeal 

to wider and more diverse moral foundations. Against this ideal, Haidt contrasts 

the status quo of contemporary American politics which he diagnoses as 

excessively Manichean, where plurality is expressed through divisiveness and 

undermines the capacity for collective decision making. Thus, Haidt’s political 

prescriptions chart a course between the rational consensus he takes to be the 

ideal of moral philosophy, and the paralyzing antagonism he takes to be 

characteristic of America’s domestic politics.151 

Haidt’s presentation of his normative arguments is rather loose and piecemeal, 

so I shall attempt here to tease out the basic structure. To be clear, this is not 

because I endorse his views, only because they need to be rendered more clearly 

for analysis:  

 

(1) ‘Moral truths are anthropocentric truths’;152 

(2) There is a diversity of anthropocentric moral truths; 

(3) All moral theories contain only some such truths; 

(4) Therefore, any moral theory that claims alone to be right is wrong; 

(5) Therefore, ‘no one [moral] code can be proven superior to all others’.153 

 

This argument is not without its problems. Most notably, it is peculiar to 

presume in (5) that a moral theory’s ‘superiority’ lies solely in ‘proving’ that it alone 

                                                
151 Haidt, The Righteous Mind, 274–313. 
152 Emphasis suppressed. Haidt and Björklund, ‘Social Intuitionists Answer Six Questions about 
Moral Psychology’, 213. 
153 Emphasis preserved. Ibid., 215. 
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contains all moral truths. This overlooks the possibility that a moral theory could 

claim superiority on the grounds that it contains more moral truths than other 

moral theories, or that the moral truths it contains are more morally significant 

or weighty than truths contained by other moral theories, or that it contains 

extra-moral properties such as scientific truth or logical consistency. So perhaps 

we should uncover an implicit premise (4b): ‘Because no moral theory alone is 

right, all moral theories are only partially right, and therefore we should confer 

upon them the same moral value.’ Untenable as (4b) might be, it at least allows us 

to make sense of Haidt’s pluralism, his willingness to preserve and accommodate 

the moral perspectives of others. 

At this stage it is also worth highlighting that, insofar as Haidt’s diagnosis of 

pluralism is legible, it joins a family of theories that support neutrality toward 

competing conceptions of the good. Specifically, this is the tradition of liberal 

neutrality which, in the words of Freeden, ‘grants the individual full sovereignty 

over his or her actions and appoints that individual as arbiter of his or her good, 

when that good is simply understood as wishes or desires.’154 Haidt’s view has 

strong affinities to this, where intuition and moral foundations do the same work 

as wishes and desires by generating diverse conceptions of the good. Yet it is 

worth highlighting what else Freeden says about liberal neutrality: although 

neutrality is not typically a feature of political traditions of liberalism, which tend 

to prioritize truth and liberty among other goods, it is nevertheless a prominent 

feature of contemporary American philosophical liberalism, especially among 

constitutionally inspired thinkers like Ronald Dworkin and John Rawls. 155  I 

mention this not to suggest that Haidt’s prescriptions are philosophically valid, 

but simply to highlight the political precedents to Haidt’s ostensibly scientific 

conclusions: his affinities to American liberal culture.  

                                                
154 Freeden, Ideologies and Political Theory, 265. 
155 Ibid., 226–8, 259–75. 
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Having argued the case for pluralism, however, Haidt then goes on to delimit 

neutrality (as indeed do Rawls and Dworkin) because of the relativism it might 

entail. Haidt argues that if relativism merely implies (1–5), then ‘it is correct’. Yet 

he adds that ‘[r]elativists and skeptics often go further’,156 and it is here that 

Haidt draws a line: 

 

Some relativists say (6) ‘no one [moral] code can be judged superior to any other 

code’.157 

But (7) any moral code can be judged (partially) wrong from the perspective of 

other moral codes; 

(8) In accordance with (2), judgments of wrongness are not absolute; 

(9) Nevertheless, one moral theory can accumulate more wrongful judgments 

than another; 

Therefore (6) is false. Or, in Haidt’s words, ‘moral systems can be judged on the 

degree to which they violate important moral truths held by members of that 

society.’158 

 

Yet this argument against relativism contradicts his argument for neutrality. 

Because if (9) is true, if we can judge one moral theory as inferior to another by 

comparing the sum negative judgments accumulated by each theory, then (5) is 

false, because we can rank all moral theories against one another until we find the 

least inferior. Of course, this relies on (4b) being true, and it also brackets off 

concerns about the aggregation of judgments among groups, particularly the 

relevance of extra-moral considerations that could tip our evaluation of a moral 

                                                
156 Haidt and Björklund, ‘Social Intuitionists Answer Six Questions about Moral Psychology’, 215. 
157 Emphasis preserved. Ibid. 
158 Ibid. 
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theory one way or the other.159 But these are the presumptions that underlie 

Haidt’s view, so his argument falters on its own logic.  

Unless Haidt substantially revises his premises, he is forced to choose between 

his two conclusions: (5) and (9). On the one hand, Haidt could preserve (5) and 

abandon his normative argument against ‘some relativists’. This commits him to 

the coherent view that there is no way to rank moral theories against one 

another, because there are no moral principles that are superior to all others. But 

what underlies his writings is an implicit commitment to (9) at the expense of (5), 

which proposes that a moral theory can be more wrong than others if it massively 

violates other people’s moral commitments. This is Haidt’s bottom-line, the 

limits of his ethical pluralism. For him, a moral code is not refuted by a single 

rational argument but demoted by an onslaught of complaints. In this vein, Haidt 

argues that we can condemn the moral codes that once upheld slavery on the 

grounds that these violated the moral codes of a majority of affected persons; 

whereas in the contemporary era we cannot so easily condemn the moral codes 

that subordinate women in Muslim societies if these moral codes are endorsed by 

a majority of those women.160 Yet to do this evaluative work, this principle—let’s 

call it the principle of aggregative wrongness—must be regarded as superior to all 

others, and thereby violates premise (5) above. 

Although this connection is not made, Haidt’s principle is remarkably similar to 

one proposed by William James, another American psychologist, some 120 years 

earlier. James also starts from the assumption of ethical diversity, arguing that in 

our world there is ‘no single point of view within it from which the values of 

things can be unequivocally judged… no one “objective truth”, but only a 

                                                
159 Christian List and Philip Pettit, ‘Aggregating Sets of Judgments: An Impossibility Result’, 
Economics and Philosophy 18, no. 1 (2002): 89–110. 
160 Haidt and Björklund, ‘Social Intuitionists Answer Six Questions about Moral Psychology’, 215–
6. I hasten to add that this vastly oversimplifies the complex and sophisticated attitudes that real 
people possess under such conditions of oppression. 
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multitude of “subjective opinions”.’161 Nevertheless, he argues, moral philosophers 

are burdened by a vocational obligation to systematize human experience and 

propose ideals of conduct. Thus James recommends to philosophers the following 

minimalist principle: ‘That act must be the best act, accordingly, which makes for 

the best whole, in the sense of awakening the least sum of dissatisfactions.’ Or the 

same principle reformulated: ‘those ideals must be written highest which prevail 

at the least cost, or by whose realization the least possible number of other ideals 

are destroyed.’ 162  As James would have it, this reconciles the philosopher’s 

practical need to propose principles with the tragic fact that in ethics no 

principle can ever be absolutely true. He even implies that this is the nearest 

thing to a neutral position in a pluralist world. Yet, as Ruth Anna Putnam 

remarks, ‘[I]n advocating the most inclusive ideal, James, the philosopher, has in 

fact imported an ideal of his own. It seems to be indeed impossible to proceed 

with moral philosophy unless one brings to the task ideals of one’s own.’163 No 

less than Haidt, James must assume the superiority of some principle to 

vouchsafe the permissibility of all others. (For more on value-neutrality, see 

Chapter Four, §3.1.4.)  

Now I turn to John Stuart Mill’s harm principle, a more famous family 

resemblance: ‘The only purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised over 

any member of a civilized community, against his will, is to prevent harm to 

others.’164 Like Haidt’s, Mill’s principle is permissive in respect to different forms 

of life, only prohibiting harm in interpersonal conduct. Beyond that loose 

similarity, the equivalence of these principles depends on how ‘harm’ is 

interpreted. If harm is construed narrowly in Mill’s principle as physical harm 
                                                
161 William James, ‘The Moral Philosopher and the Moral Life’, International Journal of Ethics 1, no. 
3 (April 1891): 336. 
162 Emphasis preserved. Ibid., 346. 
163 Ruth Anna Putnam, ‘The Moral Life of a Pragmatist’, in Identity, Character, and Morality: Essays 
in Moral Psychology, eds. Owen Flanagan and Amélie Oksenberg Rorty (Cambridge, MA; London: 
MIT Press, 1990), 84. 
164 Emphasis added. John Stuart Mill, On Liberty (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003/1859), 
80. 
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only, then harmful acts will violate many but not all ‘moral truths’. But if harm is 

construed more broadly to include offence—that is, to prohibit acts that are 

experienced by certain persons as both psychologically unpleasant and morally 

wrong—then Mill’s harm principle is more similar to Haidt’s principle of 

aggregative wrongness.165 

I mention these affiliations not to vindicate Mill empirically, nor to argue for 

the ethical merits of Haidt’s politics. I mention this to demonstrate that, just as 

his neutrality has affinities to existing liberal philosophies, so too does his 

proposed solution to the problem of relativism. Clearly, Haidt’s politics fit within 

the family of existing liberalisms. For all his arguments to take seriously the moral 

perspectives of others, to avoid the ‘liberal bias’ of social psychology, Haidt does 

precisely that. His prescriptions are not simply ‘read off’ the data, but derived 

from extra-scientific precommitments to a permissive liberalism that is 

constrained only by considerations of harm and offence.  

As we’ve seen, those liberal commitments crop up elsewhere. One was Haidt’s 

interpretation of the incest study and his presumption that the only genuine 

reason to object to incest was harm. Another was his recommendation of 

affirmative action to address the vocational shortage of conservatives in social 

psychology (§4.2), a peculiarly liberal reaction that conservatives are unlikely to 

endorse themselves, because it involves intervening in a meritocratic system to 

impose more equal outcomes. Still another liberal attribute is his expectation of 

what is required by moral theory; namely, the specification of concrete principles 

that can be applied universally to solve an array of complex ethical problems 

without remainder, including slavery and the status of women in Muslim 

societies. This principled approach to politics is characteristic of rationalism, yet 

rationalism is itself more strongly affiliated to some ideologies than others; 

                                                
165 Some argue that the harm principle cannot cover this much, that we require the addition of a 
distinctive offense principle. See, for instance, Joel Feinberg, Offense to Others: The Moral Limits of 
the Criminal Law (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985). In this case, we could treat Haidt’s 
principle of aggregate wrongness as an amalgamation of both. 
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tellingly, it is a core concept for classic Millian liberalism but regarded more 

ambivalently by conservatives and famously opposed by Michael Oakeshott.166 

To scholars of political ideologies, however, it is obvious that Haidt’s liberal 

tolerance is only one of many possible responses to the fact of ethical diversity. 

Because it is not that non-liberal ideologies deny diversity, it is rather that some 

choose to exclude, suppress, reform, contain, quarantine, subjugate, override, or 

exterminate it. To use an extreme example, it is not because fascists are blind to 

diversity that they seek to impose cultural hegemony, it is rather because they are 

all too aware of it. Thus, when Mussolini (or Gentile) rejects liberalism, it is 

because he ‘repudiates any universal embrace’ and instead ‘affirms the immutable, 

beneficial and fruitful inequality of mankind’.167 The difference with fascists, 

then, lies not in their failure to recognize value diversity in the real world, but 

rather their evaluation of this fact, as well as their subsequent prescriptions. 

Certainly, fascists’ exclusionary attitude to diversity is driven by a sense of 

‘superiority’ for one’s own ‘moral code’, and therefore a denial of premise (5). Yet 

this is the same for Haidt’s liberal neutrality: It tolerates diversity not only 

because of a belief in the existence of other ethical perspectives, but also because 

of a belief in the superior status of a permissive liberal attitude toward diverse 

conceptions of the good. In other words, Haidt’s political prescriptions do not 

follow necessarily from his observation of ethical diversity, nor does this 

observation necessarily exclude other very different political responses.  

Consequently, Haidt is not so different from the moral rationalists he takes 

himself to be refuting. After all, as we’ve already seen, Haidt is wrong to assume 

that moral rationalists take their ideal psychological types to be representations 

of reality—this isn’t strictly always the case and often clearly isn’t the case.168 For 
                                                
166 Freeden, Ideologies and Political Theory, 149–50, 339; and Michael Oakeshott, Rationalism in 
Politics and Other Essays, (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund Inc., 1991), 6–42. 
167 Benito Mussolini, ‘The Political And Social Doctrine Of Fascism’, trans. Jane Soames, The 
Political Quarterly 4, no. 3 (July 1, 1933): 345, 347. 
168 In fact, do any political theorists endorse a symmetry between the ideals of rational choice and 
actual human decision-making and behaviour? Jon Elster’s early work edges in this direction; 
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example, there is no reason to think that Cohen and Singer are any more 

optimistic than Haidt about all people’s capacity to reason universally. Indeed, 

when Singer discusses Haidt’s research, he introduces it as ‘an impressive body of 

evidence… that helps us to understand more specific moral decisions and 

behaviour.’169 Nevertheless, Singer prescribes a monistic moral theory in spite of 

this endorsement, in full knowledge of Haidt’s claims about human nature, 

confident that facts ought not circumscribe our normative ideals.170 Thus, Haidt’s 

assumption that the observation of ethical diversity simply recommends pluralism 

reveals an outmoded, possibly even fanciful, notion of moral rationalism and its 

conception of normativity. This is why we need a different critical framework to 

deploy Haidt’s findings, to redirect them toward the revealing of the 

psychological contingencies of political thinkers, or the real-world consequences 

of publicizing their ideas.  

Arguably more jejune is the conception of the person in Rawls’s Theory of Justice. 

Prior to expounding a Kohlbergian model of moral development, he remarks, 

‘Unless the psychological account is defective in a way that would call into 

question the acknowledgment of the principles of justice… no irreparable 

difficulty should ensue.’171 Yet it is precisely this Kohlbergian presumption that 

                                                                                                                                      
Robert Nozick also ascribes to a strongly self-determining rational self. Perhaps a belief in 
rational agency is more pronounced amongst economists, as discussed in Amartya K. Sen, 
‘Rational Fools: A Critique of the Behavioral Foundations of Economic Theory’, Philosophy & 
Public Affairs 6, no. 4 (July 1, 1977): 317–44. 
169 Singer, ‘Ethics and Intuitions’, 337–8. 
170 Remarkably, Haidt points conditionally in the same direction when he says, ‘when we talk 
about making laws and implementing public policies in Western democracies that contain some 
degree of ethnic and moral diversity, then I think there is no compelling alternative to 
utilitarianism’, in Haidt, The Righteous Mind, 272. This prescription goes undefended, so I mention 
it only parenthetically. Moreover, he does little to reconcile this universalistic approach to public 
policy to the pluralism he recommends for civic morality, except for the recommendation that 
utilitarians be more pluralistic—or ‘Durkheimian’—in their conception of the good. This is not 
enough, however, to address the profound critiques of utilitarianism—which Williams famously 
contributed to—especially those that highlight its incompatibility with the pluralism; for instance, 
Amartya Sen and Bernard Williams, ‘Introduction: Utilitarianism and Beyond’, in Utilitarianism 
and Beyond (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982). 
171 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 462. 
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Haidt is calling into question by demonstrating that only a proportion of the 

population are disposed to give priority to concerns about justice. Insofar as 

Rawls’s normative theory relies on the psychological fact of a universal prejudice 

for justice, he could be empirically mistaken: justice/reciprocity is just one of 

several moral foundations and does not universally enjoy priority.  

As for the Rawls of Political Liberalism, he is perhaps overly optimistic about our 

capacity for reasonableness—and Haidt’s research could serve as a corrective to 

this—but he is under no illusions of psychological uniformity. Acknowledging the 

strength of communitarian responses to his earlier work, he begins the book by 

noting that his concern is ‘how is a just and free society possible under conditions 

of deep doctrinal conflict with no prospect of resolution’.172 Accordingly, Rawls is 

more careful not to advance his conception of the person as a realistic and general 

psychological model, only a feasible model at most. But what is striking here, as 

noted earlier, is that Rawls’s prescriptive response to this fact of reasonable 

pluralism bears a strong family resemblance to the recommendations of Haidt 

and James; it is a very thorough and systematic defence of liberal neutrality.173  

There are important differences, of course: Haidt and James follow Mill’s focus 

on harm or dissatisfaction, whereas Rawls focuses on what reasonable persons 

would agree upon as a basic political structure under which they could pursue 

their conceptions of the good. Yet what all these authors aspire to is a disengaged 

political prescription, what Rawls describes as his concern that political liberalism 

is ‘freestanding’, not itself informed by any comprehensive doctrine. To achieve 

this, Rawls appeals to a separate domain of ‘the political’ and assigns to this the 

problem of how to maintain stability in a pluralist, democratic society—to which 

he posits political liberalism as the answer. (More precisely, he conceives of it 

being posited by ‘citizens themselves, within the exercise of their liberty of 

                                                
172 Rawls, Political Liberalism, xxviii. 
173 For Rawls’s account of political liberalism’s alignment to neutrality, see ibid., 191–4. 



Facets of Judgment  Chapter Three 
 

   225 

thought and conscience’, 174  yet it is ultimately Rawls imagining what these 

citizens would, or could, reasonably endorse.) Nevertheless, Rawls has been 

subjected to the same challenge that Putnam leveled at James: that Rawls’s 

political liberalism is ultimately oriented by a comprehensive liberal doctrine, 

despite his best efforts to eschew such influence. I leave it to others to push this 

point on philosophical grounds.175 But from the framework of Haidt’s social 

intuitionism, we catch a glimpse of why Rawls’s presuppositions might be 

empirically flawed, because he implies that a sense of justice is, or ought to be, 

the predominant moral sentiment; yet Haidt’s empirical work suggests that this is 

only predictive of self-identifying liberals, whereas self-identifying conservatives 

accord priority or parity to other moral foundations.176 The tragedy for Haidt is 

that an empirical critique can be similarly turned against his own political 

recommendations, because it illuminates his own prejudice for harm over other 

moral prejudices that might point to different responses to the fact of pluralism. 

To be clear, I am not taking issue here with these political proposals per se, but 

rather their ambition to detach themselves from the facts of contingency, among 

which I’ve focused on the psychological. One response is simply to abandon that 

ambition of disengagement. This is what Bernard Williams proposes, so it is 

worth briefly revisiting his own substantive contribution to political theory.  

He sets out the Basic Legitimation Demand (BLD) as a perpetual puzzle: how 

do we secure ourselves against violence, destitution, arbitrary detention, and 

other horrors? This ‘first political question’ can be solved in a variety of ways in 

light of, among other things, historical context. Non-liberal solutions are 

                                                
174 Ibid., 11. 
175 Jürgen Habermas, ‘Reconciliation Through the Public Use of Reason: Remarks on John Rawls’s 
Political Liberalism’, Journal of Philosophy 92, no. 3 (1995): 109–31; and Charles Larmore, ‘The 
Moral Basis of Political Liberalism’, Journal of Philosophy 96, no. 12 (1999): 599–625. 
176 It would require further analysis to hammer this point home, because (1) it isn’t obvious that 
what Rawls means by ‘justice’ is captured by the diverse survey questions that Haidt uses to 
measure the fairness/reciprocity foundation, and (2) it remains to be seen whether conservatives 
who accorded equal weight to all six moral foundations would not ultimately give priority to 
fairness/reciprocity when presented by the specific constitutional questions that Rawls poses. 
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certainly possible but, ‘now and around here’, in the circumstances of modernity, 

Williams argues that the only permissible solution is liberalism.177 Now, whether 

or not that is true is not of concern here. What is of concern is that he never 

presents liberalism as a timeless answer; only the question is timeless. Moreover, 

liberalism is not presented as ‘freestanding’, as aloof from moral and ideological 

doctrines. Unsurprisingly, Williams is among those who believes that Rawls’s 

political liberalism is not freestanding and, interestingly, he identifies Rawls’s 

psychology as one place where moral doctrines creep in, because for Rawls ‘the 

basis of co-existence, and the qualities elicited by these conditions, include the 

highest moral powers, above all a sense of fairness.’178 As Haidt purports to have 

empirically demonstrated, this involves a narrow psychological sample at best, 

which reinforces Williams’s scepticism about conceptualizing a state by 

‘start[ing] from the bottom’ with a conception of a person (and a biased one at 

that). 179  But the more important point is that Williams’s endorsement of 

liberalism is not equally vulnerable, because he never proposes it as freestanding. 

It is, rather, a peculiarly modernist solution to the demands of legitimacy that is 

associated to various auxiliary ideas, such as rights that constrain state power, and 

the rejection of rationalizations of disadvantage on grounds of race and gender.180  

It has been noted that Williams carries liberal precommitments throughout his 

political work. As Jubb notes, ‘Williams shares with Rawlsians a broadly social 

democratic political perspective’, which manifests in the minimal political 

structures that both deem politically legitimate.181 Yet Williams need not shrink 

from such observations. Given his broader epistemological and meta-ethical 

views, we should expect political precommitments to be present. If, as Williams 
                                                
177 Williams, ‘Realism and Moralism in Political Theory’, 8. 
178 Ibid., 2. 
179 Ibid., 8–9. 
180 Ibid., 7. 
181 Robert Jubb, ‘Playing Kant at the Court of King Arthur’, Political Studies, forthcoming. See also 
Richard Flathman, ‘In and out of the Ethical: The Realist Liberalism of Bernard Williams’, 
Contemporary Political Theory 9, no. 1 (February 2010): 77–98; and Matt Sleat, ‘Bernard Williams 
and the Possibility of a Realist Political Theory’. 
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argues, a reason must relate to our historical conditions and embodied 

motivations to be compelling, then all ethical knowledge is necessarily shaped and 

constrained by our particular perspective; thus the illumination of political biases 

has no immediate critical purchase. It does not force any reflexive contradiction, 

as it does for any author who advances his or her prescriptions as ahistorical, 

apsychological, or otherwise disengaged. Which rather begs the question of what 

Haidt might specifically contribute to prescriptive political theory, if his own 

prescriptions are merely loose affiliations to existing political discourses. I pursue 

this question at length through the framework of reflexivity in Chapter Four, but 

here I permit myself two disparate points.  

One point is that, in light of his surveys of moral foundations, we can see a loose 

explanation for why permissive liberal politics have the traction they do among 

the populations he studies. Obviously, these liberal politics rely upon the moral 

foundations—harm/care, fairness/reciprocity, liberty/oppression—that self-

identifying liberals prioritize. Yet the more interesting finding is that 

conservatives tend not to subordinate these foundations, but rather give them equal 

consideration in relation to other foundations: ingroup/loyalty, authority/respect, 

and purity/sanctity (see Figure 2, §3.3). Liberal solutions therefore appeal to the 

dispositional concerns of all parties, except that conservatives give greater weight 

to the caveats. There are questions as to whether this is a universal or trans-

historical state of affairs, as might be surmised from Haidt’s insistence that these 

foundations are innate to some interesting degree. On this view, our ideologies 

could be conceived as webs of language that attach themselves to somewhat 

stable patterns of affective disposition. Yet this is problematized by Haidt’s 

genealogical problem, by the possibility that the interaction between our political 

identifications and our affective dispositions is more symbiotic, more co-

constitutive than Haidt allows.  

A second point: Like behavioural economists, when Haidt explores the practical 

implications of his findings, he is strongly attracted to instrumental applications, 
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the most famous example being nudge theory, advocated by Cass Sunstein and 

Richard Thaler.182 This is a species of nonideal theory that draws on the dual-

process theory of cognition to regulate, manipulate, and divert people’s 

intuitions, habits, and affects in order to effect behavioural change toward pre-

specified ends. Insofar as this engineering of people’s ‘choice architectures’ occurs 

outside of their conscious awareness, it purports to circumvent certain problems 

of free choice; hence, the endorsement of libertarian paternalism which balances 

the demands of personal autonomy with the contrary demands of a greater public 

good identified by experts.183 This is the approach taken when Haidt makes his 

most explicit political recommendations in relation to the current divisiveness of 

American politics. He writes: ‘To escape from this mess, I believe that 

psychologists must work with political scientists to identify changes that will 

indirectly undermine Manicheanism.’184 He adds that ‘civility and incivility are 

strategies that are used when they achieve the desired results’ and that we must 

therefore ‘reduce the payoffs for incivility.’185 Already, this is revealing of his 

understanding of the political psychologist’s role, as an informed expert on the 

mechanics and laws of human behaviour, intervening in the habits of political 

action to overcome inefficacious outcomes. It very much reflects his positivist 

conception of judgment as intuitive and automatist, operating beneath, or 

independent to, the conceptual realm of reasons. His only concrete suggestion to 

ameliorate the incivility of American politics is that congressmen move their 

families to Washington to replicate a situation from decades prior when families 

did indeed move and, thereby, facilitated social mingling across partisan lines. 

This is, he says, ‘the kind of indirect change that might change [our intuitive 

                                                
182 Richard H. Thaler and Cass R. Sunstein, Nudge: Improving Decisions About Health, Wealth and 
Happiness (London: Penguin, 2009). 
183 Cf. Daniel M. Hausman and Brynn Welch, ‘Debate: To Nudge or Not to Nudge’, Journal of 
Political Philosophy 18, no. 1 (2010): 123–36; and Jessica Pykett, ‘The New Maternal State: The 
Gendered Politics of Governing through Behaviour Change’, Antipode 44, no. 1 (2012): 217–38. 
184 Emphasis added. Haidt, The Righteous Mind, 310. 
185 Ibid., 374 fn. 75. 



Facets of Judgment  Chapter Three 
 

   229 

systems]… Intuitions come first, so anything we can do to cultivate more positive 

social connections will alter intuitions and, thus, downstream reasoning and 

behaviour.’186  

I do not wish to argue here for or against this approach. No one would deny 

that nudges can have some effect, sometimes positive, sometimes even the 

intended effect (although it is ironic that Haidt’s specific proposal above is 

probably no more feasible, politically speaking, than a more direct, coercive, 

regulatory solution). Ultimately, as I argue next chapter, the evaluation of such 

policies should rest on their actual effects, not merely their claim to being 

‘evidence-based’, grounded in empirical findings like Haidt’s. Nevertheless, 

insofar as this approach cuts against the optimism of deliberative democracy for 

the practical upshots of communication, it is welcome simply for offering an 

alternative logic of political prescription, a logic not reliant on reason-giving. 

Next chapter I argue in favour of methodological pluralism, of the 

accommodation of multiple logics in social inquiry. Nudge theory supports this 

pluralist agenda by introducing a focus on situational effects on judgment, on the 

design of context, incentives, payoffs, and institutions. The only danger is to take 

too far this technocratic mindset and think that nudge theory is all that a political 

psychology could be.  

 

 

 

  

                                                
186 Ibid., 311. 
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Chapter Four: Towards A More Political Political 

Psychology 

 

§1. Overview 

 

In light of last chapter, it might seem that any synergy of social intuitionism and 

political realism is doomed, that realism’s critical streak is too destructive to 

accommodate Jonathan Haidt’s SIM. If political theory requires a more realistic 

view of human psychology to produce responsible prescriptive judgments, then 

the SIM, although more realistic in some respects, is deeply flawed in others. As 

such, we might be tempted to discard the SIM and search for a still more realistic 

model. But this is not all there is to being realistic in political judgment. Part of 

being realistic is recognizing how people actually think of themselves and their 

own psychologies, even when those conceptions of self and psychology are flawed 

in some sense. This gives a renewed relevance to a popular psychology like 

Haidt’s, yet it requires an understanding of psychology that is reflexively aware of 

its own constitution. 

Thus, in this chapter, I set out an agenda for a reflexive political psychology (RPP). 

I conceive of RPP as a bridge between political theory and psychology, designed 

to cater for political theory’s requirements for a level of psychological realism in 

judgment. Yet the necessary flipside to this is recognizing that psychology is itself 

inescapably political, both in its ideational content and its social effects. In this 

sense, psychology is not only an important component of political theory, but an 

appropriate subject for political theory, because it contains enough political 

material to be vulnerable to political debate and analysis. Although we’ve seen 
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this already in the way Haidt’s liberal commitments inform his interpretation of 

his empirical research, the aim of this chapter is to expose those political 

elements as a more systematic feature of psychology. Consequently, any 

engagement between psychology and political theory need not be passive on the 

part of the latter: political theorists need not defer uncritically to what 

psychologists say about human nature, nor merely ape the methods of psychology, 

in order to advance the aims of interdisciplinary inquiry. Moreover, by thinking 

first about what political theorists might want from psychology, I hope to offer a 

fresh perspective on what political psychology could be, in respect to its 

empirical, interpretive, and therapeutic practices. 

As is obvious from previous chapters, political realism is a helpful starting point 

for this project, because realists do not, in principle, exclude the relevance of 

psychology’s factual and interpretive claims. Nevertheless, in this chapter, I shall 

move beyond the confines of the realist/moralist debate for at least three reasons. 

First, because realists (or, at least, those classified as realists) are not the only 

political theorists to say interesting things about politics and psychology. Second, 

because some of what some realists say about psychology is actually highly 

problematic, no less so than political moralists. And, third, just because we are 

dissatisfied with political moralism’s suppression of empirical reality does not 

mean that we must embrace the prescriptive judgments of political realists, nor 

even to abandon automatically the prescriptive judgments of moralists. RPP 

shows us how and why ideal theories and unrealistic psychologies can be a part of 

political reality, can even be substantially practically relevant. So, I shall turn first 

to the question of why I call this political psychology ‘reflexive’ (§2); then I shall 

elaborate on the hinges of that reflexivity, the way in which psychology is 

produced through co-productive relations between the discipline and its subject 

matter (§3). 

On that latter point, a clarification is necessary. Throughout this chapter, I will 

capitalize the noun Psychology and adjective Psychological when I refer to the 
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discipline—or, rather, family of disciplines—that produce descriptive, 

explanatory, predictive, and therapeutic claims about human psychology.1 I do 

this because much of this chapter, especially §3, will move frequently and rapidly 

across the divide between (1) Psychology as a discipline or mode of inquiry and (2) 

psychology as the object of that inquiry. Ultimately, I shall demonstrate that this 

distinction is not clear-cut, in large part because of the co-constitutive 

relationship between the two, but this is all the more reason to be as clear as 

possible about the flows of entanglement. Also, I will not capitalize ‘psychologist’ 

because I conceive of psychologists, first and foremost, as embodied, situated 

persons who sustain and remodel Psychology through the exercises, capacities, 

and idiosyncrasies of their psychologies. 

 

 

§2. Why a Reflexive Political Psychology? 

 

In this section I shall situate RPP within existing literature by explaining why I 

settled on Reflexive Political Psychology as the appropriate model. I do this first 

by situating Psychology within the realm of political reality, by arguing that 

Haidt’s SIM is not merely a scholarly exercise about the nature of moral and 

political judgment, but is in some sense a part of politics itself, insofar as it 

contributes to the thought-practices that people undertake to comprehend and 

orientate political action (§2.1). This real world influence makes the SIM a 

candidate for political realist inquiry, despite realist concerns about its validity. 

However I refrain from calling this a Realist Political Psychology because realists 

are not always sufficiently critical of their own preferred Psychological theory 

(§2.2). I also refrain from calling this a Critical Political Psychology, because the 

                                                
1 In this, I follow Graham Richards, Putting Psychology in Its Place: A Critical Historical Overview 
(New York: Psychology Press, 2002), 4. 
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umbrella of critical theory is too broad, encompassing forms of criticality that are 

too strongly relativist for the practical purposes of political theory (§2.3). Hence, 

I settle on reflexivity as the appropriate theoretical virtue for a Political 

Psychology made for political theorists. 

 

 

§2.1. Social Intuitionism as a Facet of Political Reality 

 

To give traction to the arguments I make in this chapter, it is necessary first to 

say something about how Haidt’s theory exists in the world. 

The Righteous Mind has been enormously successful as a popular Psychology 

book. It was reviewed widely and mostly positively in newspapers and magazines 

around the world, attracting substantial popular and professional attention. His 

ideas continue to be cited by columnists and policy think tanks, and Haidt 

himself has been publicly engaged as a social and political commentator, using the 

SIM and moral foundations theory to explain current events such as the rise of 

the Tea Party and the Occupy movement in American politics.2 This success is 

partly attributable to Haidt’s skills as a public communicator, particularly his 

resonant use of metaphor (i.e. ‘the emotional dog and its rational tail’, ‘the 

elephant and its rider’, and so on). But it is also the case that these ideas are in 

vogue, especially in economic theory, where we have seen the rise of behavioural 

economics over the preceding few decades, which applies to economic judgment 

the same dual-process theory of cognition that Haidt applies to moral judgment.3 

                                                
2 Jonathan Haidt, ‘What the Tea Partiers Really Want’, Wall Street Journal, October 16, 2010, 
http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB10001424052748703673604575550243700895762; and ‘The 
Moral Foundations of Occupy Wall Street: An Illustrated Guide to the Signs at Zuccotti Park’, 
Reason.com, October 20, 2011, http://reason.com/archives/2011/10/20/the-moral-foundations-of-
occup. 
3 Op. cit., Introduction, fn. 25. 
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Perhaps because of how the model of rational agency has dominated economics, 

its critique has resounded through the public by way of popular monographs.4 

All this also occurs within the wider historical context of the Psychologization 

of contemporary Western society. As Svend Brinkmann observes, since the rise 

of humanist psychology in the 20th century, ‘Psychological discourses have come 

to play an important role in our lives, and have people understand themselves 

according to the vocabularies, theories, practices and techniques of modern 

[P]sychology.’5 Thus, insofar as Haidt’s work contributes to a paradigm shift in 

Moral Psychology, this shift occurs not just in the academy but also the public 

domain. To put it more ambitiously, one could argue that Haidt’s model of moral 

judgment—or some rougher folk version of it—is, or could come to be, the 

predominant way that people make sense of their own judgments and those of 

others. (To what extent this ambitious claim is true is itself an empirical question 

that could be explored by the kinds of qualitative inquiry that Psychology excels 

at.) Yet as we saw last chapter, Haidt’s SIM is far more indeterminate than its 

positivist presentation suggests, especially in regards to what I’ve called his 

genealogical problem: his overreliance on simple causal relationships between 

evolved dispositions and social behaviour. Perhaps this explanatory dimension of 

Haidt’s theory will be revealed by critical scrutiny to vastly oversimplified—as 

indeed I think it must. But this does not mean it loses all political relevance. On 

the contrary, any satisfactory theory of political judgment should account for the 

influence of agents’ own beliefs about the origins of their judgments. This line of inquiry 

remains relevant irrespective of whether these beliefs are empirically or 

philosophically sound.  

                                                
4 Steven D. Levitt and Stephen J. Dubner, Freakonomics: A Rogue Economist Explores the Hidden Side 
of Everything, (London; New York: Penguin, 2005); Robert H. Frank, The Economic Naturalist: Why 
Economics Explains Almost Everything (London: Virgin Books, 2007); Dan Ariely, Predictably 
Irrational: The Hidden Forces That Shape Our Decisions (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2008); 
and Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow. 
5 S. Brinkmann, ‘Changing Psychologies in the Transition from Industrial Society to Consumer 
Society’, History of the Human Sciences 21, no. 2 (May 1, 2008): 101. 
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To put this more concretely, what an agent believes are the functional and 

genealogical causes of a judgment could bear on what weight that judgment is 

accorded in practical or theoretical reasoning. To illuminate this reflexivity by 

way of example, if a person believes her/his judgment to be the product of an 

innate and invariant human nature, then s/he might treat such judgments with an 

attitude of resignation, as too difficult to practically resist. Alternatively, the 

same genealogical beliefs could convince another person to hold her/his 

judgments as specially vulnerable to debunking, as vestigial leftovers of biological 

processes that are not necessarily relevant to the matter at hand. Whether a 

person adopts the first or second attitude will depend on how these genealogical 

beliefs relate to other features of her/his mental horizon, including wider beliefs 

about what counts as a good reason. Yet the more important point is that this 

attitude might survive even if the genealogy of judgment is not itself true; that is, 

even if her/his judgment is not merely a product of innate processes. To put it 

crudely, to believe in a Nativist or Evolutionary Psychology can influence one’s 

thought-practices, if not also one’s conduct, even if our psychology is not itself 

innate. 

By this process, our Psychological concepts and theories can become a feature 

of social reality, informing the beliefs and values, the intuitions and deliberations, 

by which we make practical judgments, which includes political judgments. In this 

respect, political ideology is not only a subject matter for Psychology, but 

something that Psychology contributes to by informing the theories of human 

nature that, implicitly or explicitly, are at the core of any ideology. Certainly, as 

long as science has enjoyed epistemic authority, it is easy to find instances where 

the producers of ideology draw on Psychological Sciences to vindicate certain 

conceptions of the person or society in support of ideological purposes, this being 
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one way that Psychology is implicated in the exercise of power.6 Yet, as we’ve 

seen already, the relationship between ideology and Psychology also works in the 

opposite direction, where ideological commitments serve as deductive 

standpoints from which psychologists make sense of their investigative and 

interpretive practices. We saw this in Haidt’s interpretation of his incest study, 

where he privileged justifications based on harm and dismissed as ‘innate’ other 

kinds of justification. We shall see this again soon when we examine Critical 

Psychologies that put their ideological commitments at the centre of inquiry. 

In light of these political connections, we also open the door to further 

explanations for why Haidt’s theory enjoys its current success. Given that there is 

much that is contentious about the SIM, including what is indeterminate and 

vacuous, it would be too easy to explain the popularity of Haidt’s ideas simply on 

the grounds of their being correct, or at least less wrong than others. So we could 

look for non-epistemic reasons for Haidt’s success. Earlier I mentioned the 

related rise of behavioural economics, as well as Haidt’s rhetorical skills, as 

possible contributing factors to his success. But we could also reach for more 

explicitly political explanations, especially the way Haidt’s ideas resonate with 

prominent political beliefs and values. This, after all, fits with the notion of 

persuasiveness we already have, the notion that Haidt’s Psychology must connect 

to some vision of human nature that is already present or immanent in some 

contemporary societies, perhaps through people’s existing commitments to 

pluralism and multiculturalism, or their desire to pursue their own conception of 

the good. In this sense, even Haidt’s descriptive and explanatory claims are not 

politically innocent, carrying the potential to reify or modify elements of political 

reality. Giving some sophistication to these hunches is the aim of the rest of this 

chapter. 

 
                                                
6 See, for instance, how J. A. Hobson and L. T. Hobhouse wrestled with the implications of 
Darwinism in Michael Freeden, ‘Biological and Evolutionary Roots of the New Liberalism in 
England’, Political Theory 4 (1976): 471–90. 
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§2.2. Why Not a Realist Political Psychology? 

 

The preceding discussion connects Psychology to political reality in ways that 

political realists are obliged to address. A properly realist Psychology would not 

only be committed to understanding how people are, but how people think they 

are; indeed, it would recognize that the latter is part of the answer to the former. 

Yet I hesitate to call this a Realist Political Psychology because not all realists, 

having critiqued the idealizations of political moralism, give due consideration to 

this self-reflexive property in their own accounts of human psychology. To ally 

too closely to realism, then, is to invite confusion because of the various ways, 

some less helpful than others, that realists pursue psychological realism.  

Consider, for instance, Chantal Mouffe’s call for a turn to the passions in 

democratic theory; specifically to explain the formation of collective identities. 

There is much to be said in favour of such a turn and, indeed, many ways to go 

about it, a few of which I’ve mentioned in earlier chapters. But Mouffe’s own 

move in this direction is inadequate. She builds upon her reading of Sigmund 

Freud’s conception of civilization as ‘a struggle between two basic types of 

libidinal instincts, Eros the instinct of life and Death the instinct of 

aggressiveness and destructiveness.’7 In this, it is the instincts of love that bind 

people together and of hate that characterize relations to the Other. Mouffe then 

transposes this Freudian psychodynamic over Carl Schmitt’s friend/enemy 

distinction, arguing that our erotic capacity to identify with our fellows relies 

upon the availability of some Other as a target for our antipathy. So, when she 

describes the denunciation of right-wing populists in Europe by left-wing liberals, 

she explains the moralistic psychologies of the latter as ‘a particularly perverse 

mechanism’ that ‘consists in securing one’s goodness, through the condemnation 

of the evil in others.’8 She argues further that this essentially sentimentalist 

                                                
7 Mouffe, On the Political, 26. 
8 Ibid., 74. 
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process is obscured by liberal rationalist self-conceptions: ‘this mobilization of 

passions was not acknowledged as such but perceived as the rational reaction of 

moral human beings wanting to defend universal values.’9 If Mouffe is right, then 

her critique exposes the self-deluding nature of liberal rationalism by 

demonstrating what was really doing the practical work. 

Mouffe’s analysis is welcome for emphasizing the affective dimension of 

political movements. Yet her critique of liberalism’s faith in Rationalist 

Psychology is itself dependent on a faith in an alternative Psychology which she 

does not subject to the same scrutiny. And if we do subject Mouffe’s Psychology 

to critical scrutiny, we quickly see its flaws. Specifically, her account lacks any 

sense of the complexity of the passions. This is especially true for social emotions 

like ‘love of one’s community’, because the object of such emotions—one’s 

community, group, nation, or tribe—is complex, multi-faceted, and 

multitudinous, and can therefore accommodate an array of affective relations. For 

example, it is not exceptional to feel frustration, disenchantment, and anger 

toward one’s community while never doubting one’s membership and love for 

that community at the very same time. The inverse is also true. Consider the 

maxim: ‘Love your enemy.’ By the lights of Mouffe’s Psychology—that is, a 

we/they distinction grounded in love/aggression—this maxim is nonsensical 

because an enemy, by definition, is the person you hate. To love someone is 

essentially to hold them as a friend, not an enemy. By comparison, consider 

Nietzsche’s reaction to the same maxim: ‘Love one’s enemies? I think this has 

been learned well: it is done thousands of times today, in small ways and big ways. 

Indeed, at times something higher and more sublime is done: we learn to despise 

when we love, and precisely when we love best’.10 If social relations are as Mouffe 

describes them, then Nietzsche’s remark could not be comprehensible, let alone a 

possible vessel of wisdom. Consequently, we could say that Mouffe’s Psychology 

                                                
9 Ibid., 73. 
10 Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, §216. 
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is not agonistic enough, failing to account for the perverse and paradoxical nature 

of our emotional relations.11 It fails to capture the common sense that we can 

have ‘mixed feelings’ about a group, a person, or our self.12 Instead, it offers a 

hydraulic account of human psychology, not unlike British plumbing, with one 

tap that pours hot, the other cold—one emotion that attracts, another that 

repels—and no way to combine these into more recognizably personable 

mixtures.  

Here I draw upon the colourful terminology of Bruno Latour to illuminate the 

methodological issues at stake, where Latour staunchly criticizes the excesses of 

the contemporary critical theory to which he made important contributions. To 

paraphrase, we could say that Mouffe is ‘an antifetishist’ for what she doesn’t 

believe in (i.e. moral rationalism), she is ‘an unrepentant positivist’ for what she 

does believe in (i.e. psychoanalysis), and she is ‘a perfectly healthy sturdy realist’ 

for what she cherishes (i.e. the friend/enemy distinction, the political). This is 

exemplary of the kind of unreflective criticality that Latour—and I—do not wish 

to perpetuate. As Latour writes: ‘Antifetishists debunk objects they don’t believe 

in by showing the productive and projective forces of people; then, without ever 

making the connection, they use objects they do believe in to resort to… causalist 

or mechanist explanation and debunk conscious capacities of people whose 

behaviour they don’t approve of.’13 Not only does this describe Mouffe’s critique 

of liberal rationalism, it also captures the logic of Peter Singer’s selective 

debunking of ethical intuitions, his positivistic faith that evolutionary theory can 

undermine moral reasons he does not ethically endorse. 

One way to understand why Mouffe is applying critique selectively is to 

recognize that her Psychology is yet another kind of ethicized Psychology, built 
                                                
11 On this, in particular, see Ian Burkitt, ‘Complex Emotions: Relations, Feelings and Images in 
Emotional Experience’, in Emotions and Sociology: 151–67. 
12 For instance, see Michael Billig et al.’s dilemmatic theory of ideology in Ideological Dilemmas: A 
Social Psychology of Everyday Thinking (London; Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 1988). 
13 Bruno Latour, ‘Why Has Critique Run Out of Steam?: From Matters of Fact to Matters of 
Concern’, Critical Inquiry 30, no. 2 (Winter 2004): 240–1. 
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around a simplistic we/they distinction which stems not so much from clear-

sighted observations of human experience but rather from Schmitt’s objections to 

liberal universalism. In other words, her turn to the passions is the exercise of 

political debate by descriptive means: Mouffe is substituting a Psychology 

designed to support moral consensus with a Psychology designed to support 

political agonism. At this point, we might turn to the Psychological Sciences to 

weed out these ethicized elements, to leave us only with what is empirically 

observable or scientifically sound—‘the facts’, as it were. Yet there is no 

guarantee that scientific approaches to Psychology will not themselves 

uncritically import ethical elements from moral philosophy, such as Piaget’s 

conception of morality and Haidt’s conception of reason.  

On the flipside, a turn to the Psychological Sciences could merely tempt 

political realists to lurch away from one kind of objectivism toward another. That 

is, by rejecting political moralists’ faith in a certain kind of objective moral fact, it 

would be all too easy for realists to turn unconditionally to objective facts about 

material, historical, or psychological reality. This is all the more tempting given 

the ongoing prominence of positivism in Psychology, which purports to discover 

facts about human behaviour in the manner of natural science, conceptualizing 

psychological reality in terms of mental entities, structures, systems, processes, 

and mechanisms. Ultimately, this is the tradition Haidt belongs to, evidenced by 

his reliance on laboratory experiments and measurement, his schematic depiction 

of judgment, and his conception of human thought and behaviour as always caused 

by something else (i.e. by intuitions, by innate modules, by evolutionary selection 

processes). Certainly, Haidt does not repeat some of the mistakes of his positivist 

predecessors, most notably by engaging with questions of situation, culture, and 

interpersonal relations. Yet there is much in social intuitionism that, if accepted, 

would supplant the wisdom that realists have gleaned from debates elsewhere; for 

example, the enduring relevance of the linguistic turn in social understanding, 

past critiques of behaviourism and sociobiology, and the influence of power. 
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Fortunately, political realism, at least in its more introspective moments, 

cultivates an awareness that reality is not pinned down as easily as its ‘realism’ 

might imply. For instance, Honig and Stears argue for an agonistic realism that 

‘takes nothing for granted, not even the “real”’, committed to its ‘essentially 

contested character’.14 This is a necessary admission for realism, yet Honig and 

Stears say nothing about how we could then stabilize our knowledge of reality, 

nothing about how realism could mean more than just realism about our 

epistemic limitations. That is the aim for RPP. 

To conclude, the Political Psychology I want to endorse is ‘realist’ insofar as it 

remains oriented toward reality, yet also remains realistic about the constraints 

and complications for achieving such an understanding. In particular, it will need 

to be aware that overzealous claims to reality are liable to produce new illusions. 

As we are about to see, this is true (if not especially true) when we apply the 

methods of natural science to domains that they are not absolutely suited to (i.e. 

to ethics and social explanation more generally). This kind of scepticism is 

reminiscent of critical theory, one of contemporary political realism’s major 

influences, which raises the possibility that I am working towards a Critical 

Political Psychology. While there is an important overlap of inspiration, this is 

another label I resist because of some of the company that ‘critical’ keeps. To 

elaborate, I now examine the tradition of Critical Social Psychology. 

 

 

§2.3. Why Not a Critical Political Psychology? 

 

It is not in the nature of Critical Social Psychology (henceforth CSP) to yield to 

simple definition. In his introduction to an influential 1997 collection, Russell 

Spears highlights ‘[t]he lack of an easily definable defining feature (beyond 

                                                
14 Stears and Honig, ‘The New Realism: From Modus Vivendi to Justice’, 204. 
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“criticality”), let alone consensus’. 15  Common themes arise, such as social 

constructivism, discourse analysis, and a focus on the ‘subject’ or ‘self’ as the 

appropriate unit of analysis; yet these themes are not uniformly assimilated, 

rather treated in different ways with different weights by different authors.16 

Moreover, although those who identify with CSP share a scepticism toward 

mainstream Positivist Psychology, this does not mean the positivist/critical 

debate maps neatly over the realist/anti-realist debate, because critical 

psychologists are themselves in disagreement over whether Psychology must or 

must not renounce any claim to reality.  

Still, even anti-relativist critical psychologists recognize, in a way that positivist 

psychologists tend not to, that our epistemic relation to reality is necessarily 

complex, that ‘it is impossible to have direct knowledge of ontological objects 

because there are perceptual, linguistic and constructive processes mediating 

between the object and the knowing.’17 Some authors take this to be a problem 

for mainstream Psychology’s self-conception, because it undermines its positivist 

and scientific-realist presumptions, thereby exposing the influence of power and 

ideology in its claims to truth and factuality. 18  In extremis, CSP adopts a 

                                                
15 Russell Spears, ‘Introduction’, in Critical Social Psychology, eds. Tomás Ibáñez and Lupicinio 
Íñiguez (London; Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 1997), 1. For a recent restatement of 
this problem, see Keith Tuffin, Understanding Critical Social Psychology (London; Thousand Oaks, 
CA: SAGE Publications, 2004), 2. 
16 Some key texts are Nigel Armistead, ed., Reconstructing Social Psychology (Harmondsworth: 
Pelican, 1974); Julian Henriques, Wendy Holloway, Cathy Urwin, Couze Venn, and Valerie 
Walkerdine, eds., Changing the Subject: Psychology, Social Regulation, and Subjectivity (London: 
Routledge, 1998/1984); Jonathan Potter and Margaret Wetherell, Discourse and Social Psychology: 
Beyond Attitudes and Behaviour (Thousand Oaks, CA; London: SAGE Publications, 1987); Michael 
Billig, Arguing and Thinking: A Rhetorical Approach to Social Psychology (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1987); Kenneth Gergen, The Saturated Self: Dilemmas of Identity in Contemporary 
Life (New York, NY: Basic Books, 1991); and Rom Harré and Grant Gillett, The Discursive Mind 
(Thousand Oaks, CA; London: SAGE Publications, 1994). 
17 Tuffin, Understanding Critical Social Psychology, 73. 
18 For example, see Isaac Prilleltensky, The Morals and Politics of Psychology: Psychological Discourse 
and the Status Quo (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1994). 
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postmodern scepticism of science in its entirety, radically unsettling the 

possibility for knowledge about the mind, the subject, and the self.19  

It goes without saying that such authors would be highly suspicious of Haidt’s 

SIM, given its positivist commitments and flat-footedly representationalist 

account of human psychology. But it begs the question of what would survive such 

a thoroughgoing global scepticism. As Latour warns, in a postmodern era where 

critique is given perpetual priority, then ‘the danger would no longer be coming 

from an excessive confidence in ideological arguments posturing as matters of 

fact… but from an excessive distrust of good matters of fact disguised as bad 

ideological biases’.20 For political realists, this poses a challenge, because their 

dismissal of political moralism lies precisely in the latter’s sequestration of what 

we do and could know about political reality. The argument for more realistic 

political judgments would be far from compelling if combined with a view of 

‘reality’ as illusion and subterfuge. 

Fortunately, under the umbrella of CSP itself, we can find at least two kinds of 

reason to resist global scepticism: the first methodological, the second practical. 

As for methodology, it is instructive to see how genealogical methods have dealt 

with the challenge of scepticism. This is the challenge that, as a matter of 

consistency, genealogical critique—like Psychological critique—must eventually 

undermine itself by revealing its foundations to be as contingent as those of any 

other theory. Accordingly, genealogy must possess some strategy for protecting 

itself from self-reflexive self-destruction.  

One response is that genealogy need not be critical, only expository. As Nikolas 

Rose writes, ‘Genealogy seeks not to reveal falsity but to describe the 

constitution of truths. It does not ask Why? but How?’21 We could say the same 
                                                
19  Steiner Kvale, ed., Psychology and Postmodernism (London; Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE 
Publications, 1992); and cf. Martin Roiser, ‘Postmodernism, Postmodernity, and Social Psychology’, 
in Critical Social Psychology, 95–110. 
20 Latour, ‘Why Has Critique Run Out of Steam?’, 227. 
21 Nikolas Rose, Inventing Our Selves: Psychology, Power, and Personhood (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1996), 80. 
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thing analogously for Psychology, that it can contribute to our understanding of 

judgment, yet leave everything as it is. Yet this surely underestimates the force of 

such knowledge. As we saw in Chapter One, knowledge about the constitution 

and contingencies of political judgment is intrinsically threatening if it 

contradicts our broader epistemological commitments; that is, our expectations 

that political judgment possess a certain nature, structure, or origin. Perhaps 

there are merits to Rose’s recommendation that the purpose of genealogy is ‘not 

to denounce but to diagnose, as a necessary preliminary to the prescription of 

antidotes’, 22  yet it must be acknowledged that the corrosion of certain 

epistemological positions is a necessary consequence of laying out the ‘facts’. 

Hence, by prescription or mere implication, genealogy leads to genealogical 

critique, where we use genealogical knowledge to undermine any worldview that is 

revealed as implausible, oppressive, inefficacious, or otherwise undesirable. Thus, 

the original challenge reemerges: On what grounds can genealogy sweep away the 

foundations of other modes of inquiry without sweeping away its own? Yet, Mark 

Bevir argues, ‘genealogy does not have critical purchase on any idea or practice 

[…] which recognizes its own contingency.’ 23  In other words, if a theory 

acknowledges its own historicity, there is nothing for genealogy to refute, except 

perhaps for an infelicitous interpretation of that history. Bevir then goes on to 

show that genealogy can indeed be historically situated, offering a standard 

historical account of how genealogy crystallized in the work of Nietzsche and 

Foucault, both of whom sought to challenge knowledge claims that ‘masquerade 

as utter certainties based on a pure reason or pure experience’.24 Yet, as Bevir 

insists, this leaves open the possibility for more historicist notions of truth: 

‘something more like “objectively valid for us” or “the best account of the world 

on offer”.’25 

                                                
22 Ibid. 
23 Mark Bevir, ‘What Is Genealogy?’, Journal of the Philosophy of History 2 (2008): 275. 
24 Ibid., 269. 
25 Ibid. 
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By analogy, a Psychological theory need not undermine itself as long as it 

recognizes that it too is an output of human psychology, subject to the same 

contingencies that it uncovers in its own inquiries. For those working in 

Discursive and Social Constructivist Psychology, this is no great obstacle, because 

it merely involves acknowledging that Psychology is constituted by the same 

discursive practices that these psychologists set out to understand in society. Yet 

for Positivist Psychology, the challenge of self-reflexivity is steeper, because these 

psychologists tend to aspire to an ideal of disengaged scientific observation that 

might be troubled by their own findings. Sometimes they take this in their stride. 

Consider, for instance, Kahneman and Tversky’s empirically supported argument 

that psychologists, like laypersons, tend to overestimate the likelihood of 

probabilistic events recurring because of an intuitive reliance on the so-called 

representativeness heuristic.26 Consequently, a Psychological hypothesis produced by 

positivist methods can actually help to better approximate that positivist ideal, 

because it prepares psychologists to resist that bias in future—a good example of 

how self-reflexivity can be productive rather than corrosive. Yet we also saw the 

failure of self-reflexivity last chapter, where Haidt allowed his liberal bias for 

harm/care to inform his interpretation of the incest study, even though that bias 

could have been predicted and explained by Haidt’s own theory of moral 

foundations. By failing to subject his own judgment to what he has discovered 

about judgment in general, Haidt leaves himself open to immanent critique, yet 

this is easily resolved through an acknowledgement that his prescriptive claims 

are contingent to his political preferences. 

 

*** 

 

                                                
26 Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman, ‘Belief in the Law of Small Numbers’, Psychological 
Bulletin 76, no. 2 (1971): 105–10. 
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So much for methodological reasons to resist global scepticism. The practical 

reason for resisting global scepticism emerges strongly from within CSP itself, 

from critical psychologists who are motivated principally to combat the 

oppressive political forces that act upon the world, both inside and outside the 

discipline of Psychology. Given this practical goal, the anti-realism of CSP’s 

relativist strains are seen as potentially immobilizing, because they undermine 

knowledge that might otherwise be used to challenge and undermine coercive 

hegemonic forces.  

Concessions of this kind are occasionally made by more critically oriented 

scholars. For example, Wendy and Rex Stainton Rogers, who endorse a ‘radical 

agnosticism’ toward reality, nevertheless surrender a lot of ground when they add 

that ‘[t]hough we may think and debate in the transitive world of “relativism”, we 

have to act in the substantive world as though it “really is” as we construe it, and as 

though its ethical demands upon us have foundational “truth”.’27 This seems to 

deliver the uneasy conclusion that critical theory belongs only in the academy, 

whereas scientific realism is the right approach in the practical domains of the 

laboratory, the clinic, and the street. This obviously draws upon the language of 

fictionalism, of Vaihinger’s philosophy of the as-if (Chapter Two, §4), but 

Vaihinger’s approach has one crucial advantage: its stipulation that fictions be 

useful fictions. This demand for usefulness requires us to evaluate the 

consequences of scientific realist claims, to be discerning in our endorsement of 

them, rather than to accord them an indiscriminate practical priority as the 

Rogers appear to do. I further defend this point below. 

This practical turn emerges more plausibly and unequivocally among 

Psychologies with explicit normative aims, especially Feminist Psychologies. Like 

CSP, these originated in a critique of mainstream Psychology, yet their principal 

concern was the misrepresentation of the lives and experiences of women, and 

                                                
27 Emphasis preserved. Wendy Stainton Rogers and Rex Stainton Rogers, ‘Does Critical Social 
Psychology Mean the End of the World?’, in Critical Social Psychology, 68, 81. 
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the harmful effects perpetuated by such distortions. As Sue Wilkinson writes, 

‘the motivating force behind the feminist critique of psychology is unashamedly 

political: feminist psychology aims to end the social and political oppression of 

women.’28 To pursue these anti-establishment objectives, there are commonalities 

with CSP and consequently a substantial methodological overlap, most notably in 

feminist psychologists’ contribution to the development and application of 

Discursive and Social Constructivist Psychologies.29 Yet feminist psychologists 

also adopt the mainstream methods and theories that critical psychologists shun, 

because feminism’s overt political goals take precedence over any epistemological 

or methodological prejudices. On this view, Feminist Psychology simply 

recommends adopting any method or theory that serves to advance the 

emancipation of women in a particular context.30 This could include research that 

deploys the sorts of methods and theoretical presuppositions that critical 

psychologists are commonly hostile to—to use a contemporary example, recent 

studies of implicit gender bias in academic faculty hiring which rely on 

experimental designs and cognitivist presumptions.31 On the flipside, feminist 

psychologists might choose to reject other aspects of CSP, such as the relativism 

that is suspected of causing practical paralysis and anxiety. As Celia Kitzinger 

notes, hyper-reflexivity in theory can undermine its practical force, ‘like a 

                                                
28 Emphasis preserved. Sue Wilkinson, ‘Prioritizing the Political: Feminist Psychology’, in Critical 
Social Psychology, 181. 
29 For example, see Kira Hall and Mary Bucholtz, eds., Gender Articulated: Language and the Socially 
Constructed Self (New York: Routledge, 1995); Celia Kitzinger and Sue Wilkinson, eds., Feminism 
and Discourse: Psychological Perspectives (London; Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 1995); 
Ruth Wodak, ed., Gender and Discourse (London; Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 1997); 
and Michelle M. Lazar, ed., Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis: Gender, Power, and Ideology in 
Discourse (New York; Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005). 
30 Which is not to say that scientific objectivity, as such, is set to one side, because objectivity is 
undoubtedly enhanced by specific political victories, such as the inclusion of women’s experiences 
in social science, and a reflexive awareness of gender biases in methods. See Sandra Harding, ‘The 
Method Question’, Hypatia, 2, no. 3 (Autumn, 1987): 19–35. 
31 See Corinne A. Moss-Racusin et al., ‘Science Faculty’s Subtle Gender Biases Favor Male 
Students’, Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 109, no. 41 (September 17, 2012): 16474–79. 
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magician who shows you how the trick is done, but still hopes you’ll believe in the 

magic.’32 

So, to use Haidt’s social intuitionism as an example, Feminist Psychologists 

could well deploy the SIM to bolster feminist critiques of the ideal of 

dispassionate reason—or at least to convince those who were not wholly 

persuaded by feminist critiques the first time around.33 On the other hand, 

feminists might reject Haidt’s moral foundations theory because, as a 

consequence of its pluralist aspirations, it accords legitimacy to values—

ingroup/loyalty, authority/respect, and purity/sanctity—that have been employed 

by conservative ideologies and traditional societies to defend and maintain the 

oppression of women. That concern is only exacerbated by Haidt’s endorsement 

of liberal neutrality, which provides no grounds for critiquing these values if they 

are held by a majority (Chapter Three, §5.2). 

From the example of Feminist Psychology, we can discern a deeper practical 

tradition in critical theory, such as Fraser’s concise definition: ‘A critical social 

theory frames its research program and its conceptual framework with an eye to 

the aims and activities of those oppositional social movements with which it has a 

partisan, though not uncritical, identification.’ 34  This practical orientation is 

certainly discernable in critical theory’s foundations, notably the work of Max 

Horkheimer, who rejected ‘[t]he stereotyped application of the concept of 

                                                
32 Celia Kitzinger, ‘The Individuated Self Concept: A Critical Analysis of Social Constructionist 
Writing on Individualism’, in The Social Psychology of Identity and the Self Concept, ed. G. Breakwell 
(Guildford, UK: Surrey University Press), 245. 
33  One example is Susan Khin Zaw’s discussion of practical reason, which captures the 
sentimentalist impulses of the SIM without enforcing new divisions. She denies ‘the mutually 
exclusive character of the concepts of reason and feeling’ and instead endorses a model where 
reason and feelings are treated ‘as allies or partners rather than as enemies.’ See Susan Khin Zaw, 
‘Love, Reason and Persons’, The Personalist Forum 8, no. 1 (1992): 17. 
34 Nancy Fraser, ‘What’s Critical About Critical Theory? The Case of Habermas and Gender’, in 
Unruly Practices: Power, Discourse, and Gender in Contemporary Social Theory (Cambridge: Polity Press, 
1989), 113. 
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ideology to every pattern of thought’,35 as well as the correlative assumption that 

there is no truth to be acquired in philosophy or other modes of inquiry. He 

warned that the consequence of such thoroughgoing scepticism is ‘to discourage 

thought from its practical tendency of pointing to the future’,36 a recipe for 

paralysis that, for Horkheimer, writing during the rise of European fascism, was 

ethically intolerable. On the contrary, Horkheimer saw criticality as a penetration 

into truthfulness, not a flight from the latter: 

 

‘In philosophy, unlike business and politics, criticism does not mean the condemnation 

of a thing, grumbling about some measure or other, or mere negation and repudiation. 

Under certain conditions, criticism may actually take this destructive turn […] By criticism, 

we mean that intellectual, and eventually practical, effort which is not satisfied to accept 

the prevailing ideas, actions, and social conditions unthinkingly and from mere habit; 

effort which aims to coordinate the individual sides of social life with each other and with 

the general ideas and aims of the epoch, to deduce them genetically, to distinguish the 

appearance from the essence, to examine the foundations of things, in short, really to 

know them.’37 

  

For Horkheimer, to inquire into the nature of a thing need not always diminish 

one’s confidence in it, because such knowledge can be validating and not only and 

always destructive.38 It is telling in this regard that it was precisely to Psychology 

that Horkheimer turned for critical inspiration, by proposing an alliance of 

psychoanalysis with Marxist theory that could remedy the latter’s overemphasis 

                                                
35 Max Horkheimer, ‘The Social Function of Philosophy’, in Critical Theory: Selected Essays, trans. 
Matthew J. O’Connell (New York: Continuum, 1972/1939), 264. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid., 270. 
38 This, also, is Latour’s impression: ‘The question was never to get away from facts but closer to 
them, not fighting empiricism but, on the contrary, renewing empiricism’; in ‘Why Has Critique 
Run Out of Steam?’, 231. 
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on material historical conditions, and by doing so enrich our understanding of the 

relationship between class and subjectivity.39  

Of course, in CSP as elsewhere, there is the possibility for overcorrection. One 

example is the turn among some critical psychologists toward the critical realism 

associated with Roy Bhaskar. Although critical realism takes seriously the 

sceptical attitude of post-positivism by acknowledging that its truth claims are 

provisional and fallible, it also asserts that the form and content of our sciences 

are responsive to reality, not only at the micro-level of individual psychology, but 

also the macro-level of social structure. Critical realists therefore hold that that 

‘the social is an emergent reality with its own specific powers and properties’.40 

That is, social structure is conceived as a kind of object that exerts causal power 

in the world, constituted by intersubjective phenomena such as shared beliefs and 

values, and material features such as mannerisms, possessions, postures, accents, 

and so on. This is an attractive move for critical psychologists like Ian Parker 

who, like feminist psychologists, is explicitly political in his aims, although 

organized around Marxist ideas instead. Accordingly, his critique of mainstream 

Psychology requires him to make claims about ‘the underlying social conditions 

that give rise to certain ideas in the discipline’,41 claims which obviously appear 

more forceful if he can plausibly appeal to social structures like class as real 

entities with causal influence.  

Yet it is quite a step to infer this ontological conclusion from what has proven 

effective in scientific and political debate. Some argue that it is philosophically 

                                                
39 Max Horkheimer, ‘History and Psychology’, in Between Philosophy and Social Science: Selected Early 
Writings (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1995/1932), 111–28. For discussion, see John Abromeit, Max 
Horkheimer and the Foundations of the Frankfurt School (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2011), 249–61. Perhaps better known is the engagement with Psychology by Horkheimer’s 
Frankfurt School colleague, Theodor Adorno; see Adorno et. al., The Authoritarian Personality 
(New York: Norton, 1950). 
40 Philip S. Gorski, ‘What Is Critical Realism? And Why Should You Care?’, Contemporary 
Sociology: A Journal of Reviews 42, no. 5 (September 1, 2013): 659. 
41 Ian Parker, ‘Critical Psychology: Critical Links’, Annual Review of Critical Psychology 1, no. 1 
(1999): 5. 
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unwarranted, even nonsensical, because it mistakenly presumes that successful 

explanatory concepts must correspond to some entity in the world.42 Suffice it to 

say here, that it is an unnecessary step, and one that RPP need not follow. 

Ultimately, it is relatively straightforward to take a practical approach to 

knowledge, to gauge its success either by deploying it in practice or investigating 

its dominance in existing discourses. It is far more controversial to treat 

successful concepts such as ‘class’ as real entities with causal force. This is not to 

say these latter claims are false or not worth considering, rather that a practical 

focus is sufficient for a workable Political Psychology, as it is for Psychology 

generally. We need not commit ourselves to grand metaphysical baggage, because 

it might not assist in the aim of being realistic, might even lead us astray. And if it 

so happens that the only justification for strong claims to scientific realism is 

rhetorical—for example, that to attribute causal effects to class is politically 

effective yet an explicatory sleight-of-hand (i.e. a useful fiction)—then this is 

already accommodated for through our practical analysis of knowledge. To 

conclude, RPP is not necessarily served well by strong ontological commitments 

and may do better, as I shall now argue, to rely on its reflexivity. 

 

*** 

 

We have now seen two strategies for staunching critique. The first is to ensure 

that one’s own epistemology is not contradicted by what one claims about the 

world (e.g. the genealogist’s acknowledgment of genealogy’s historicity). The 

second is to suspend scepticism on the grounds of the practical efficacy of 

knowledge, be it in the practice of ethics or politics. On the one hand, these 

strategies provide us a way to stabilize knowledge without resorting to positivism 

                                                
42 Rom Harré, ‘Social Reality and the Myth of Social Structure’, European Journal of Social Theory 5, 
no. 1 (February 1, 2002): 111–23; and John G. Gunnell, ‘Social Scientific Inquiry and Meta-
Theoretical Fantasy: The Case of International Relations’, Review of International Studies 37, no. 4 
(2011): 1447–69. 
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or some other strong scientific realism. On the other hand, they suggest a level of 

criticality that is conducive to political realism, that strikes a workable balance 

between its critical theory commitments and its realist orientation, that is 

reflexive without being ceaselessly destructive. After all, if political realists 

adopted a full-blown postmodern scepticism, then their demands that political 

moralists take seriously the reality of judgment and motivation would be cynical 

and self-defeating, because it would involve pointing to a class of factual reasons 

that realists do not themselves regard as sound or reliable. As the ‘realism’ in their 

name suggests, political realists are optimistic that an engagement with some 

knowledge about reality is better than the exclusion of all, no matter how many 

caveats might be required.  

So, now that we know something about how we might preserve Psychological 

knowledge, how do we produce it? Again, political realists’ emphasis on practice is 

a good place to start. Just as we ought to prefer those political values and systems 

that actually make our lives go well, we ought to prefer those epistemic values, 

methods, and theories that make Psychology go well, that produce useful 

knowledge about the realities and potentials of human psychology. This 

pragmatic notion of inquiry as practical has been well-represented in the 

sociology of scientific knowledge, where the science-as-practice agenda trains our 

focus on the instrumental and interpretive procedures that stabilize a science.43 

Accordingly, we conceive of all the elements of science—scientists, instruments, 

epistemic goals, even the material objects under investigation—as belonging to 

‘the plane of practice’,44 as actors in a network of performed relations.45  

This is well and good for science. Yet, for the study of social reality, what works 

might not be the practices of science, because of the now familiar point that our 

                                                
43 For a useful survey, see Andrew Pickering, Science as Practice and Culture (Chicago, IL; London: 
University of Chicago Press, 1992). 
44 Pickering, The Mangle of Practice, 20. 
45 Bruno Latour, Science in Action: How to Follow Scientists and Engineers Through Society (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1987). 



Facets of Judgment  Chapter Four 
 

   253 

psychology is partly constituted by culture and thereby demands different sorts of 

explanation. Thus, when it comes to Psychology, I suspect that a practical 

approach will ultimately recommend some kind of methodological pluralism. This 

is as bold a claim about psychological reality as I wish to make on behalf of RPP: 

that our psychology is structured in such a way that a variety of inquiries will be 

more successful than a monopoly of one.  

Pluralism is the spirit of Latour’s response to what he sees as critical theory’s 

overemphasis on debunking. He implores us to orientate our scientific and 

political inquiry toward not ‘matters of fact’ but ‘matters of concern’, toward not 

‘objects’ but ‘things’ or ‘issues’.46 In doing this, he recommends ‘a multifarious 

inquiry launched with the tools of anthropology, philosophy, metaphysics, 

history, sociology to detect how many participants are gathered in a thing to make it 

exist and to maintain its existence.’47 Its prescription to the destructive excesses 

of critique is overdetermination: ‘What would critique do if it could be associated 

with more, not with less, with multiplication, not subtraction’?48 

A more careful, more territorial form of pluralism is Charles Taylor’s argument 

for ‘peaceful coexistence’ in Psychology. Reacting against the cognitive revolution 

of the early 1970s—well before the hey-day of CSP—he argues that various 

research paradigms are permissible provided they accept the limits of their 

explanatory reach. The methodological divisions he proposes could be specified 

differently, but I review it here by way of demonstration. 

Firstly, in Taylor’s view, Positivist Psychologies—roughly, those that model 

themselves on an experimental paradigm drawn from the natural sciences—are 

well-suited to what he calls ‘psycho-physical or infrastructural studies’; that is, ‘to 

discover correlations between physically defined dimensions and certain psychic 
                                                
46 For his account of political implications, a politics oriented toward ‘things’ rather than ‘the real’, 
see Bruno Latour, ‘From Realpolitik to Dingpolitik: An Introduction to Making Things Public’, 
in Making Things Public: Atmospheres of Democracy, eds. Bruno Latour and Peter Weibel (Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, 2005), 4–31. 
47 Emphasis preserved. Latour, ‘Why Has Critique Run Out of Steam?’, 246. 
48 Ibid., 248. 
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states or capacities which are unambiguously present or absent’.49 We have 

already seen instances of these in Haidt’s research, such as his experiments on the 

influence of situational factors, like smell, on moral judgment. Taylor adds that, 

from such inquiries, we need not infer causal claims about real psychological 

faculties; we can simply draw correlations between situational factors and speech 

acts, preserving the inferential gap between the Psychological concepts that 

subjects use in their introspective reports and corresponding faculties in 

psychological reality.  

Secondly, Taylor argues that empirical methods can also shed some light on ‘the 

structure of [our] capacities, our competences.’50 He cites as examples Chomsky’s 

transformational grammar and Piaget’s stages of moral development, alongside 

which we could add Haidt’s SIM and moral foundations theory. Each of these are 

hypothetico-deductive models that rely partly on patterned empirical 

observation—yet they also connect to more sophisticated formal structures, 

whose constitutive concepts might require ‘an interpretation which cannot be 

reduced to brute criteria.’51 In other words, to produce knowledge about human 

competences, mental faculties, and psychological structures, we need more than 

merely the methods of natural science. 

Which brings us thirdly to the realm of performance, the realm of ‘actual 

motivated behaviour, particular exercises of competence toward a given end… 

[which involves] the explanation of action and feeling, what we do and the 

emotions of experience’.52 This is what Taylor regards properly as the realm of 

hermeneutic explanation or interpretation, whereby ‘[t]he norm of explanation… 

is one which “makes sense” of the behaviour, which shows a coherence of 

                                                
49  Charles Taylor, ‘Peaceful Coexistence in Psychology’, in Human Agency and Language: 
Philosophical Papers 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 132, 129. 
50 Ibid., 129. 
51 Ibid., 132. 
52 Ibid., 130. 
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meaning.’53 This is also where most political explanation operates (although it 

does not exhaust the field of political inquiry entirely; affect theorists are right, if 

occasionally overambitious, to insist that there are non-intentional, non-

linguistically mediated dimensions of political behaviour and experience).54 Thus, 

to take a hermeneutic approach to political explanation requires taking seriously 

the ways in which actors make sense of their own actions; that is, to account for 

the practical reasons involved, rather than merely deduce a causal schema from 

what is empirically observable. To do this puts us in the domain of discursive 

analysis, that tradition of qualitative analysis that scholars of CSP have done so 

much to advance. As Taylor says of politics, ‘the realities here are practices; and 

these cannot be identified in abstraction from the language we use to describe 

them.’55  

Taylor’s triadic typology of infrastructure/competence/performance could be 

defined otherwise, but its pluralism is surely right.56 Although his hermeneutic 

approach to social action is strongly influenced by Wittgenstein (among others), 

Taylor does not overshoot into what Williams called ‘the Wittgensteinian cop-

out’, because, through the broader programme of methodological pluralism, he 

recognizes the usefulness of positivist methods for answering specific questions 

within the field of social action. Moreover, pluralism does not deny that the 

subject matters belonging to each domain of analysis may influence and regulate 

one another; for instance, that an innate competence for incest avoidance can 

                                                
53 Charles Taylor, Philosophy and the Human Sciences: Philosophical Papers 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1985), 27. To refer back to Chapter Two, §3.2, this is also roughly the point 
where Collingwood talks of the need to shift from the ‘outside’ to the ‘inside’ of an event, where 
understanding requires reference to thoughts, intentions, and reasons. 
54 In particular, new affect theory explores the idea of affect as a behaviourally relevant force that 
comes prior to unmediated by linguistic thought. See John Protevi, Political Affect (Minneapolis, 
MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2009).  
55 Taylor, Philosophy and the Human Sciences: Philosophical Papers 2, 33. 
56 Rom Harré and Fathali Moghaddam also propose a two-track model of Psychology as a causal 
and hermeneutic science, based around a distinction of performance capacity and performance 
style. See The Self and Others: Positioning Individuals and Groups in Personal, Political, and Cultural 
Contexts (Westport, CT: Greenwood Publishing, 2003), especially chap. 1. 
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instigate, but not wholly determine, the content of our incest taboos. In this way, 

Taylor’s pluralism balances critique with conciliation, accounting for both ‘the 

powerful attraction of the classical [positivist] model and the disastrous results 

that occur when it is used as a universal key to psychology.’57 And although at first 

blush it might seem to raise once again the spectre of epistemic relativism, it 

need not do so, because (1) methodological pluralism is compatible with the idea 

that certain questions can be answered best, even truthfully, by a certain theory; 

and (2) it proceeds on the substantive epistemic premise that a pluralistic 

approach to social explanation is the right approach because it responds to the 

actual nature of the subject. All that methodological pluralism denies is that any 

single explanatory theory can answer all possible questions of social explanation. 

Finally, it sets an agenda for future inquiry, raising a raft of questions pertaining 

to the boundaries of competing explanatory theories, as well as how the subject 

matters of different domains interact (i.e. what are the causal relations between 

an innate inhibition and an acculturated prohibition?).58 And it is reflexivity that 

allows us step in- and outside the various explanatory theories, to gauge the limits 

of their adequacy, as well as their moments of convergence. 

 

*** 

 

To conclude, although the diverse field of CSP contains many useful ideas, there 

are also less useful ones, so it would invite confusion to adopt the heading Critical 

Political Psychology. Accordingly, I cannot go past Reflexive Political Psychology 

(RPP) as an appropriate title for the programme I wish to adumbrate here.  

                                                
57 Taylor, Human Agency and Language: Philosophical Papers 1, 132. 
58 One step in the right direction is the new research programme of Cognitive-Affective Mapping, 
which explores the affective resonance or ‘valencing’ of certain concepts; see Paul Thagard, 
‘Mapping Minds Across Cultures’, in Grounding Social Sciences in Cognitive Sciences, ed. R. Sun 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2012), 35–60. 
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It is encouraging that reflexivity is nominated as a virtue in Williams’s 

conception of a ‘reflexive social understanding’ (Chapter Two, §3.1). It is also 

implicit in the methodological pluralism of Taylor, because, insofar as the 

pluralist believes that no single theory can explain all questions, s/he must 

constantly reflect on which theory is appropriate to which question. It is also a 

rare point of convergence among critical psychologists. Spears notes that 

reflexivity is a commitment that cuts across the methodological diversity of CSP, 

that ‘the model of the disinterested scientist has been replaced by the researcher 

reviewing his or her role as part of the process if not part of the problem.’59 That 

same reflexivity ought to prevail among political theorists, so that they are not 

naïve to the influence of their psychologies on political thinking, nor naïve in 

their engagement with Psychology to inform those former reflexions.  

 

 

§3. Principles of a Reflexive Political Psychology 

 

In the remainder of this chapter I extract from the previous discussion two 

attitudes that augment and enrich RPP’s reflexive orientation toward 

psychological reality. Accordingly, when political theorists bring Psychological 

knowledge into political judgment, further reflexion by adopting these attitudes 

will augment and enrich those judgments, making them more realistic than they 

would otherwise have been.  

The core insight is that Psychology is inevitably in a co-productive relationship 

with the people who manufacture and acquire its knowledge claims. As Graham 

Richards neatly puts it, ‘Psychology is produced by, produces, and is an instance 

of its own subject-matter.’ 60 I distill from this a two-dimensional conception of 

                                                
59 Spears, ‘Introduction’, 15. 
60 Richards, Putting Psychology in Its Place, 7. 
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reflexivity: (1) Psychology is produced by, and is an instance of, its own subject-

matter; and (2) Psychology produces its own subject-matter. I address these in 

turn. 

 

 

§3.1. Producing the Disciplines of Psychology 

 

The first attitude of RPP is a recognition that Psychology is constituted by 

precisely the same ‘stuff’ as it sets out to describe and explain; that is, human 

thoughts and actions.  

To put this more elaborately, consider Psychology through the theory/practice 

distinction. Insofar as Psychology is theory, a living collection of ideas, concepts, 

and hypotheses, it involves our reasoning about our own and others’ minds and 

behaviours, as well as the communicative acts of writing and speaking through 

which we transfer those ideas and reasons to others. Yet, as we’ve seen already, 

our thinking and communicating is itself regulated by rules and norms, so we can 

follow pragmatists in recognizing that theory is a practice. But there is more to 

Psychology-as-practice than this, because Psychology encompasses an array of 

experimental, intellectual, and vocational activities that psychologists qua 

psychologists engage in: designing and conducting experiments, interviewing and 

observing subjects, attending conferences, reading, writing, debating, 

proofreading, and so on. Because Psychology is thus constituted by these forms of 

thinking and acting, it is always ineluctably an expression of human psychology, a 

mode of inquiry that in every manifestation could itself be a subject of that 

inquiry. To paraphrase Richards again, Psychology is produced by, and is an 

instance of, human psychology.  

Let me restate this from the perspective of knowledge: The knowledge that 

Psychology encompasses resides in human memory and attention, and in the 
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linguistic institutions by which we share and conceive that knowledge. It also 

resides, as it were, in human brains, in the non-reductive sense that memory, 

attention, and linguistic communication require and correlate with certain 

physiological capacities in order to successfully fulfill their functions. Lastly, 

Psychology resides in human acts, behaviours, and practices that produce, refine, 

replicate, and disseminate that knowledge, activities that are also part of its 

general subject-matter, especially the sub-discipline of Social Psychology. In all 

these senses, Psychology is ineluctably a part of human psychology. 

Once we define Psychology thus, we render it ripe for analysis as an active 

process that is itself interpretable as an instance of psychology. This is the first 

and most intimate reflexivity that I discuss below (§3.1.1). The second form stems 

from the diversity of approaches within Psychology, such that one subdiscipline 

of Psychology can be employed to explain the psychology of another (§3.1.2). The 

third form of reflexivity stems from the fact that not everything to be known 

about psychology can be explained by Psychology (or vice-versa)—so we need to 

draw on the sorts of explanation more commonly associated with other 

disciplines, such as history, sociology, economics, political theory, and so on 

(§3.1.3).  

The objective of these reflexions is not principally to deepen our understanding 

of psychology—although that is one upshot—but to deepen our understanding of 

Psychology, to undertake a hermeneutic inquiry of Psychological interpretations 

of human behaviour and physiology, and treat these as texts from which we can 

derive meaning(s) that relate to their production. The crucially political task is to 

ask after what Gadamer called the ‘prejudices’, the ‘arbitrary fancies and the 

limitations imposed by imperceptible habits of thought’.61 The possibility of a 

self-reflexive Psychology stems from the fact that some of these prejudices can be 

aptly described by Psychology itself. But some of these prejudices, I shall argue, 

                                                
61 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2nd revised ed. (London; New York: Continuum, 
2004), 269. 
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especially those we would call political, will be better illuminated by the insights of 

other disciplines, especially political theory; hence the need for RPP to ensure its 

disciplinary boundaries are permeable, to serve as one current in a broader project 

of a reflexive social understanding. 

 

§3.1.1. Psychology vis-à-vis Psychology 

 

In §2.3 I drew an analogy with genealogy and argued that, for any Psychology to 

immunize itself against self-critique, it must be consistent with its own claims 

about psychology. To achieve this consistency is—in some way—to accept the 

contingencies of human existence that Psychology describes. As I’ve already 

noted, such reflexivity is not unseen in Psychology, even in its more positivist 

manifestations. One example, discussed last chapter, is recent self-reflexions on 

how Experimental Psychology is troublingly biased in its samples, relying heavily 

on American and European graduate students, despite the growing empirical 

evidence that these subjects are outliers within their own communities, let alone 

representative of humanity. Another example is when psychologists employ the 

insights of their discipline to refine the truthfulness of their own inquiry, most 

notably these days in reflections on cognitive biases—that is, general systematic 

flaws in people’s judgment and inferential reasoning.62 But it is telling how such 

self-reflexions are framed. Reflecting on how these biases affect judgment, Daniel 

Kahneman recommends that we take ‘the outside view’, that we bypass the 

vicissitudes of intuition by relying on external evidence, comparison to 

precedents, psychometric tests, and so on.63  

A few quick points are in order: (1) This notion of ‘the outside view’ obviously 

speaks to a long-standing scientific ideal of disengaged observation, of 

transcending what Francis Bacon called ‘the idols of the mind’, as if we could 

                                                
62 Op. cit., Introduction, fn. 25. 
63 Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow, chap. 23. 



Facets of Judgment  Chapter Four 
 

   261 

separate ourselves from the fallible psychology that impedes clear sight. 

Nevertheless (2) it must be kept in mind that Kahneman is speaking 

metaphorically—and likely intentionally so—when he prescribes ‘the outside 

view’. A judgment of this kind is still a human judgment, no more ‘outside’ of our 

psychology than a judgment tainted by bias; it is just that this judgment is 

regulated by those extra considerations that we introduce into judgment through 

heeding that metaphor. So, although positivist psychologists tempt criticism 

when they employ this language of disengagement, and although some critical 

psychologists make it their vocation to cry foul, there is little to object to if we 

clarify the fictional status of ‘the outside view’. But this leaves us with (3) the 

practical complaints; that is, disputes over how useful it is to take ‘the outside 

view’. I cannot undertake that analysis here; suffice it to say that even among 

psychologists who study heuristics there is disagreement over their usefulness. 

Gerd Gigerenzer, pace Kahneman, defends the rationality of intuition, especially 

for choices with multiple dimensions and high degrees of uncertainty.64  Of 

course, it is choices like this that are typical of political judgment, so, even if ‘the 

outside view’ is useful for certain scientific tasks, it does not follow that it is 

useful in politics, nor immune to questions about who benefits from the decisions 

it is designed to invoke in agents. 

 

§3.1.2. Psychology vis-à-vis Psychologies 

 

Which brings us to the second kind of reflexivity, where we interpret one strain 

of Psychology through the understanding of other Psychologies. For example, in 

Chapter Three, §3.2, we saw Haidt’s critique of Turiel’s rights-based conception 

of moral maturity on the grounds that it was ideologically biased. More 

specifically, Haidt employed his moral foundations theory to argue that the 

ethical elements of Turiel’s Psychology were a product of Turiel’s own 
                                                
64 Gerd Gigerenzer, Gut Feelings: The Intelligence of the Unconscious (London: Allen Lane, 2007). 



Facets of Judgment  Chapter Four 
 

   262 

psychology, his liberal bias as an acculturated American of high socioeconomic 

status. Another example is CSP, which advances intradisciplinary reflexivity by 

casting other theories of Psychology into a different light. Jonathan Potter’s use 

of discourse analysis to unfurl the practices of Positivist Psychology—that is, to 

uncover their rhetorical and ideological elements—is but one example.65  

Such engagements often result in critique, where one Psychology accuses 

another of a flawed or biased view of human psychology. Yet as I’ve already 

argued, if a Psychology can take such unfurlings in its stride, if the exposure of 

contingency does not contradict a Psychology’s own self-conception, then it can 

survive such knowledge, even benefit from it. Nevertheless, this still does not 

help political theorists with the question of which of the many available 

Psychologies ought to be endorsed in understanding psychological reality. One 

answer is that political theorists should simply align themselves to whatever 

Psychology is objectively right, or at least more empirically successful than others. 

This is the optimistic spirit that motivates at least one political scientist to 

predict that cognitive neurosciences ‘will provide the basis for the new social 

science revolution.’66 Yet this asks political theorists to adjudicate debates that 

they are not necessarily trained to adjudicate. And the field of Psychology is 

certainly not decontested to the point that non-psychologists can confidently 

take any single theory as given. Thus, a secular approach to Psychology is the 

sensible course for RPP, where no single Psychology is pre-emptively awarded 

sovereignty, and where all are allowed to contribute.  

This is, in other words, another argument for methodological pluralism, justified 

by the vocational limitations of political theorists rather than the complex nature 

of human psychology. From the perspective of RPP, methodological pluralism 

permits us to recognize the particular merits of a theory in the context of a 

particular question. It also enriches reflexivity because it opens the door to 
                                                
65 Jonathan Potter, ‘Discourse and Critical Social Psychology’, in Critical Social Psychology, 55–66. 
66 Rose McDermott, ‘The Feeling of Rationality: The Meaning of Neuroscientific Advances for 
Political Science’, Perspectives on Politics 2, no. 4 (December 2004), 702. 
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different sorts of knowledge about how Psychology can be produced by the 

idiosyncrasies of group or individual psychologies. Only then are we in a position 

to make decisions about whether these constitutive facts of Psychology carry 

epistemological, normative, or practical relevance, and whether we should modify 

our theory of Psychology accordingly. 

 

§3.1.3. Psychology vis-à-vis the Human Sciences 

 

Yet in understanding how Psychology is produced, RPP requires more than just 

reflexive consultation with the resources of Psychology. It also needs to consult 

with disciplines outside of Psychology which contribute to what might be called 

its metapsychology.  

Unsurprisingly, history is prominent here, for its contribution to our sense of 

how a particular Psychology relates, congenially or adversarially, to the cultural, 

economic, and material circumstances of its milieu.67 We can say that Psychology 

is historically constituted not only because the historical context of psychologists 

makes certain interpretive choices more likely, but also because people are to some 

extent historically constituted, so an accurate Psychology would reflect those 

evolutions in its subject matter.68 

Sociology, especially the sociology of scientific knowledge, can provide insights 

into the various non-epistemic forces by which a certain Psychology secures 
                                                
67  Some authors already cited involve historical reflexions in their work, including Svend 
Brinkmann, Nikolas Rose, and Graham Richards. See also Kenneth Gergen, ‘Social Psychology as 
History’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 26, no. 2 (1973): 309–20; and Kurt Danzinger, 
Constructing the Subject: Historical Origins of Psychological Research (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1990). 
68 In Chapter Two, §3.2, Collingwood declared reason a subject for historical methods, an exercise 
presently undertaken by history of philosophy. The emergence of cognitivist and constructivist 
theories of emotion also renders these ripe for historicist, contextualist analysis; see Rom Harré 
and Robert Finlay-Jones, ‘Emotion Talk Across Times’, in The Social Construction of Emotions, ed., 
Rom Harré (London; Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 1986), 220–33; and Barbara H. 
Rosenwein, ‘Problems and Methods in the History of Emotions’, Passions in Context: Journal of the 
History and Philosophy of Emotions 1 (2010): 1–32. 
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epistemic privilege.69 Indeed, Haidt’s talk of a ‘new synthesis’ fits very well with 

Thomas Kuhn’s conception of the ‘paradigm shift’, in the way that it corrals 

together anomalous Psychologies like Zajonc and Chatraband’s into a sudden 

upending—‘a scientific revolution’—of Moral Psychology.70 Moreover, it is no 

denial of Psychology’s epistemic privilege to note that, in this region, ‘the 

philosophy and sociology of ideology and the philosophy and sociology of science 

overlap’.71 

But most important from the perspective of this thesis is Psychology’s 

reflexions with political theory. The payoff of such an engagement, in the context 

of the current discussion, is the illumination and clarification of the political 

concepts and values that guide and inform the production of Psychology. In this 

project, I find Michael Freeden’s morphological approach to political ideology 

helpful to shed light on the possible ideological meanings that are active in a 

particular interpretation of human psychology.72 Following Freeden, I refer to 

‘ideology’ not in the pejorative sense of a skewed or false vision of reality, but the 

more prosaic sense of a particular pattern of social understanding; that is, ‘those 

systems of political thinking, loose or rigid, deliberate or unintended, through 

which individuals and groups construct an understanding of the political world 

they, or those who preoccupy their thoughts, inhabit, and then act on that 

understanding.’73 In this respect, psychologists are unexceptional, as individuals or 

groups, insofar as they also draw on ideological materials to inform their 

understanding of the data and observations collected in the course of their 
                                                
69 See, for example, Bruno Latour and Steve Woolgar, Laboratory Life: The Construction of Scientific 
Facts (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1986); Barry Barnes, David Bloor, and John 
Henry, Scientific Knowledge: A Sociological Analysis (London: Athlone Press, 1996); and Martin 
Kusch, Psychological Knowledge: A Social History and Philosophy (London: Routledge, 1999). 
70 Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. 
71 Teun A. van Dijk, Ideology: A Multidisciplinary Approach (London; Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE 
Publications, 1998), 3. 
72 Although Freeden’s approach is by no means the only one available; for a review, see Jonathan 
Leader Maynard, ‘A Map of the Field of Ideological Analysis’, Journal of Political Ideologies 18, no. 3 
(2013), 299–327. 
73 Freeden, Ideologies and Political Theory, 3. 
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research. Thus, Psychology is not only a product of psychology but of political 

psychology, because psychologists draw on political concerns, understandings, 

and contexts to incur and impose meanings on their Psychological theories and 

prescriptions.  

It is true to a point that, by limiting Psychological research to the empiricist 

methods of the natural sciences, psychologists can limit the influence of 

ideologically specific interpretations. If we consider what Taylor called 

infrastructural studies—that is, specific empirical investigations of correlations 

between situational variables and human behaviour—then such correlations can 

be reported parsimoniously with minimal reference to ethical values or political 

concerns. Yet these empirical observations only become politically relevant or 

interesting within the context of wider theoretical and practical ramifications, 

usually set forth by psychologists in the Introduction and Discussion sections of 

experimental reports. As Taylor writes, these ‘narrow-gauge discoveries’ might be 

value-neutral insofar as ‘they are, taken alone, compatible with a great number of 

political frameworks’, but it is only within those frameworks that they say 

anything of relevance to us.74 When it comes to larger explanatory theories, 

however, more abstract hypotheses are required; hence, Jason Edwards’s 

argument that Evolutionary Psychology draws on Hobbesian presumptions about 

the state of nature to make deductions about the evolution in the Pleistocene 

Era.75 

Moreover, when it comes to the study of moral and political behaviour, where 

we want to say something about psychological competences and the performance 

of political action, we rely on concepts that cannot be understood except through 

the ideological frameworks that subjects and experimenters possess. For example, 

if an interviewee explains her/his actions by uttering, ‘I’m a free person’, then 

                                                
74 Charles Taylor, ‘Neutrality in Political Science’, in Philosophy and the Human Sciences: Philosophical 
Papers 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 90. 
75 Edwards, Jason. ‘Evolutionary Psychology and Politics.’ Economy and Society 32, no. 2 (2003): 280–
98. 
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both interviewer and interviewee are drawing on existing political conceptions of 

freedom to make sense of that statement, as well as the wider ideological setting 

that that concept is situated in. As David Miller observes, if we want to 

investigate justice-practices within a certain society, then ‘[o]bserved behaviour 

cannot be properly classified unless, openly or tacitly, we employ a theory of 

justice.’76 It is one task of RPP to ensure that these grounds for classification are 

not tacit, rather identified and publicized. And when it comes to assessing the 

prescriptive implications of an experiment, political values loom even larger, 

because prescriptive claims are necessarily guided by some conception of the 

good. By not recognizing this—that is, by advancing a value-neutral ideal in social 

explanation—we risk operating under a false sense of security, overlooking how 

the values of the inquirer inform what is ostensibly a disengaged, scientific 

project. Such is the case of Haidt’s policy recommendations, which involve 

decisions that relate to a commitment to liberal neutrality, even though written 

as if they follow naturally from the fact of value pluralism. 

Fortunately for RPP, the identification of political prejudices is a bridge already 

half-built. Uncovering ideological precommitments in Psychology is a core 

activity for CSP, especially targeted at those Psychologies that cultivate a self-

conception of impartial scientific inquiry. Yet, to reiterate an increasingly 

familiar point, CSP’s exposure of these ideological elements is not in itself a 

condemnation and could not be if CSP is to remain coherent, because CSP must 

also involve ideological elements. We have already seen feminist and Marxist 

psychologists who clearly do not believe that political goals are necessarily 

detrimental to Psychology; on the contrary, they are treated as an important 

ethical component for both epistemic and therapeutic practices. Yet, as Latour 

intimated earlier, critical theorists are capable of overlooking these commitments 

too, which requires them to teased out through another exercise of critique. A 

germane example is Brinkmann’s analysis of Kenneth Gergen’s Social 

                                                
76 David Miller, Principles of Social Justice (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), 44. 



Facets of Judgment  Chapter Four 
 

   267 

Constructivist Psychology as a vehicle for the values of post-industrial society, 

well-suited to an emerging workforce that must be flexible, adaptable, and 

entrepreneurial.77  

So, although CSP’s critique is initially leveled at Positivist Psychology’s lack of 

transparency about its own contingency, any subsequent complaint has to be 

political or ethical, a disagreement over the values being perpetuated or the 

consequences of their adoption. And, for their part, there is no reason why 

positivist psychologists, having been exposed as liberal universalists or whatever 

else, could not accept this point about transparency and argue that, all things 

considered, their theories still carry the morally best implications in spite of their 

falsity. But this shifts the disagreement to a different level, to an ethical level 

about which I say more in §3.2, and moreover invites a fact-sensitive discussion of 

the real consequences of theory. 

 

§3.1.4. A Note on the Value-Free Ideal 

 

It is time, then, to squarely face that vexed question: Should certain modes of 

inquiry—scientific, psychological, or political—be a value-free or value-neutral 

exercise? After all, this issue is profoundly implicated in the opening claim of this 

section: the idea that Psychology is both produced by, and an instance of, human 

psychology. On this view, the influence of value is indelible because it is a 

constitutive element of the human perspective.  

To use science as an example, because it is humans that do science, values are 

inseparable from the practices of science, including the communicative acts in 

which knowledge resides. This is now so widely recognized in philosophy of 

science that ‘the maxim that scientific knowledge is “value-laden” seems almost as 

                                                
77 Brinkmann, ‘Changing Psychologies in the Transition from Industrial Society to Consumer 
Society’, 103–5. 
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entrenched as its opposite was earlier’.78 Accordingly, the natural sciences are not 

held to be an exemplar of value-free inquiry, but value-minimalism at best. Even 

defenders of the value-free ideal, such as Hugh Lacey, who defends the exclusion 

of ‘noncognitive’ values of ethics and politics, nevertheless does accept a role for 

‘cognitive’ values (i.e. scope, simplicity, explanatory power).79 Still others, like 

Heather Douglas, recognize that science cannot be so easily separated from 

ethics and politics, that human values are ineluctably involved in setting research 

agendas or motivating funding agencies, even if those values are as broad and 

prosaic as ‘the benefit of humankind’. On this view, the integrity of science is 

preserved by ‘keeping values to their proper [epistemic] roles, not in limiting the 

values that have a role to play.’80  

This latter response is, I believe, the right route for RPP: to respond to the 

entanglement of facts and values by, first and foremost, pursuing transparency, 

then exploring the epistemic and ethical implications. As Taylor argues, the goal 

of objectivity need not be abandoned simply because we find that values influence 

our inquiries; indeed, ‘it helps, rather than hinders, the cause to be aware of 

this.’81 Similarly, when Gadamer insists that we ‘examine the legitimacy—i.e., the 

origin and validity—of the fore-meanings dwelling within’ us, this is not because 

he presumes pessimistically that it will always result in debunking, but because he 

believes more optimistically that ‘understanding realizes its full potential only 

when the fore-meanings that it begins with are not arbitrary.’82 

The problem is not the pervasiveness of values, but the value-free ideal of what a 

good scientific perspective would look like. Not unrelatedly, this is analogous to 

the equally implausible fact-free ideal sustained by certain political moralists (see 

                                                
78 Ernan McMullin, ‘Values in Science’, in A Companion to the Philosophy of Science, ed. W. H. 
Newton-Smith (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2001), 550. 
79 Hugh Lacey, Is Science Value Free?: Values and Scientific Understanding (London: Routledge, 1999), 
chap. 10. 
80 Heather Douglas, Science, Policy, and the Value-Free Ideal, 176. 
81 Taylor, ‘Neutrality in Political Science’, 90. 
82 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 270. 
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Chapter One) who recommend a purely normative, ahistorical analysis. So the 

question for RPP becomes not whether we should inhabit these fact- and value-

free inquiries, but what we should do now that we know they are unattainable. 

Here I turn to a brief discussion by Williams. He observes that one response to 

unveiling the contingency of transcendental perspectives is—with Richard 

Rorty—to take an ironic attitude. So, as a political actor, we can inhabit the 

outlook of liberal universalism and espouse universalist claims about human 

nature and value; yet, as a reflective person, we must recognize that this outlook 

is a contingent product of history. Thus, to reconcile these attitudes, we treat our 

political outlook with a sense of ironic detachment, pursuing it in practice while 

sustaining our epistemic doubt.83 Yet, on Williams’s view, Rorty is still too 

wedded to the ideal of an ahistorical, unencumbered intelligence; it is this that 

must be, and can be, relinquished. Williams argues that ‘once one goes far enough 

in recognizing contingency, the problem to which irony is supposed to provide 

the answer does not arise at all.’84 On Williams’s view, it should not be a 

disappointment to discover that we are contingent beings, nor that our liberal 

outlook is as contingent as we are, indeed produced by the same processes. 

(Recall, here, Vaihinger’s admonition that anyone who jettisons their ideals in the 

face of genealogy ‘never really believed in his ideals with all his heart’, a charge 

that could stick to the ironist as easily as the chronic debunker.) The same goes 

for science, that it is neither necessary nor helpful to consider the scientific 

perspective as ahistorical and non-contingent, that we best do science without 

illusions, especially human sciences. Williams’s recommendation is roughly a 

pluralist one, which recognizes the different modes of inquiry involved: ‘first, the 

first-order activity of acting and arguing with the framework of our ideas; second, 

the philosophical activity of reflecting on those ideas at a more general level and 

trying to make better sense of them; and third, the historical activity of 
                                                
83  The relevant argument is Richard Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1989), chap. 3 & 4. 
84 Emphasis preserved. Williams, ‘Philosophy as a Humanistic Discipline’, 193. 
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understanding where they came from.’ 85  It is this latter mode that RPP 

principally contributes to, as a complement to historical understanding, using 

Psychology to identify the psychological elements that inform our ideas. 

Crucially, though, these modes of inquiry should be seen as permeating each 

other. We should not impose dichotomies to quarantine the effects of one mode 

from another, nor assume ironic attitudes to tolerate inconsistencies among these 

activities. To treat these modes as hermetic categories will simply blind us to the 

need to engage in the genuinely interdisciplinary work of revising and reconciling 

our various practices. 

I conclude therefore that the role of values is pervasive, irrepressible, and 

necessary in inquiries into reality. It clearly ought to be a task for RPP to reveal 

the presence, effects, and possible genealogies of values that are not already made 

explicit. Yet this expository function does not require RPP to itself assume an 

impartial, value-free perspective, nor should it. Value commitments are necessary 

to ground critique, to orientate therapeutic and ameliorative programmes, even 

to understand the evaluative commitments of those whose behaviour is being 

observed and interpreted. If these value commitments are expected and made 

explicit, then it is easier to distinguish where the interpretive choices of 

psychologists are compelled by certain political precommitments, rather than by 

force of logic or evidence. As Gadamer says: ‘The important thing is to be aware 

of one’s own bias, so that the text can present itself in all its otherness and thus 

assert its own truth against one’s own fore-meanings.’86 In this respect, the highly 

personal style of Haidt’s Righteous Mind is something of an asset, insofar as he sets 

out his own political biography as ‘a lifelong liberal’ who, later in life, acquired an 

admiration for certain aspects of conservative and libertarian politics; specifically, 

ideas about community, social capital, and the power of markets. 87  Yet 

transparency is only the first step toward self-reflexion, because, as we saw last 
                                                
85 Ibid., 194. 
86 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 271–2. 
87 Haidt, The Righteous Mind, 289 and passim. 
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chapter, Haidt does not reflect sufficiently upon how such commitments 

orientate his evaluative and prescriptive claims. Nor does he consider how this 

apparently pluralistic acknowledgement of the strengths of various ideologies 

could in itself be a distinctive ideological position; namely, a Third Way politics 

which brings into uneasy combination a variety of elements traditionally aligned 

with competing ideologies.88 Thus it falls to other theorists and interpreters to 

uncover, classify, and discern the relevance of (or not) these tacit political 

prejudices, which I take to be another task for RPP. 

So, RPP is a methodological skeleton, a framework of questions and research 

agendas, which must be inhabited by a political psychology to bring it to life. 

That political position may be thin—that is, oriented by one or more principles 

such as liberty or harm-minimization—or thick—that is, oriented by a complex 

ideological arrangement or practice like social therapy. But RPP will recognize 

that the underlying value commitments (1) are the contingent product of human 

psychology and (2) could always, in principle, be replaced by others, typically 

through the exercise of ethical, prudential, or practical reasoning. RPP is 

therefore a non-denominational model for inquiry, a set of checks available for 

use from a variety of perspectives to enrich one’s understanding of the 

psychological contingencies of one’s own perspective or those of others.  

 

 

§3.2. Producing the Psychologies of People 

 

In this section I explore the other direction of co-productivity; that is, how 

human psychology is produced, to some extent, by the discipline of Psychology. 

This is the claim, in other words, that Psychology shapes its subject matter, not 

                                                
88 See, for example, Freeden’s analysis of New Labour as a partial extraction of ideas from 
liberalism, conservatism, and socialism; in Freeden, ‘The Ideology of New Labour’, The Political 
Quarterly 70, no. 1 (January 1999): 42–51. 
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only through its direct therapeutic practices, but also through the dissemination 

of knowledge claims that inform and transform the thought-practices of people in 

relation to themselves and others. Accordingly, Psychology, in its descriptive or 

explanatory modes, faces what Svend Brinkmann calls its ‘reflexive problem’, 

insofar as the production of descriptions and explanations of human psychology 

can have the effect of modifying that very same subject matter.89  

This is not an unknown idea in psychology, political theory, or philosophy more 

generally. It emerges most prominently in contemporary readings of John 

Dewey,90 Ludwig Wittgenstein,91 Michel Foucault,92 and Martin Heidegger, from 

whom Charles Taylor draws the conclusion: ‘A fully competent human agent not 

only has some understanding (which may be also more or less misunderstanding) 

of himself, but is partly constituted by this understanding.’93 Taylor’s statement 

here reinforces the rationale behind his methodological pluralism, particularly his 

wish to accord social explanation a degree of sovereignty from the methods of 

natural sciences, to create the space for hermeneutic explanation. Because if, 

following his view, human agency is at least partly comprised by human self-

understanding, then this is something that interpreters of human action cannot 

make sense of only by studying mechanistic, physicalistic processes. This is 

especially true if agency can be constituted by Psychological misunderstandings, 

because if an agent’s false beliefs about the nature of her/his psychology are 

action-guiding in some way, then a psychologist’s true beliefs about that same 

psychology might be, at best, of subsidiary interest and, at worst, a distraction 

from more pertinent aspects of the explanatory complex. Thus, the interpretive 

                                                
89 Svend Brinkmann, ‘Psychology as a Moral Science: Aspects of John Dewey’s Psychology’, 
History of the Human Sciences 17, no. 1 (2004): 2. 
90  Brinkmann, John Dewey: Science for a Changing World (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction 
Publishers, 2013). 
91 Peter Winch, The Idea of a Social Science and Its Relation to Philosophy (London & Henley: 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1958); and Gunnell, Political Theory and Social Science. 
92 Nikolas S. Rose, Governing the Soul: The Shaping of the Private Self (London: Routledge, 1989). 
93 Taylor, Human Agency and Language: Philosophical Papers 1, 3. 
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psychologist needs to examine the concepts, hypotheses, and narratives of self 

that the agent holds to be true. 

An important consequence of this line of inquiry is that it allows political 

theorists to be rather more agnostic about the epistemic merits of certain 

Psychologies. As I mentioned earlier, one danger of interdisciplinary endeavours 

is that researchers feel compelled to make strong endorsements of theories 

within a discipline that they are not well-trained in. And if last chapter’s 

discussion is anything to go by, political theorists will sometimes want to take an 

equivocal attitude toward a particular Psychology like social intuitionism, because 

a theory might enhance our grasp of social reality in some regards and mystify it 

in others.  

In this vein, John Gunnell has criticized political scientists and philosophers 

who borrow eclectically and uncritically from Psychological Sciences. He argues 

that it is imprudent ‘to pluck specific ideas from theoretically diverse fields of 

natural science and philosophy, to synthesize them at some abstract level, and to 

defend the project as interdisciplinary.’94 Moreover, as a proponent of social 

constructivism in the spirit of Wittgenstein and Peter Winch, Gunnell highlights 

the special importance of language in the explanation of social action. Criticizing 

the turn to Psychology among some political scientists, he writes: ‘What social 

scientists should be concerned with is less what thinking is than with 

understanding what social actors think thinking is and the vision of the world in 

which such a vocabulary functions.’95 

To be clear, Gunnell gives no indication of believing that this is all there is to 

explaining human behaviour, only that social scientists have a special obligation 

to these kind of explanations because of the nature of their subject matter. In the 

context of his paper, Gunnell’s remark is intended to defend the explanatory 

relevance of people’s Folk Psychologies, contra those scientistic theorists and 
                                                
94 John G. Gunnell, ‘Are We Losing Our Minds?: Cognitive Science and the Study of Politics’, 
Political Theory 35, no. 6 (December 2007): 722. 
95 Emphasis added. Ibid., 724. 
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philosophers who would see Folk Psychologies rendered irrelevant by a scientific 

theory of mind and consciousness (he singles out Antonio Damasio, Paul 

Churchland, and their social scientific interpreters). In taking these Folk 

Psychological concepts seriously as features of social reality, Gunnell reminds us 

‘not to be seduced by the illusion that mental terms such as “intention” must 

refer to some state or process which lies hidden behind language and action.’96 It 

is not that these concepts do not have physiological and neural correlates, it is 

that they cannot be explained solely by reference to them (nor, for that matter, 

can a corresponding action). What our Psychological concepts really are is ‘a 

function of language’.97 Accordingly, Gunnell has allies in Psychology in its social 

constructivist and discursive varieties, those that direct their analysis to our use 

of Psychological terms like ‘emotion’, ‘attitude’, and ‘rationality’ for giving 

meaning to, and making sense of, our experience. One consequence of this line of 

thought, of course, is that if social actors do think thinking is as psychologists tell 

them it is, then Psychological models and systems might themselves manifest in 

our social practices.  

This returns us to an idea I floated in §2.1. In contemporary Western societies, 

where science is accorded substantial authority, our understandings (or 

misunderstandings) of human nature are strongly informed by psychologists like 

Haidt who operate within the scientific vernacular. This raises the prospect that 

Haidt’s model of moral and political psychology is, or could become, a 

preeminent model by which people understand themselves and others. His 

particular conceptions of ‘intuition’, ‘judgment’, and ‘moral foundation’ are 

publicly available for people to acquire to make sense of their political 

experience, to augment or substitute their Folk Psychologies. By being adopted, 

these concepts become constitutive features of that reality, informing agents’ 

expectations of themselves and others, and informing the meaning of mental 

                                                
96 Ibid., 723. 
97 Ibid. 
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concepts by foregrounding certain explanations for their origins, all of which 

bears on the nature of the political judgments of persons who are familiar with 

Haidt’s work. To rephrase this in Wittgensteinian terms, Psychologies like 

Haidt’s are an increasingly prominent dimension of contemporary forms of life, a 

central ingredient in the language games that we exercise in our meaning 

making.98 Thus, we could argue that a popular Political Psychology is not just a 

descriptive theory but a political intervention of a kind, because it constitutes or 

modifies forms of subjectivity through the concepts and discourses it advances.  

Another more practically-oriented exploration of Psychology’s productive 

capacity comes from Nikolas Rose, drawing strongly on the work of Michel 

Foucault. We’ve seen already how social constructivists focus on Psychology’s 

constitutive influence at the interpersonal level, by producing conceptual 

schemes for us to use in introspective sense-making and our reports to others. 

Rose adds to this an analysis of power, of Psychology’s appropriation by political 

institutions to regulate human conduct. As he glosses it, the ideas of Psychology 

‘have increasingly come to shape the ways in which various social authorities 

think of persons, their vices and virtues, their states of health and illness, their 

normalities and pathologies. Objectives construed in [P]sychological terms—

normality, adjustment, fulfillment—have been incorporated into programs, 

dreams, and schemes for the regulation of human conduct.’99 As such, Psychology 

contributes to what Foucault described as ‘governmentality’, the technologies of 

power and self that shape human subjectivities and behaviour.100 On this view, 

Psychology is ‘a part of the practical rationalities of assemblages that seek to act 

upon human beings to shape their conduct in particular directions—assemblages 

such as those of the legal apparatus, of schooling, of child rearing, even of 

                                                
98 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §23. 
99 Rose, Inventing Our Selves, 62–3. 
100 Michel Foucault, ‘Governmentality’, in The Foucault Effect: Studies in Governmentality, eds. G. 
Burchell, C. Gordon, and P. Miller (Chicago: University Of Chicago Press, 1991), 87–104. 
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spiritual guidance.’101 Thus, Rose arrives at a similar conclusion to Gunnell, asking 

us to ‘consider [P]sychology not as merely a body of thought but as a certain form 

of life, a mode of practicing or acting upon the world.’102 

 

*** 

 

So let me use Haidt once again as grist for this reflexive mill: 

 

‘I’ve painted a portrait of human nature that is somewhat cynical… that we care more 

about looking good than about truly being good. Intuitions come first, strategic reasoning 

second. We lie, cheat, and cut ethical corners quite often when we think we can get 

away with it, and then we use our moral thinking to manage our reputations and justify 

ourselves to others. We believe our own post hoc reasoning so thoroughly that we end 

up self-righteously convinced of our own virtue.’103  

 

As a description of the social intuitionist model of judgment, it is candidly 

evaluative. It is also, roughly, what the average reader will take away from reading 

Haidt’s work. Some will disagree, of course, but for those who do not, we need to 

ask—with Gunnell—what is ‘the vision of the world in which such a vocabulary 

functions’? What is this vocabulary’s effect on human practices? And, 

furthermore, what is the consequence of its uptake among those governmental 

assemblages that Rose identifies, such as law and education, for which Haidt is 

already offering his linguistic and conceptual resources for adoption and 

deployment.104  

                                                
101 Ibid., 54. 
102 Ibid., 62. 
103 Haidt, The Righteous Mind, 190. 
104 For instance, see Jonathan Haidt, Jesse Graham, and Sara E. Rimm-Kaufman, ‘Ideology and 
Intuition in Moral Education’, European Journal of Developmental Science 2, no. 3 (2008): 269–86; and 
Jonathan Haidt, ‘Moral Psychology and the Law: How Intuitions Drive Reasoning, Judgment, and 
the Search for Evidence’, Alabama Law Review 64, no. 4 (2013): 867–81. See also Haidt et al.’s 
website on promoting inter-group civility through ‘evidence-based’ strategies: 
www.civilpolitics.org. 
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So, one core task of RPP is to look beyond the representational veracity of a 

theory like Haidt’s and investigate its relation to practice. Indeed, these 

representational and practical lines of inquiry almost come apart, because we 

might decide that a Psychological theory is wholly inadequate at representing the 

psychology it set out to represent, yet that that theory nevertheless has major 

practical ramifications by strongly regulating the behaviour of persons who 

possess it. (These lines of inquiry only ‘almost come apart’ because there remains 

a question of how our actual psychology delimits or constrains our Psychological 

interpretations of it, thereby rendering some concepts more resilient than others, 

a point I return to at the end of this section.) Put simply, we should ask not only 

if the concepts of Psychology are true, but also what are the practical benefits and 

drawbacks of taking these concepts to be true. As Rose says, when we take this 

latter perspective, ‘[P]sychology is significant less for what it is than for what it 

does.’105 

This returns us to the issue of fictionalism discussed in Chapter Two, §4. There 

I suggested that political realists’ dedication to real motivation and actual 

political practice forces a backhanded recognition of utopian models and ideal 

theories insofar as these do influence real motivation and actual practice. As 

Geuss succinctly put it, ‘even illusions can have effects’; thus, political realists are 

forced, by dint of their own methodological commitments, to recognize all and 

any normative concepts or worldviews that do shape political practice, even those 

that realists regard as ‘fictional’; that is, as non-representative, expressive, or true 

of reality. So, one core task for RPP is to study those normative concepts and 

ideals that do bear on political judgment and thereby regulate human behaviour, 

to study their actual influence on the persons who possess them and the persons 

affected by subsequent actions, even when this influence involves some kind of 

political failure. Yet now we have discovered that it is not only normative 

concepts that can regulate action, but descriptive concepts too, including the 

                                                
105 Rose, Inventing Our Selves, 65. 
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conceptualizations of mind and psychology that we use to understand ourselves 

and others. Thus, we can run the same argument for Psychology that we ran for 

the ideal theories of political moralism. If the study of politics ought to focus on 

action, as political realists suppose, then not only should they be interested in (1) 

the best possible theory of human psychology, but also (2) the Psychologies that 

people possess for making sense of the social world in their daily lives and (3) the 

Psychologies possessed by people in roles of administration and authority who are 

implicated in various forms of political power, including state power. (Following 

what Gunnell implies, we might even say that (2) and (3) are the only proper 

domains of inquiry for political theorists—although personally I do not see a 

problem with contemporary political theorists continuing their discipline’s 

illustrious tradition of generating influential hypotheses about human nature.)  

With our analytical perspective adjusted accordingly, trained now on how 

Psychology can shape political subjectivities, a new swell of questions arrive: 

What mental concepts dominate a certain group of people, distinguished by 

standard social classifiers like occupation, socioeconomic status, ideological 

identification, and so on? Are the concepts and schemas of a certain Psychology 

more dominant in one group in respect to another? Can we draw correlations 

between the prominence of certain mental concepts and patterns of behaviour? 

Do certain Psychologies have a natural affinity to larger ideological frameworks or 

vice-versa? How do administrators deploy mental concepts in order to 

understand, orientate, and justify their attempts to manage and regulate the 

conduct of others?  

To be consistent with what I said in §3.1.4, these lines of inquiry must involve 

some evaluative criterion (or criteria) by which we can judge whether the effects 

of Psychologization are beneficent or not. Interestingly, Rose and co-author 

Peter Miller go the other way, resisting the temptation to evaluate, because they 

conceive of ‘this imperative to evaluate’ as itself ‘integral to what we term the 

programmatic character of governmentality… characterized by an eternal 
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optimism that a domain or a society could be administered better or more 

effectively, that reality is, in some way or other, programmable’.106 This is an 

interesting observation, insofar as it illuminates a progressive rationalist tendency 

in contemporary governmental logic: the expectation that human conduct can be 

successfully reorganized by abstract techniques. But it is worth flagging as 

another declaration of (supposed) value-neutrality, which seeks to offer only an 

explanation of the techniques of government, as well as reveal Psychology’s 

cooptation into the ‘discursive matrices within which the activity of government 

is articulated’.107  

We need not go down this route. If what I said earlier is right, the discovery of 

an ‘imperative to evaluate’ in government is not surprising, is indeed inevitable. 

Furthermore, I am sympathetic to the view of Svend Brinkmann, who describes 

the vision of Psychology that emerges through Rose and similar authors as not 

just value-neutral but deeply pessimistic: ‘What psychologists have called 

empowerment and emancipation instead emerges as sophisticated oppression 

connected to power and consumer economy in capitalist societies’. 108  He 

proposes an alternative drawn from John Dewey, who, he argues, knew of the 

reflexive problem of Psychology and other social sciences. But Dewey thought 

that ‘the social sciences could cope with it, by becoming moral sciences, i.e. 

practical sciences that admit their own existence in the world they study, instead 

of trying to be detached from it. Moral sciences cannot be value-neutral, and 

should not be value-neutral, because values are real dynamic properties of the 

natural world in which we live.’109 This notion of inquiry as essentially value-laden 

grew from Dewey’s Hegelian rejection of the dualizing tendencies of much of 

Western philosophy, including its ongoing attempts to separate fact from value. 

                                                
106 Peter Miller and Nikolas Rose, Governing the Present: Administering Economic, Social and Personal 
Life (Cambridge; Malden, MA: Polity, 2008), 29. 
107 Ibid., 30. 
108 Brinkmann, ‘Psychology as a Moral Science’, 3. 
109 Ibid., 4. 
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Yet, as Brinkmann puts it, ‘in our practical life, fact and value, the moral and the 

non-moral, are intertwined in so far as all knowledge is related to practical 

consequence.’110 Accordingly, Dewey regarded Psychology as a catalyst of political 

transformation. He argued that a Psychology of rational, self-interested, 

individualist agency had produced an impoverishment of democracy in the 

United States and that his ideal of the Great Community would emerge only 

when people possessed a Psychology of themselves as relational and communal, a 

Psychology which he took to better reflect the facts of human nature.111 Thus, 

Brinkmann believes that while there is much to be learned by ‘Foucauldian 

analyses of how the human sciences have worked to produce governable 

individuals… in accordance with the liberalist vision of free, choosing subjects’, he 

also insists ‘they should not make us give up the attempt at providing 

Psychological accounts of human subjectivity that do not serve the liberalist 

market-ideology.’112  

Of course, Brinkmann’s analysis of Dewey has much in common with 

Vaihinger’s notion of ‘useful fictions’ (Chapter Two, §4). Yet there is an 

important difference and, in light of this difference, I have averred from a fully-

fledged endorsement of pragmatism in this thesis, despite the obvious 

resonances. For although Vaihinger saw pragmatists as fellow travellers, he 

distinguished his position from theirs by not taking the extra step of equating 

what is indefeasibly useful with what is true.113 His theory of knowledge is merely 

practical, carrying no epistemic implications for the concepts and theories 

involved, especially those concepts of mind that play such a fundamental role in 

Psychological and Folk Psychological explanation. For RPP, this agnostic stance 

is an important one, because its subject matter is not human psychology as such, 

                                                
110 Ibid., 14. 
111 John Dewey, The Public and its Problems (Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 1927), especially 
chap. 5 & 6. 
112 Brinkmann, ‘Psychology as a Moral Science’, 19. 
113 Vaihinger, The Philosophy of ‘As If’, viii. 
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but the relationship between Psychology and political theory, even when the 

former is in some sense a misrepresentation of actual human psychology. To 

occupy oneself with whether the theories and concepts of, say, mind and social 

structure are ‘true’ is a separate issue; and mostly an issue for psychologists doing 

Psychology, not for political theorists interested in the political relevance of 

Psychology and its subject matter.114 All we need for RPP is some empirical 

method(s) for measuring and observing human action, and some values by which 

to interpret and evaluate those actions, then the only reality we need to attribute 

to these concepts is the fact that people use them. 

What remains, therefore, of the overlap of Vaihinger and Dewey is their 

insistence we focus on a concept’s evaluative and practical element, its usefulness. 

And this is precisely what Rose and Miller purport to separate from their inquiry 

into governmentality. But if Dewey is right, that all knowledge is practical, then 

we might wish to reconsider Rose and Miller’s proposed value-neutrality. Perhaps 

they succeed in resisting the governmentalist impulse to evaluate, but by the 

Deweyan view this necessarily entails occupying another evaluative perspective 

instead, one that does not conform to governmentalist logic. We could say, for 

instance, that Rose and Miller’s unwillingness to reiterate the governmentalist 

optimism for social planning is analogous to, if not expressive of, a peculiarly 

conservative scepticism for rationalist policy, ‘a denial of the relevance of abstract 

techniques in directing human conduct’.115 Alternatively, one could interpret their 

neutrality as a passive endorsement of neoliberal governmentalist logic. Finally, 

and most convincingly, we could take the view that although Rose and Miller 

withhold from an evaluation of contemporary governmentality in print, it is just 
                                                
114  Of course, Dewey’s epistemology was strongly provisional; he maintained that we treat 
Psychological theories as ‘workable hypotheses’, because psychological reality is ‘neither eternal 
nor immutable. It varies with societies and cultures, practices and contexts’; in Brinkmann, 
‘Psychology as a Moral Science’, 5. Perhaps this is the best approach for Psychology, if not also 
scientific and hermeneutic inquiries. But RPP is a second-order analysis of those ‘workable 
hypotheses’ and their effects, as well as the effects of workable fantasies. 
115 Freeden, Ideologies and Political Theory, 320. This is one strand of Freeden’s gloss of Michael 
Oakeshott’s famous critique of rationalism in politics, a cornerstone of modern conservativism. 
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such an evaluative attitude that guides their choice of topic and their desire to 

uncover the partiality of governmental techniques, as well as reveal Psychology’s 

complicity in the neoliberal hegemony that they identify. Notably, in the opening 

pages of Governing the Present, they situate their critique within attempts to 

transcend the economic determinism of Marxism in the 1970s, for which they 

found Foucault’s post-structuralism an illuminating alternative.116 So, although 

Rose and Miller refrain from delivering a verdict on contemporary government, 

they nevertheless destabilize neoliberalism’s claim to be consistent with, even 

supportive of, our true psychological nature. Moreover, their own refusal to 

explicitly evaluate the effects of government does not forestall these 

perlocutionary effects among their readers. In Brinkmann’s case, he admits to 

feeling ‘almost paralyzed’ after reading Rose’s work, as if Psychology’s 

ameliorative objectives are futile in the face of Psychology’s cooptation into 

governmental techniques.117 This is why Brinkmann chooses to take a more 

transparently evaluative route, to treat as necessary an investigation into how we 

might change our Psychologies to advance our ethical and political goals. 

I take this to be the right course for RPP, to recognize the inevitability of its 

therapeutic dimension and to ask after the practical effects of Psychology, 

political theory, and RPP itself. That orientation to practice, although suspended 

when psychologists or political theorists limit themselves to description, is always 

implicit. Dewey made this explicit in his call for experimentalism in the social 

sciences, for declaring that we treat our descriptions and prescriptions as 

‘working hypotheses, not as programs to be rigidly adhered to and executed’, and 

accompanied by the ‘constant and well-equipped observation of the consequences 

they entail when acted upon’. 118  Making the same point about political 

prescriptions, Williams James argued: ‘These experiments are to be judged, not a 

                                                
116 Miller and Rose, Governing the Present, 2–3. 
117 Brinkmann, ‘Psychology as a Moral Science’, 3. For similar worries about the focus on power, 
see Latour, ‘Why Has Critique Run Out of Steam?’, 229–30. 
118 Dewey, Public and Its Problems, 202–3. 
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priori, but by actually finding after the fact of their making, how much more 

outcry or how much appeasement comes about.’119 Surely James’s formulation is 

too strong—because any prescription that we could reliably predict to produce 

enormous suffering is a prescription that we should withhold making. But many 

prescriptions will not fall into this category because of the elusiveness of social 

scientific prediction, so it falls to political judgment as to whether it is 

responsible to actuate them. In that sense, the ‘experiments’ that James speaks of 

just are politics; that is, the exercising of political doctrines in the public domain 

where they will or will not persuade, will or will not appease, will or will not 

produce suffering. Thus, the issue for experimentalism, by and large, is the 

provision of dependable feedback about what has occurred, or is occurring, as a 

consequence of the uptake of a certain Psychological or political conception.  

This suggests a diagnostic role for RPP, whereby it empirically identifies and 

ethically evaluates the practical effects of concepts in the world, whether these 

are mental concepts, models of judgment, conceptions of agency, ethical 

principles, normative ideals, literary utopias, or whatever else. The task—and this 

ought to be a task that concerns political theorists of all stripes120—is to 

recognize the real effects of these ideas among those who deploy them; and part 

of that recognition involves measuring those effects against an evaluative standard 

(or standards). This is the spirit of a Weberian ethic of responsibility, which we 

saw endorsed by Williams earlier (Chapter Two, §3.1). A germane example is 

Daniel Dennett’s concerns about the consequences of neuroscientists jumping 

too quickly to the conclusion that determinism is true simply because libertarian 

conceptions of free will are contradicted by neuroscientific findings. Aside from 

ignoring the compatibilist conception of free will that Dennett himself endorses, 
                                                
119 James, ‘The Moral Philosopher and the Moral Life’, 348. 
120 Rawls recognized this influence, writing that ‘it is surely impossible for the basic structure of a 
just constitutional regime not to have important effects and influences as to which comprehensive 
doctrines endure and gain adherents over time; and it is futile to try to counteract these effects 
and influences… We must accept the facts of commonsense political sociology’, in Rawls, Political 
Liberalism, 193. 
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he worries that these determinist conclusions undermine the legal concept of 

personal responsibility by rejecting the notion of free will that supports it, 

encouraging people to believe that they are ‘wired wrong’.121 

To repeat that key remark from Williams, ‘It is not a matter of choosing some 

concept or image on the ground that it will help us to live. It is a matter of 

whether it will indeed help us to live’.122 And that final ‘indeed’, that insistence that 

a particular concept really helps us to live, implores us to attain a high standard of 

realism when we report or measure effects. It encourages us to look beyond 

ethics to richer modes of evaluation which will likely involve the factual claims of 

social sciences, not just the values of ethics, as well as those practices where fact 

and value readily mix such as history, literature, and the arts.123 But, in this 

exercise of evaluation, Psychology is sure to play a dominant role because of its 

diverse resources for social understanding; that is, its methods and technologies 

for observing, explaining, and evaluating the behaviours and well-being of 

persons. Here RPP can draw upon the rich methodological resources of 

Psychology—be they analytical, experimental, observational, neuroscientific, or 

whatever else—to discover the effects of language and conceptual schemes on 

behaviour, agency, and self-understanding. Accompanied by the appropriate 

qualifications, which I have explicated here, RPP can contribute to our 

judgments about whether the claims of political theory—and indeed the claims of 

Psychology itself—help us to live or merely supplement our suffering. As such, 

RPP is a legible project even without making truth claims about the nature of 

mind, consciousness, or moral truths.  

                                                
121 Daniel C. Dennett, ‘“My Brain Made Me Do It”: When Neuroscientists Think They Can Do 
Philosophy’, Max Weber Lecture Series (Florence: European University Institute, 2011). For a 
review of this literature, see Adam Feltz and Florian Cova, ‘Moral Responsibility and Free Will: A 
Meta-Analysis’, Consciousness and Cognition, forthcoming. 
122 Emphasis added. Williams, ‘Naturalism and Genealogy’, 161. 
123  Tellingly, Brinkmann draws on novelist Michel Houellebecq to describe contemporary 
suffering because he believes that ‘some of the most precise characterizations of society’ are found 
in literature rather than social science. See ‘Changing Psychologies in the Transition from 
Industrial Society to Consumer Society’, 107 fn. 2. 
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*** 

 

Finally, a caveat in regards to the dominance of hermeneutic explanation in the 

preceding discussion, which could be thought to contradict my earlier 

endorsement of methodological pluralism. Yet, in the opening paragraph, I stated 

that human psychology is only produced to some extent by Psychology. Taylor also 

argues that we are only partly constituted by our understanding of ourselves. To 

put it more bluntly, none of the preceding discussion should be taken to suggest 

that our psychologies are wholly a function of our own self-understanding. Just 

because we acquire, say, the concept of free will, this does not mean that we 

uncontroversially acquire whatever capacity that concept describes. Moreover, 

even if such an acquisition does induce the anticipated practical effects, even if the 

notion of free will steers our behaviour in a more agentic and autonomous 

direction, we need not simplistically attribute these effects to a real entity or 

capacity. To do so would be to misunderstand the role of the language of 

Psychology.  

Accordingly we should be cautious of claims like Rose’s: ‘To speak of the 

invention of the self is not to suggest that we are, in some way, the victims of a 

collective fiction or delusion. That which is invented is not an illusion; it 

constitutes our truth.’124 There is something to this remark: it helps us to see that 

Vaihinger’s use of the word ‘fiction’ carries unfortunate baggage, insofar as it 

might be taken to mean anti-factual, untruthful, and ‘delusional’. Yet it would also 

be a mistake to bestow ‘fact’ or ‘truthfulness’ indiscriminately and absolutely 

upon any Psychological concept that we happen to deploy. I believe the right 

attitude, once again, is pluralist. We can recognize that a concept like ‘free will’ is 

truly a reason in first-order argumentation, a fact of our linguistic and conceptual 

practices. From second-order perspectives like history and Psychology, this 

                                                
124 Rose, Inventing Our Selves, 3. 
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factual status makes these concepts a plausible object for study, an objective 

feature of forms of life about which we can make truth claims.125 Yet, from this 

perspective, we also uncover the contingency of some of these forms of life, their 

arbitrariness and occasionally their inappropriateness, their disjunctive 

correspondence to psychological reality. A Psychological concept might be a real 

and objective feature of social discourse, but it is not necessarily real on its own 

representationalist terms, nor on the terms of a surrounding positivist framework. 

In the meantime, psychological reality lives on, awaiting more perspicacious, 

more successful, or—to invoke that Nietzschean virtue—more honest 

interpretations.  

Once we accept that our psychologies are produced only to some extent by 

Psychology, it raises curious questions about how these domains interact. For 

example, let us assume that Haidt is right about judgment, that the mechanics of 

moral judgment are principally intuitive, followed secondarily by confabulatory 

reasoning. To believe of oneself as a Kantian agent, as a dispassionate reasoner 

who acts in accordance with duty, does not change these fundamental cognitive 

mechanics—but does it change nothing at all? To put this more concretely, what 

are the behavioural differences between two persons, both of whose psychologies 

are Haidtian in their cognitive structure, yet one of whom believes that Haidt is 

right and the other of whom believes that Kant is right? Does the Haidtian 

Haidtian have more cognitive control, as we might hope, a greater capacity to 

intervene in her/his initial judgments, to override implicit biases and instinctive 

prejudices? And is the Kantian Haidtian (as Nietzsche might have suspected) less 

prone to subject their judgment to honest reflexion? Or is it the other way 

around? Is the Haidtian Haidtian in fact more resigned to the innate fate of 

themselves and others, passively accepting that people’s subjective perspectives 

are ‘prewired’ and unlikely to be modified? And does the Kantian Haidtian induce 
                                                
125 Hence it is this latter second-order perspective that Sabina Lovibond refers to as the only 
tenable domain for moral realism, directed toward ‘facts about the “natural history” of language 
users’. Lovibond, Realism and Imagination in Ethics, 39; also §7–11. 
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in themselves a competence that, if not psychologically accurate, is nevertheless 

practically efficacious, enabling behaviours and states of being that would have 

otherwise not occurred? Or does a Kantian mindset produce in Haidtian agents 

some other unrelated, beneficent effect? As Geuss notes: ‘To think one has a 

power that one does not can give an agent self-confidence, which may be self-

reinforcing (but also may not, depending on circumstances).’126  

To cut to the chase, does a more honest self-understanding really induce more 

favourable outcomes, either in terms of behaviour or mental well-being? Or can 

fictions occasionally be more helpful than facts? Given the diversity of 

Psychologies over history, the variety of self-conceptions we have entertained, it 

is clearly possible to possess a Psychology that is very wrong about our own 

nature, misconceived about our autonomy and our competences, mistaken in its 

explanations, even highly inaccurate in its description of people’s actual 

behaviour. Nevertheless, these faulty Psychologies are not necessarily crippling in 

terms of living well. Presumably, to have an honest theory of oneself has practical 

dividends in the long run, but this is itself an ethical presumption that could be 

also subjected to empirical scrutiny. 

 

 

§4. Summary of Reflexive Political Psychology 

 

In this section I have set out the framework for a Reflexive Political 

Psychology. It is an agenda that sets out a variety of questions, queries, and 

attitudes for political theorists, to challenge and complicate the views of those 

who insist upon the relevance of Psychology to political theory, and to assist in 

unfurling the methods of those who deny that relevance. I restate the argument 

plainly here, drawing links with earlier chapters. 

                                                
126 Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics, 27. 
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(1) First of all, Psychology is a family of disciplines that can contribute to our 

understanding of the contingency of political judgment. Taken together, these 

disciplines reveal human beings—political philosophers included—to be a nexus 

of innate dispositions, mental competences, cultural acquisitions, and 

environmental situatedness. In this, Psychology is complementary to other forms 

of social understanding, history especially, by contributing a set of factual claims 

that may or may not have normative significance for the political theories that 

the theorist espouses. Political realists are right to insist upon the uncontainable 

relevance of Psychology (among other forms of social understanding) to political 

philosophy, even if some realists assume too quickly that Psychological facts are 

necessarily problematic for moralists, or themselves go on to advance unrealistic 

Psychologies. 

(2) Which brings us to the second commitment of RPP: that Psychology is itself 

radically diverse in its methods and knowledge claims. It is not enough merely to 

gesture to psychological reality—nor indeed political reality—without taking 

seriously the contestable nature of knowledge claims about it. One reason for 

that contestability is, simply, the nature of Psychology’s subject matter, because 

human beings are highly diverse, changeable across time and space, and complex 

enough that methodological pluralism is appropriate. Still another reason for 

contestability is that psychologists—no less than political philosophers—are 

contingent beings who involve the peculiarities of their own psychologies in the 

interpretation and evaluation of Psychological inquiry, including their political 

prejudices. To be sure, the influence of idiosyncrasies is less demanding in some 

modes of inquiry compared to others. For instance, there are fewer interpretive 

choices to be made in, say, the mere description of an experiment than in an 

account of that experiment’s relationship to existing Psychologies or policy 

implications. This is why a reflexive self-awareness of those personal or political 

influences, as well as public transparency, is important, because (i) it ensures that 

certain political implications are not presented as necessary edicts of Psychology 
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and (ii) it allows persons with alternative political views to make alternative 

interpretive decisions in respect to the same data. 

(3) The other major reason for Psychology’s contested nature is the fact that our 

psychology is shaped and modified by the acquisition of Psychological knowledge. 

Therefore, Psychology changes the very subject matter about which it is 

describing and explaining. This is the third commitment: that Psychology has a 

practical effect on the world and that this can occur irrespective of the 

truthfulness of its claims. Accordingly, it is a core concern of RPP to consider the 

practical consequences of transferring Psychological theories and concepts into 

the academic, administrative, and public domains. Formally, this would involve 

measuring, evaluating, even cautiously predicting the practical effects of 

Psychology through a plurality of methods drawn from that same discipline. Yet 

the same kind of analysis should also include interventions from political theory; 

that is, the concepts, prescriptions, and argumentations produced by political 

theorists and philosophers. The purpose here is not merely to furnish nonideal 

theories with more accurate knowledge about people’s compliance to normative 

models—although that could be one task—but rather to identify the full panoply 

of real effects, from the complementary to the paradoxical, the intended to the 

unexpected. These are the sorts of questions that RPP could make its own: What 

are the real effects of a certain descriptive or normative concept on, say, 

motivation or agency? Or what are the agentic preconditions under which the 

adoption of a certain conception is likely to produce its desired effect? 

(4) The preceding points need not be taken to force us into epistemic relativism 

in Psychology; it is rather being realistic about the diversity, complexity, and 

mutability of its subject matter. This is the final commitment of RPP, that there 

are various ways to ‘button down’ reality without abandoning the core 

commitment to reflexivity of understanding. First, we can take a Vaihingerian 

approach by endorsing knowledge claims that prove useful, that genuinely 

succeed in fulfilling specific ethical, political, or theoretical goals. Second, we can 
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take a pluralist approach to inquiry, whereby we openly acknowledge the limits of 

each mode of explanation yet its relative success in certain spheres. Not only does 

this rein in the imperialist impulses of certain methods, it also ensures that their 

inappropriateness in some spheres is not taken to justify a rejection of the entire 

programme. Finally, even if we take the linguistic turn and endorse some 

expressivist conception of language, this does not mean that our concepts and 

theories are entirely arbitrary and unrelated to reality. If we have an explanation 

of a state of affairs, there is no reason to expect that, if that state of affairs 

changed, then the relevant explanatory concepts will survive through social 

reification alone. Nevertheless, precisely because this is possible, we should 

undertake genealogical reflexion to explore whether an explanation is arbitrary, 

whether it is successful for non-epistemic reasons alone. 

By adopting this agenda, we can ensure that political theory engagement’s with 

the burgeoning literature of Psychology is both philosophically and scientifically 

respectable. This provides a Political Psychology for political theorists which 

denies neither the relevance of Psychology, nor the political elements of 

Psychology itself, and thereby might cultivate political judgments that are 

psychologically realistic. 	
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Epilogue 

 

These are the rudiments of reflexive political psychology (RPP). It is, in many 

regards, a recovery of good methodological sense, although reframed in the 

context of recent debates and the renewed demand for psychological reflexion. 

What is unique, however, is its engagement with questions left begging by 

contemporary political theory in regards to the nature and effects of prescriptive 

political judgment. In this, it is interdisciplinary in a bi-directional sense, because 

it encourages political theorists to bring their own political insights to bear on 

psychology, rather than merely passively adopt its knowledge claims. Yet it is 

more than merely bi-directional, it is multi-directional, because RPP resides 

within a broader project of reflexive social understanding, a merger of all modes 

of inquiry that say something useful about human thought and action, among 

them history and sociology. Psychology is a crucial discipline, of course, because 

it is the inquiry that focuses most assiduously on the person, the physical medium 

that hosts the ideas and thoughts that are a principal subject matter for history 

and sociology. Yet psychology must cooperate with these and other disciplines 

because (1) there are no clear boundaries, (2) these disciplines attend to the 

ideational forces that shape and constitute the person, and (3) these disciplines 

bear upon psychology’s methodological understanding of itself. It is a part of a 

greater whole. This is where political theory also fits in, as a source of innovation 

and dissemination for the political conceptions and prescriptions that can, and 

sometimes even do, regulate human action, sometimes through psychology itself. 

RPP is adaptable to a variety of perspectives in political theory and philosophy. 

As I argued throughout this thesis, the naturalist insights of realism and 

psychology tend to foreclose certain meta-ethical views that rely on supernatural 

entities; yet these foreclosures are necessarily tentative, relying on the production 
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of alternate explanations rather than outright falsification. But even political 

theories committed to moral absolutism recognize the need for a nonideal theory, 

at which point RPP can deliver useful reflexions on our psychological nature, the 

construction of psychological knowledge, the consequences of its deployment, 

and so on. Further, RPP also acknowledges that political judgments that do 

deploy absolutist meta-ethical presumptions may nevertheless carry certain 

political advantages as useful fictions, in which case it is necessary for both critics 

and defenders of such an approach to focus on the two related dimensions of 

usefulness: (1) the actual consequences of its deployment and (2) an evaluation of 

those consequences. Although (2) will be contested through fact-sensitive ethical 

debate, the methods of psychology will make an important contribution to (1), to 

the identification of consequences, perhaps even their quantification and 

prediction too.  

In this, RPP need not be a priori hostile to experimental methods, nor indeed 

any kind of method. It is more a matter of being clear about what these methods 

can and cannot tell us, and what force such knowledge carries as a reason for or 

against a certain fact or principle. If we take the view that knowledge is always 

ultimately practical, then we ought to be ecumenical about what methods we find 

useful. Thus, for example, Haidt’s SIM poses a peculiar challenge to political 

moralism—in a way that critical psychologies arguably do not—because it 

operates in much the same idiom, embodying that scientific objectivity that 

moralists use to justify their own rationalist approach to political questions. Of 

course, this methodological pluralism raises the spectre of relativism, because it 

denies the possibility of finding the right answer through the right procedure. As 

Latour notes, it is conceivable that the ‘bad guys can use any weapon at hand, 

naturalized facts when it suits them and social construction when it suits them’.1 

But this possibility is allayed by RPP’s pursuit of transparency, its declaration or 

revealing of the political commitments that, wittingly or unwittingly, drive a 

                                                
1 Latour, ‘Why Has Critique Run Out of Steam?’, 227. 
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project. We can then debate over what makes that project ‘bad’, why it is ‘bad’, 

and how the same facts and methods might be deployed differently to support 

our own conception of what’s ‘good’.  

RPP is itself prescriptive, a methodological recommendation for how to 

approach the realities of psychology in political judgment, and to do so in a way 

that incorporates rather than detains considerations about how psychological 

knowledge is produced. In this sense, it can be an aid to political judgment; it can 

assist political agents to grasp the psychological dimension of political 

problems—not the only dimension, to be sure, but a central dimension 

nevertheless. As Geuss puts it, political judgment is a skill which depends, in part, 

‘on being able to choose skillfully which models of reality to use in a certain 

context, and to take account of ways in which various theories are limited and 

ways in which they are useful or fail.’2 As political actors rely increasingly on 

psychological models and schemas to augment their understanding of their 

adversaries, their allies, and the public, RPP can guide the skillful selection of 

theory, in tailoring knowledge to context. Psychological knowledge can be useful 

to political judgment, and peculiarly useful insofar as it can flag the biases and 

prejudices of judgment itself, enabling us to evaluate the consequences of such 

biases and remedy them where necessary. Yet it must also be a founding 

acknowledgment of RPP that, in certain circumstances, the demands on 

judgment are such that RPP is itself an inappropriate element of judgment, not 

useful at best and harmful at worst. The most obvious example is circumstances 

of urgency, where a swift and unequivocal decision is necessary, which rules out a 

lengthy pursuit of reflexive knowledge about the many implications of 

entertaining a certain judgment in a certain situation. To get a better grasp on 

these issues, it helps to think in terms of who is making the political judgement: 

(1) psychologists, (2) political theorists, (3) policy makers, and (4) the public.  

                                                
2 Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics, 97. 
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(1) For psychologists, RPP serves as a bridge to political theory, a means for 

better understanding the political relevance of their research. Beyond the 

standard academic demands to publish, psychologists are under no urgency great 

enough to rule out such considerations, although the abbreviated nature of 

scientific journal articles does impose some constraints on the extent of reflexive 

considerations. One task for RPP is to better educate psychologists about the 

multiple roles that psychological claims play in political theory, as not only 

explanations but also ideals, or as concepts whose virtues are more ethical or 

practical than epistemic or scientific. Another task is to encourage psychologists 

to consider the political precommitments that colour their interpretation of their 

findings, and to investigate the practical consequences of delivering prescriptive 

claims and knowledge claims into the public domain. 

 (2) For political theorists, including political philosophers, there is no urgency 

either; hence no excuse not to pursue RPP where appropriate. Indeed, part of 

political philosophy’s self-conception is its presumption that there is an 

advantage to making judgments ‘in the cool hour’, when all relevant 

considerations can be duly explored. Among these considerations ought to be a 

consideration of the ramifications (if any) of making political judgments in 

circumstances very different to the circumstances of their application (i.e. the 

academy vis-à-vis the society that the academy is part of). Another consideration, 

especially relevant for realists and non-ideal theorists, is a consideration of 

psychological and social knowledge of persons affected by a certain political or 

psychological conception, knowledge of which can be employed by political 

theorists to inform their prescriptive judgments. In this, psychology and other 

human sciences serve as something of a substitute for the personal, particular 

knowledge that politicians acquire through their own vocational activities, 

particularly through their engagements as democratic representatives. 

(3) For policy makers—that is, politicians, policy analysts, think tanks, and so 

on—the utility of RPP is more conditional. On the one hand, the duty for 
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realistic judgment is far stronger, because the judgments of policy makers are 

more closely related to political action. Insofar as RPP contributes to an ethic of 

responsibility, to the understanding and anticipation of consequences, then there 

is a responsibility to attend to these reflexive considerations to ensure that one 

does not recklessly deploy a harmful political or psychological conception. On the 

other hand, the demands of politics are such that these considerations will not 

always be possible, indeed might even be disadvantageous, by prolonging 

judgments that demand urgency, complicating judgments that demand simplicity, 

qualifying judgments that demand unequivocalness, or some such. In such 

circumstances, these reflexive considerations could be outsourced to researchers 

or think tanks, where the demands are relatively more relaxed, more in line with 

those of academics. Yet even this is sometimes inappropriate, particularly when 

politicians defer critical public policy decisions in the false hope that further 

research will bring conclusiveness to problems that are insolubly uncertain.3 As 

such, a good political judgment might be good precisely because reflexive self-

analysis was forestalled in this particular instance, enabling the deployment of a 

political or psychological conception that proved practically useful even if, in 

hindsight, it is deficient from the perspective of scientific or hermeneutic 

analysis. Ultimately, it must be humbly remembered that good political judgment 

does not necessarily need help from psychology, nor from political theory for that 

matter. It is for these latter disciplines to learn from the former, to understand 

what was psychologically or politically shrewd about a certain political judgment, 

and to explain the causal links between the judgment and the positive 

consequences that flowed from it. Accordingly, RPP is not at all necessary for the 

politician blessed with good political judgment. On the other hand, it could be 

medicinal for the politician who lacks that faculty, who is better served by data 

than by her/his intuition. 
                                                
3 Daniel Sarewitz, ‘Science and Environmental Policy: An Excess of Objectivity’, in Earth Matters: 
The Earth Sciences, Philosophy, and the Claims of Community, ed. Robert Frodeman (Upper Saddle 
River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2000), 79–98. 
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(4) Finally, if it isn’t already too much to ask politicians to take reflexivity 

seriously, it is increasingly so for the public. This is not meant to be 

condescending, but rather respectful of the fact that the public’s time and efforts 

are already occupied by more important activities: family raising, paid 

employment, civic engagement, community participation, art making, gardening, 

and so on. Nevertheless, as we’ve seen, psychology does filter through to the 

public via popular media and governmental interventions. Perhaps this shifts the 

responsibility to the organs of media and government to synthesize that 

reflexivity for popular consumption: to declare their own evaluative 

commitments, to unfurl the contingencies of others, to contextualize the 

relevance of psychological knowledge, to pluralize interpretations and 

prescriptions drawn from psychological findings, and so on. With regards to the 

popular media, this is no easy task, especially given the demands upon 

contemporary journalists to publish quickly, cheaply, and accessibly. Yet RPP at 

least illuminates where one can go wrong and where one can improve upon the 

communication of political and psychological ideas. With regards to 

governments, this task is perhaps more elusive still, because it is a typical feature 

of governmentality to obscure the contingencies of the political or psychological 

conception being deployed; that is, to present these conceptions as less 

speculative and more objectively valid than they really are. This leaves it up to 

public discourse to unfurl these conceptions, to contest the properties of certain 

conceptions (i.e. their generalizability, universalizability, practical utility, and so 

on) and the purposes they are being put to, whether emancipatory or oppressive, 

harmful or ameliorative, legitimate or illegitimate, and so on. And this likely does 

impose a responsibility upon those that do have the time for reflexive analysis—

namely, political theorists and psychologists—to furnish public discourse with the 

relevant critical tools and insights in an accessible manner. 

In sum, there can be ‘a science of judgment’ in the loose sense that judgment is a 

multi-faceted thing—a thought practice, speech act, faculty, and/or appraisal—
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that we can subject to scientific and hermeneutic analysis to produce knowledge 

to be self-reflexively employed by judgment to enrich its execution. Yet there is 

no science of judgment in the sense of a scientific method for judgment, a set of rules 

to abide by or questions to be answered before we can declare a judgment 

complete. As Berlin describes it, political judgment is richer than this, a set of 

skills—‘powers of observation, knowledge of facts, above all experience—in 

connection with which we speak of a sense of timing, sensitiveness to needs and 

capacities of human beings, political and historical genius, in short the kind of 

human wisdom, ability to conduct one’s life or fit means to ends, with which… 

mere knowledge of facts—learning, science—[is] not at all identical.’ 4  The 

psychological knowledge I have cited in this thesis (and more that I have not 

cited) could be among the materials or ingredients of good judgment, and its 

contribution could be enhanced through the RPP I prescribed. But such 

knowledge could never constitute the essence or totality of judgment and, among 

the reasons we know that, is a science of our affective nature. The facts can help—

but judgment can, and often must, push on without them. 

 

*** 

 

At this stage, I want to pick up on some strands and fragments from throughout 

this thesis, many of which are signaled by some version of the phrase ‘but that is 

an empirical question’. Because there are a great many ‘empirical questions’ left 

begging by political theorists which psychology could contribute to resolving, 

either by initiating a new research programme or by facilitating critical 

engagements with existing research. These are the sorts of facts that could 

contribute to political judgment, facts that are especially relevant to its political 

properties. I spell out some of these below: 

 

                                                
4 Berlin, ‘The Sense of Reality’, 33. 
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(1) An anthropology of psychological and political concepts. Perhaps the most basic 

task for RPP is the simple hermeneutic exercise of discovering which political 

and psychological conceptions are really operant in a community, as well as the 

hermeneutic exercise of interpreting the meaning and valence they carry. In 

particular, RPP would expand investigation beyond those usually studied by 

moral psychologists, such as ‘free will’, and examine characteristically political 

concepts, such as ‘legitimacy’, ‘democratic’, ‘fairness’, ‘inequality’, and so on. Some 

of this can be achieved by what Williams called a priori anthropology (Chapter 

Two, §3.1), an investigation of one’s own intuitions as a source of genuine 

knowledge about the conceptual community that the inquirer belongs to. 

Another branch of inquiry will be a sociology of concepts, an exercise that 

commonly falls to the study of ideology: an analysis of expressions of political 

thinking, inside and outside the academy, through the analysis of texts, speeches, 

and other forms of political action.5  

Still another branch of inquiry would be the use of experimental and survey 

methods to actively investigate the usage of political concepts in the field or the 

laboratory. One notable application of such methods is political polling and focus 

groups, which are employed specifically to enhance political judgment among 

politicians, albeit usually for the purpose of securing and maintaining power in 

contemporary democracies. These same techniques could be put to use by 

political theorists for different purposes. One purpose would be to compare a 

philosopher’s own judgment with those of members of the same community or 

some target community, to ensure that vocational contingencies have not 

prejudiced the construction of theories and conceptions that they seek to impose 

upon the world. Another purpose would be to test, as it were, the flex in a 

concept, the extent to which it might be reformed, or teased away from related 

concepts, or (de)prioritized relative to another. This relates more to the goals of 

prescriptive judgments, by informing one’s expectations that a certain sort of 

                                                
5 Exemplary in this respect is the work of Michael Freeden, Teun van Dijk, and Michael Billig. 



Facets of Judgment  Epilogue 
 

   299 

reason or argument might persuade another to change her/his beliefs or values. 

Such knowledge could be deployed in a nonideal theory, to inform judgments 

about whether other people can comprehend and realize their obligations 

according to some specific ideal theory. But the deeper question is whether a 

specific ideal counts as a genuine reason for anyone other than the philosopher, 

whether it is an inert idea or an external reason, a judgment that could never meet 

the standards of good political judgment because it cannot relate positively to the 

action it was supposed to. 

 

(2) The study of consequences. This is perhaps the most politically interesting task 

for RPP, to use psychology’s methods of measurement, observation, explanation, 

understanding, and prediction to get a handle on how a political or psychological 

conception regulates the thinking and behaviour of those who acquire them. This 

knowledge is directly relevant to the Weberian ethic of responsibility; that is, an 

attentiveness to the consequences of acting in the world, which includes the 

many possible action-ideal relations mentioned in Chapter Two, §2.4.  

This might seem overblown; indeed, realists are among those who 

pessimistically downplay the real world effects of academic theories. Yet 

examples abound and are taken seriously enough by psychologists to feature in 

their explanatory theories. Already discussed in this thesis is the demotivating 

guilt induced by utilitarian conceptions of moral obligation, and the anxieties 

spurred by constructivist, entrepreneurial conceptions of the self. Similarly, we 

could ask after the effects of the peculiarly rationalist conceptions of reason that 

prevail in Western societies. For example, Alison Jaggar unfurls this ‘myth of 

dispassionate investigation’ by noting that a ‘lack of awareness of emotions 

certainly does not mean that emotions are not present subconsciously or 

unconsciously’.6 Yet she argues further, from the perspective of psychotherapy, 

that the veneration of dispassionate reason is associated with the unhealthy 

                                                
6 Jaggar, ‘Love and Knowledge’, 161–5. 
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suppression of emotion and could lead to the conversion of emotion into 

hysterical episodes, its displacement onto alternative targets, or other coping 

strategies.7 So, not only does she reject the myth of dispassionate investigation, 

she also argues that this myth is unuseful; that is, she invokes certain evaluative 

standards of mental health and, by that light, treats these real effects as factual 

grounds for rejecting or reforming the ideals of normative judgment that produce 

them. If defenders of this dispassionate ideal of reason were to set aside the 

fact/value dichotomy and accept this argument, then they would want to 

demonstrate that those effects do not occur, or that they are outweighed by other 

positive effects, or that those effects are somehow justified by ethical reasons. 

Whatever the case, such arguments would involve an entanglement, even an 

infusion, of factual and evaluative elements, to which psychology could helpfully 

contribute. 

A variety of methods could be corralled into the study of consequences, 

dependent on what we take ourselves to be studying. For political realists, the 

focus will be on motivation, action, judgment, and emotion. Qualitative methods 

will be illuminating in many respects; that is, merely asking someone how a 

certain psychological or political conception changes their attitudes, feelings, 

beliefs, or judgments. In other respects, so will experimental and survey methods, 

especially to illuminate the non-intentional, non-reasoned effects of a certain 

conception on judgment or action. It might be hoped that an understanding of 

consequences could be reorganized into a predictive science, but it is more likely 

that such knowledge will only serve political judgment rather than replace it. As 

Berlin argues, science is helpless to predict the effects of an intervention ‘on 

other—especially on remote—parts of our social system… levels to which we pay 

no conscious attention’. He argues instead that it is ‘semi-instinctive knowledge… 

of the intricate connections between the upper surface and other, remoter layers 

of social or individual life… that is an indispensible ingredient of good political 

                                                
7 Ibid., 173 fn. 14. 
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judgment.’8 Berlin may or may not be right—and no doubt social scientists with 

predictive aspirations will try to prove him wrong—but this does not detract from 

the undeniable importance of providing political decision-makers with 

knowledgeable feedback on the effects of policy, especially in those remoter 

layers, with which to retune or correct their judgments. 

 

(3) The uncovering of ideological and ethicized elements. Another core role of RPP is 

the identification of ethicized psychological conceptions, those that inhabit 

political theory and psychology itself. It does not follow from the identification 

of such elements that these must be removed or prohibited, however, because we 

may decide that the conception is useful, fictional or not. No substantive or 

interesting account of psychology could do without some concepts that are 

ethically infused, if only mildly so, such as ‘normality’, ‘maturity’, and ‘healthy’. 

Yet it is important to recognize these for what they are, to flag up that they 

import evaluative elements that are contestable by way of ethical or political 

argument, and might possess merits aside from being successful in some scientific 

sense. 

So, the minimalism prescribed by Williams/Nietzsche should be endorsed only 

partially, according to a distinction between interpretive and prescriptive 

judgment. In interpretive judgments, minimalism is an asset from the perspective 

of the inquirer, because it reduces the likelihood that I will explain or make sense 

of the actions of others by virtue of ethicized concepts that belong to me but not 

to my subject. Not only could this lead to misattributions and false explanations, 

it could also impose the norms of the moral theory from which those concepts 

originated. Psychology, particularly in its scientific modes, can help to reveal the 

anomalies of certain psychological conceptions, to reveal what elements are 

ethicized and what elements are in some way vindicated by empirical observation. 

Yet this drive to minimalism should not be taken to suppress a discursive analysis 

                                                
8 Berlin, ‘Political Judgement’, 50–1. 



Facets of Judgment  Epilogue 
 

   302 

of what conceptions people really use, no matter how unscientific or unrealistic 

these might seem. This is especially important for prescriptive judgments, because 

here the call for psychological minimalism could be politically disastrous, 

undermining my attempts to persuade my audience of the virtues of my moral 

theory. Accordingly, the identification of ethicized psychological concepts is not 

necessarily a first step for minimalism, for a purging of concepts, but an 

identification of the folk conceptions of psychology that we need to invoke to 

make our arguments and our reason-giving persuasive. A more arduous route for 

persuasion is to work in the other direction, by first persuading the folk to 

substitute their psychological conceptions for an alternative that then can 

accommodate the moral theory one wishes to endorse. In other words, ethical 

persuasion is preceded by factual persuasion, by arguments of description and 

explanation that nevertheless serve certain ethical purposes. Perhaps this is the 

more desirable form of persuasion in the long run, especially when combined with 

a commitment to perspicacious psychological observation, because it encourages 

us to conjoin our ethical commitments to empirically sound conceptions of 

psychology. But it is a long and difficult task to change people’s conceptions of 

themselves: witness the resilience of Homo economicus despite its very obvious 

empirical deficiencies. So it is again a question of political judgment whether to 

reform public self-conceptions or work with what there is. 

 

(4) The conditions for a conception’s adoption. Related to the preceding discussion, to 

the success of our interventions in the world, is the issue of under what 

circumstances a conception will be legible, sensible, acceptable, and/or 

normatively compelling to an audience. This is the issue of persuasion, in the 

non-pejorative sense that the acceptance of any reason requires us to be 

persuaded, to forge a relation to our motivational set. An important part of this, 

even for novel or innovative conceptions, is how they fit with existing 
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understandings; as Williams reminds us, ‘philosophy will not speak to our 

concerns unless it sounds right’.9 

Often this will involve a conception’s relation to surrounding concepts, whether 

it enjoys a logical, cultural, and emotional resonance with the ideologically 

adjacent concepts that people already hold, or whether it is repelled in some way. 

Michael Billig, for example, notes how Adolf Hitler’s mythology of the Superior 

Will played an important role in his rhetorical success, but also insists that this 

success depended upon that mythology already being widely held, such that ‘his 

audiences conspired in their own submission’. 10  So, there are contingencies 

involved in what we find persuasive, contingencies that relate to each person’s 

situational, social, and constitutive differences. This contingency is exemplified 

by a recent empirical investigation of Nietzsche’s hypothesis that ‘the doctrine of 

the will has been invented essentially for the purpose of punishment, that is, 

because one wanted to impute guilt.’11 These researchers remained agnostic about 

whether free will exists, yet, in a fictionalist spirit, sought to uncover the 

psychological motives for believing that it does, by employing a variety of 

experimental, survey, and archival methods to test Nietzsche’s hypothesis.12 Very 

briefly, several studies showed that, by presenting subjects with vignettes that 

portrayed a crime, subjects subsequently more strongly affirmed their belief in 

free will than did control groups who were presented with a non-crime vignette. 

This was augmented by a study of national value surveys, which found that 

countries with higher murder and overall crime rates expressed higher levels of 

belief in free will. These studies raise the possibility that people are situationally 

motivated to endorse free will as a consequence of proximity to immoral 

                                                
9 Williams, ‘What Might Philosophy Become’, in Philosophy as a Humanistic Discipline, 212. 
10 Billig, Arguing and Thinking, 226. 
11 Friedrich Nietzsche, ‘Twilight of the Idols’, in The Portable Nietzsche, ed. Walter Kaufmann 
(London; New York: Penguin, 1954/1888), §7. 
12 Cory J. Clark et al., ‘Free to Punish: A Motivated Account of Free Will Belief’, Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology 106, no. 4 (April 2014): 501–13. 
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behaviour, such that free will plays a more conditional than constitutive role in 

justifying attributions of personal responsibility.  

 

(5) A social psychology of suffering: If realists are right that the basic force for 

political action and legitimacy is fear and other forms of horror, then psychology 

ought to contribute to a better understanding of human suffering. And even if 

realists are not right, this nevertheless remains an underinvestigated subject 

because of the abstract, idealizing tendencies in mainstream political philosophy. 

As Williams warns, when ‘morality itself is disconnected historically and 

psychologically from the rest of life, as it often is by moral philosophy, and is left 

as a supposedly self-contained and self-explanatory realm of value, then necessity 

and chance and the bad news they bring with them are deliberately excluded.’13 

Moreover, empirical efforts have been captured by so-called positive psychology, 

the study of what constitutes a satisfactory life, which is contrasted against 

mental illness rather than the suffering of otherwise typical people.14 

RPP could correct this in various ways. First, it could report on the suffering 

that does exist, on the forms and causes of miseries and torments in the world. In 

this, psychology will not be the only form of reportage by any means; in the 

passage above, Williams emphasizes the importance of literary fiction for ethical 

reflection, to which we could add journalism, film and television drama, visual art, 

and so on. But psychology has particular claims on objectivity, which give it a 

rhetorical privilege at least, if not also special explanatory power. Second, 

psychology can measure and evaluate the suffering that is coincident with specific 

interventions, including the dissemination of certain political and psychological 

conceptions, as discussed above. Third, psychology can contribute tentatively to 

predictions of suffering, with the appropriate caveats about the possibilities for 

prediction in the social world. 
                                                
13 Williams, ‘The Women of Trachis’, 54. 
14 This is a field Haidt has contributed to; see The Happiness Hypothesis: Finding Modern Truth in 
Ancient Wisdom (New York: Basic Books, 2006). 
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All this fits with a famous endorsement of experimentalism by Williams James. 

He denies that a philosopher can know a priori if a moral judgment is objectively 

correct, so he says the philosopher ‘only knows that if he makes a bad mistake the 

cries of the wounded will soon inform him of the fact.’15 Yet we must be careful 

to keep in mind that wounds do not always produce cries, that some forms of 

suffering are unseen and unperformed in public, and that silence is sometimes 

itself a symptom of suffering. As Lois McNay argues, ‘a consequence of the lived 

reality of oppression is that [many individuals] may acquire a deep-seated 

dispositional reluctance to act as agents of their own interests.’ 16  This is a 

neglected fact by some political realists, especially those radical democrats who 

posit ideals of agonistic agency that are unrealizable given the realities of existing 

disempowerment, given that a consequence of political disengagement, 

disaffection, and disenfranchisement is to hinder a person’s capacity to bring 

those very grievances into the democratic arena. In such cases, it could require an 

investigation by others to discover and articulate these forms of suffering, to 

bring them into public awareness and debate, a task that psychology (among 

other forms of inquiry) could contribute to.17 It could also contribute to the other 

ways in which oppression goes unheard, such as through geographic displacement 

or through effects that present themselves inter-generationally, thereby requiring 

longitudinal or comparative studies that can illuminate these more diffuse or 

disparate causations.  

 

*** 

 

I began this thesis with a quotation from Nietzsche and I end the same way, 

although with a quote that sheds light on the constructive potential of critique. 

                                                
15 James, ‘The Moral Philosopher and the Moral Life’, 350. 
16 McNay, The Misguided Search for the Political, 16. 
17 For a brief review of such research, see ibid., 30–40. 
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This is what Nietzsche described as a ‘revaluation of all values… an act of supreme 

self-examination on the part of humanity’.18 In this vein, he writes:  

 

‘Thus I deny morality as I deny alchemy, that is, I deny their premises: but I do not deny 

that there have been alchemists who believed in these premises and acted in accordance 

with them.—I also deny immorality: not that countless people feel themselves to be 

immoral but that there is any true reason so to feel. It goes without saying that I do not 

deny—unless I am a fool—that many actions called immoral ought to be avoided and 

resisted, or that many called moral ought to be done and encouraged—but I think the one 

should be encouraged and the other avoided for other reasons than hitherto. We have to learn 

to think differently—in order at last, perhaps very late on, to attain even more: to feel 

differently.’19  

 

This captures many of the elements of this thesis: the non-transcendental 

nature of moral knowledge, the stickiness of judgment, the emotive foundations 

of moral experience. Nietzsche also acknowledges the role of fictions, of ‘moral 

alchemies’, recognizing that commendable moral behaviour is not uncommonly 

guided and motivated by reasons that are unrealistic. This is not by way of 

recommendation; Nietzsche merely recognizes this is what happens, perhaps 

even with a tone of resignation. What he does recommend is that we do not rest 

content with these normative reasons for moral action, that we uncover and 

construct ‘other reasons than hitherto’, practical reasons that can substitute the 

reasons we already possess and become a part of our habitual repertoire. In this, 

Nietzsche’s ultimate goal is a change in feeling, which echoes the affective focus of 

this thesis; it moves beyond Haidt’s fixed understanding of judgment as the 

intuitive expression of our moral foundations to a more reformist notion of our 

emotions as educable, malleable, and potentially progressive. To succeed in 

provoking such change will require, above all, good political judgment, a 

                                                
18 Nietzsche, ‘Why I Am Destiny’, Ecce Homo, §1. 
19 Emphasis preserved. Nietzsche, Daybreak: Thoughts on the Prejudices of Morality, M. Clark and B. 
Leiter, eds. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997/1881), §103. 
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confluence of idealism and realism in a single decision, as well as a sensitivity for 

the ideals already immanent in an audience, the political fantasies awaiting to be 

activated. By openly investigating these elements, by acknowledging their reality 

as well as their contingency, RPP can enrich political judgment. 
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