Why Morality Depends on False Beliefs
In what follows I want to bring together two ideas: the general idea, from evolutionary psychology and neuroscience, that we have various “moral” impulses, drives, or whatever, that are universal, and some lessons from MacIntyre about the nature of moral ideas. MacIntyre argues that moral theories solve problems—in particular, problems that arise from novel situations in which expectations change (1981: 218). This is suggestive, if we consider the neuroscience evidence on moral thinking and some abstract considerations about the free-rider problem. The abstract consideration is this: if we assume rational self-interest as the dominant feature of human motivation and the dominant explanation of action, much of common life becomes a mystery.


The classic example is voting: why should people voluntarily vote? The likelihood of an individual vote affecting the outcome of an election is effectively nil. The act of voting is burdensome and time consuming. It is not, in short, rational to vote. Yet people do so, in droves. Similarly for many forms of obedience to the law: people obey despite the fact that it is not to their personal advantage and even when there is little risk of their transgressions being detected and punished. The same holds for collective effort: free-riding or taking advantage of the collective product without contributing is the rational response. The rational response to the existence of a generous system of welfare payments would be to exploit it by not working. 


In fact, people vote, work, obey the law, and so forth beyond what rational self-interest would dictate, or at least beyond what the ordinary sense of rational self-interest would dictate. Of course, there may be bad consequences--shame, disapproval, and so forth--that are not part of the calculation that should be, and which would make the actions rational. Nevertheless in many cases, such as voting, this is not true. One must conclude that the beliefs that motivate people to perform these irrational actions are themselves false. And since these beliefs are typically moral ideas about duty and the like, it follows that the collective achievements of society depend on the prevalence of false ideas in the category of ‘moral’. 


This conclusion is a little less odd if we consider the history of moral ideas. The obverse of the standard normativist story about morality (think Korsgaard or Nagel) is that the entire preceding history of morality (i.e. before they got there to reveal the moral truth) is a history of false ideas—superstitions and the like. The origin of morality is in ideas about the world. Notions like tabu, such things as fetishes--which represent the magical creation of a compact invoking the threat of misfortune for violating it--as well as the appeal to the afterlife, the wrath of God, and so forth are all claims about “facts.” And it is true in general that morality is tied to, justified, and explicated to people by reference to false ideas or ideas for which there can be no rational basis. There is another consideration, deriving from traditionalism that leads in the same direction. To be intelligible, beliefs must fit with the surrounding beliefs. Whatever beliefs are appropriate for the solution of the moral quandaries and conflicts that arise in a particular historical and social setting will be tailored to, and intelligible in relation to, the setting in question. They will need to fit the false beliefs that already exist and are accepted in this setting. 

This reasoning can be generalized, by reference to the other form of universalization, the evolutionary one. The evolutionary/neuroscience form of universality does not seem to point to something like a single solution to the problem of moral life, but rather to the existence of a set of capacities and propensities that can conflict with one another. The evidence of neuroscience and evolutionary studies suggests that people are altruistic, meaning that they experience altruistic behavior as rewarding; that they experience rewards for punishing free-riders; that they have a sense of justice and equity; that they respond reciprocally; that they think rationally in terms of self-interest, and that people have a strong capacity for empathy and mind-reading, among many other things, including a propensity to prefer people like oneself. The list could be greatly extended, but the obvious feature of the list is that these human moral cognitive propensities not only do not add up to an ethic, they conflict. They are subject to normal human variability and to some strange inversions, such as empathic cruelty, the tendency of some people to take pleasure in the pain of others rather than to feel that pain themselves. And this suggests that the problems that produce moral theorizing are generic. We are routinely forced to think through, or rely on the thinking through by others, the conflicts between these propensities, and to resolve them by believing certain things about the world and categorizing people in certain ways. 


Marcello Truzzi made the point about cognitive dissonance theory that one needed to know what relevance people’s beliefs had to one another, as they understood those ideas, in order to know whether they would experience them as conflicting (Truzzi 1973: 242-4). The same kind of point holds for ethical beliefs. The most extreme violation of a sense of justice might be regarded by the perpetrator as perfectly just, if the person being treated unjustly was regarded as less than human, as undeserving and hence a free-rider, and so forth.  Much of what we know about basic human morality comes from observations of small children in partly structured social settings with other children. This very revealing research is nevertheless largely unilluminating when it is applied to the kinds of complex belief situations that arise in adult social life: are bankers free-riders or deserving? Are unionized employees with good contracts free-riders, bullies, or deserving? Does labor produce all value, or does risk taking count as well?  These are the kind of questions whose answers depend on a large set of complex beliefs. But the moral responses and mechanisms that the evolutionary/neuroscience universalist appeals to, such as the pleasure we get from punishing free-riders, depends on the beliefs we use to categorize people as free-riders in the first place. 


Where does this leave us? Evolution and neuroscience do not deliver a universal morality of the kind imagined by normativists. Instead, it identifies a set of mechanisms that potentially conflict. Situations arise that bring these conflicts out into the open, and make them a problem for participants. In some cases the conflicts may be internal, cognitive conflicts. In others they may represent ideological conflicts between different groups with different interests. These conflicts can sometimes be resolved or at least managed by beliefs which enable the relevant feelings to be directed in ways that do not conflict. These beliefs, which may include articulated moral theories, beliefs about categories of persons, beliefs about the casual world, particularly about consequences in the social world, may resolve the conflicts for a time, but new situations may arise which compel their revision. Diversity itself may be the cause of conflicts. Normal human variation with respect to the relevant mechanism (such as altruism or self-interest), diversity in belief, and so forth, may need to be accounted for by the beliefs, and cause changes in the beliefs. There are of course mechanisms for the standardization of belief and conformity. It is often inconvenient to believe or follow conventions that your peers and persons you interact with do not also adhere to. So ‘solutions’ in the realm of moral belief tend to be shared, though there will also be variation, if only because of variation in experience and in make-up between individuals in the setting. 
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