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Morality vs. Moralizing: How (not) to draw the moral/non-moral distinction 
 

James G. Quigley 
 

How are we to distinguish those normative issues which are moral from those 
which are non-moral?  This paper argues, first, that we cannot plausibly characterize 

- solely by appealing to certain attitudes people 
have.  Secondly, the paper 
the phenomenon of harm. 

First, I argue the following.   classify issues as moral solely based on 
attitudes just anyone has toward the issue.  That has the 

implausible implication that many issues both are and are not moral issues.  To 
characterize which issues are moral, we must look for some distinctively moral 
content.  Even if we tried characterizing the moral by privileging the moral(istic) 
attitudes of beings sufficiently like us, we must construe 
designating the issues about which such beings have moral(istic) attitudes.  That, in 
turn, would commit us to the view that morality has a distinctive content. 

Second, I argue that harm prohibitions are central to the content of morality.  I 
reference prominent psychological work to make the case for two claims.  In 
unqualified, slogan form: i) moral issues are, centrally, harm issues and ii) all harm 
issues are moral issues.  I contrast these suggestions against parallel suggestions 
featuring other candidate phenomena (due to Jonathan Haidt): ingroup-betrayal, 
authority-defiance, and purity-degradation.  I show how these phenomena exhibit 
ontological, empirical, normative, and historical dependence on that of harm. 

 
 
In moral psychology and moral philosophy, theorists have a habit of flanking many sorts 

judgments judgments; some 
emotions emotions.  Some properties in character; some states of affairs are 

.  Likewise, there are beliefs, concepts, intuitions, utterances; and 
norms, reasons, values, virtues, principles, realisms, motivations, agency, responsibility, 

etc.  nly if it is possible to draw an 
intelligible distinction between those normative entities which are moral and those which are 
non-moral.  Is it? 

For ease, I suggest we talk about moral issues   
refer in a broad sens many non-mental things 
we label moral, including states of affairs, actions, events, and values (in the extra-mental sense).  

ed entities.  For 
example, if masturbation is a moral issue, then: norms pertaining to masturbatory acts are moral 
norms; masturbatory chastity is a moral virtue; reasons not to masturbate are moral reasons, the 
criticism due to a masturbator is moral criticism, etc. 

Our question finds its practical importance within heated disputes about whether certain 
issues belong on - For example: Is consensual sex between 
adults lacking any commitment to sexual fidelity ever a moral issue?  At stake is how much 
importance people should assign to moral as opposed to non-moral issues.  Particularly, it is 
important to decide whether violators of a norm should be treated in ways in which people who 
act immorally typically are being blamed, condemned, punished, etc. 

This paper defends the strategy of classifying issues as intrinsically moral based roughly 
on whether they involve harms (or derivatively, benefits).  First (§1) I argue that we must 
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classify issues as moral based on their subject matter rather than on the nature of the attitudes 
that anyone takes toward the issues.  I also include (§2) linguistic distinctions to mitigate merely-
verbal disputes arising from the attitude/issue dichotomy.  Referencing prominent psychological 
work, I briefly advance (§3) two suggestions that 
the phenomenon of harm.  In unqualified, slogan form: i) moral issues are, centrally, harm 
issues and ii) all harm issues are moral issues.  More importantly, I contest claims that other 
issues are themselves intrinsically moral, responding largely to the Moral Foundations Theory of 
Jonathan Haidt.  I show (§4) how some various other issues proposed as moral derive their moral 
import from their tendency to produce harms or inappropriate distributions of benefits.  I finish 
with suggestions (§5) regarding why many cultures would have evolved convictions that issues 
with no essential connection to harming were intrinsically moral issues. 

 
At the outset I should remark that this project will be of interest to moral realists, 

fictionalists, and quasi-realists alike.  All those views agree that morality, if real, would feature 
distinctive content(s) which are at least to some extent independent of the attitudes of particular 
individuals.  As Richard Joyce (2007) points out, the fictionalist owe[s] us some kind of 
account of what [a moral] property would be like, in order that the content of the fiction can be 

  And insofar as a quasi-
without realist ontological commitments, it is reasonable to ask whether the talk is about some or 
other distinctive subject matter.  Consider that one can distinguish ghosts from demons, even if 
these turn out to be fictions and/or projections of various sorts of wishes or fears.  The fictions 
need only be coherent enough to be distinct in content.  dismiss this project 
by retorting that, of course, no issues are moral issues! At least, to espouse such a view seems 
to be to commit to the view that there are no coherent moral fictions beyond the content of 
particular individuals smacking of radical subjectivist or pure non-cognitivist views). 

 
1. Morality versus Moralizing  
Consider a couple of initial strategies for drawing the moral/non-moral distinction.1 
 
The Function V iew:  What makes an issue a moral issue is solely either [a] the logical, 

linguistic, or normative form of the judgments people typically make about the 
issue, or [b] the typical psychological states of people who make judgments about 
the issue, or [c] the functional role that norms pertaining to the issue play in 

 .2 
The Content V iew:  What makes an issue a moral issue is its general topic or subject 

matter. 
 

Function views have been immensely popular, in all three genres logico-linguistic-normative, 
psychological, and orchestrative.  Perhaps this is because at first glance the strategy makes 
morality easier to understand scientifically.3  At any rate, consider representatives of each camp. 

                                                
1 This way of construing the debate borrows from Warnock (1967, 55ff). 
2 Typically this will be read as entailing that actions take a certain deontic valence because of the valence that the 
moral attitude takes.  I.e., what makes an act morally required (or permissible or forbidden) is that according to 

attitudes, the act is required (or permissible or forbidden).  
3 Cf. Graham et al. 2010, 5. 
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[a] R.M. Hare was a prominent logico-linguistic Functionalist, famously holding that the 
distinguishing features of moral judgments were prescriptivity and universalizability (1963, 4).   
Reasonably similar for my purposes are theorists who take characteristic aspects of the 

categoricity, authority, overridingness to be alone 
definitive of the moral.  [b] Theorists concentrating on the psychological aspects of moral 
judgment often appeal to the psychological penumbra of moral judgments as the distinctively 
moral element.  For example, Jesse Prinz 
morally wrong just in case it causes feelings in the spectrum of both self-blame and other-blame 
emotions in normal observers under certain conditions .4  [c] Orchestrative Functionalists may5 
include Haidt & Kesebir (2010) who characterize systems of norms and practices (etc.) as moral 
based on 

6 
These miscellaneous views all face the same strong objection.  On any Functionalist 

view, no issues are intrinsically moral issues.  Geoffrey Warnock (1967, 56) put it well:  
 
a view to which a certain psychological penumbra is attached may be a view about 

morality, ex off icio, so to speak, is about. 
 

Similarly, people can make categorical, overriding, universal prescriptions about any old action 
or issue they want.  They can blame themselves and others for any old thing.  Behavior can be 
orchestrated in any number of ways.  Function views fail because the moral function could be 
almost any function whatsoever, or could anyway be any of an objectionably wide range of 
functions.7  At any rate, Function views will have trouble adequately characterizing the 
distinctively moral function in such a way that does not presuppose a distinctive content for 
morality. 

F irst try: full tolerance. Full tolerance regarding which issues are moral involves 
considering the attitudes of all possible agents.  But there are infinitely populated possible worlds 
for every possible attitude that could be taken toward any possible issue (whether the attitude be 

                                                
4 Cf. Gibbard (1990), Kauppinen (2010). 
5 Several interlocutors have pointed me to places where Haidt empha descriptive  (e.g., 
Haidt & Kesebir 2010, 798).  If so, Haidt is an orchestrative functionalist not about which issues are moral, but 
merely about which attitudes are moral(istic).  I agree in interpreting Haidt that way (see below, §6).  But I also 
recognize how easy his writing makes it (at least for philosophers) to think that he is making further claims about 

, Orchestrative Functionalism 
about which issues are moral issues is probably not re
is, since it is a 
but he would say so only because he does not explicitly draw the issue/attitude distinction. 
6  

elements of both normative-form functionalism and orchestrative functionalism. 
7 
that the objection still applies: cooperation and selfishness suppression can be achieved in almost any old way.  
Would codes recommending violent policing, (neuro)psychological manipulation, genocide, or killing anyone that 
disagrees with you count as moral codes?  If so, then virtually no issues are intrinsically moral issues.  For (almost?) 
any action , if by -ing I am cooperating and selfishness-suppressing as one moral code requires, I may also be 
acting as another cooperation-enhancing, selfishness-suppressing code forbids.  The more intuitive answer is that the 
codes just mentioned are not moral codes, because they recommend actions which are intrinsically immoral. 
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that of making judgments with a certain logico-linguistic-normative form, an emotional profile, 
or having the issue orchestrate behavior toward some organizational goal).  It follows that 
virtually all issues both are and are not moral issues.   

This could be right Function theorist may say.  But it gives up far 
too easily on finding distinctively moral content.  We have some antecedent familiarity with 
issues that probably count as moral in character (torturing babies for fun) and some which do not 
(blinking thrice in thirteen seconds).  Explaining the difference is a desideratum.  The former 
issues are at least candidates for being intrinsically moral issues (i.e., moral issues independently 
of their relation to other issues which are moral), if only because they owe this status to some 
shared contours in human thought.  If there is any hope for deciding which issues are moral 
issues, we must either define moral issues in terms of the attitudes of creatures more like us, or 
agree that some issues are intrinsically moral.   

Second try: stay close to home. Perhaps we should be less tolerant, considering only the 

genocidal, oppressive, discriminatory, scientifically uninformed attitudes and codes of behavior-
coordination to be moral so long as they meet the Functionalist criterion of choice.  At least now 
we can say that some of the more mundane issues in life (say, how often one blinks when alone) 
are not morally relevant.  Yet w
issue, since some people are inclined to moralize against it while others moralize in favor of its 
permissibility.  Similarly, on this view we both are morally forbidden to impede the putting of 
Jews in concentration camps and 
paradox. 

One option here is to settle for a broadly relativist position on which the views of any 
actual (or near-actual) parties equally deserve to be called -
linguistic, psychological, or orchestrative function they serve.  We could settle here, that is, and 
resolve our paradox by explaining talk about wh really are questions 
based in commitment to own moral framework.  When we contemporary 
English speakers (most of us, anyway) declare that interethnic courtship is not a moral issue, 
then, we proceed from our own normative framework, saying merely that the ethnicities of a 
couple is not morally relevant for us, i.e., given our attitudes or framework or code.8  Denizens 
of other societies can as truly assert that it is a serious moral offense.   

This view ought to strike us as implausible, dangerous, even depraved.   It leaves us with 
no insurance that we cannot argue with people who hold non-moral issues to be moral ones, or 
morally forbidden actions to be permissible, even required.  It also hastily or pessimistically 
overlooks the possibility of appealing to a couple of strategies for resolving moral disagreements.  
First, we could rule 
or the fundamental contours of their other moral(istic) commitments. 

Second, we could look for agreement among the attitudes of all actual agents.  Suppose 
almost everyone will agree that whimsically torturing and raping 
Keeping the Function View, then, involves insisting that whimsical sister-torture and -rape 
(WSTR) is immoral because many people have characteristically moral(istic) attitudes toward 
WSTR.  Yet we still face the problem of ignoring possible worlds: if a culture, X, were to emerge 

WSTR morally relevant, perhaps we would have to shrug and retreat to the 
relativist position that WSTR is not a moral issue for Culture X.  Still a hard bullet to bite when 

                                                
8 Prinz (2007), Haidt & Kesebir (2010) seem fairly straightforwardly committed to this position.  Others who may 
be, but leave themselves options for wiggling out of it, include Copp (1995) and Wong (2006). 
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we visit a vast empire of future cultures of humans where rape, torture, murder, and oppression 
are both non-moral and rampant. 

Third try: look for deep agreement & rigidify. There is at least the prospect of running an 
argument concluding that mistaken-relative-to-the-past-world.  First, 

, in the sense 
of there being some very general subject matter about which they have the moralistic attitudes.  
The above way of looking for agreement might have been understood as considering proverbial 
gargantuan lists of highly specific act-types considered wrong in various cultures and keeping a 
tally of which of them people moralize most about.  That would sacrifice systematicity of 
potential disagreement.  The present idea is to seek very general patterns or trends in the subject-
matter of the some underlying pattern(s) in departure 
from which a moral(istic) attitude seems to be missing the point.   

(By analogy, suppose we were looking for an approximately necessary condition(s) for a 

and/or test our hypothesis.  We would seek diversity while also looking for a unified subject 
matter.  Thus, we would ignore difficult disputes about whether (e.g.) spoken-word poetry or 

 are music and about the disputed necessary conditions those disputes implicate.  We 
 the disputed patterns of sound.  Rather, we would discern the 

most general content available: music is essentially comprised of sounds and/or silences.) 
The second step is to rigidify on any deep agreement in content that we find.  (In the 

jargon, we adopt what is known as a response-dependence view with respect to which issues 
9)  We define intrinsically moral 

subject-matter as that which elicits the moral(istic) attitudes or responses that (say) normal 
human beings have in certain circumstances (response-dependence), and insist that the term 

actually has deep 
agreement in the relevant response or attitudes (the rigidifying move).  This step is important 
because it allows us to exploit norms of appropriate reference.  Someone who denies that an 
issue is moral even though it clearly produces the requisite response in normal, actual human 
beings in the requisite circumstances is in error
response in those circumstances.  Compare: someone who denies that the sky is disposed to 
appear blue to normal, actual human beings in requisite circumstances is simply mistaken; and 
an actual human -blind. 

Let me illustrate the two-step move with respect to moral dialogue.  Suppose that 
virtually all instances of interpersonal harm are morally relevant (below I will detail evidence of 
pan-cultural agreement on this).  Suppose WSTR is 
that they hardly moralize about interpersonal harms at all strangely, since they are harm-prone 
and are averse to harms to themselves.  On the present view we can say Culture X is in error for 
lacking moralistic responses to WSTR.  The correct response is to moralize about interpersonal 
harms.  If we find the requisite array of agreement among actual agents that interpersonal harm 
issues are moral issues, then voila, they are.   

(To continue the music analogy, our judgment that music is essentially comprised of 
sounds and/or silences would not change even if next year we discovered intelligent sea creatures 
who use Mozart scripts to create elaborate patterned series of smells to entertain audiences
even if the sea creatures in these audiences have many of the same emotional and other (non-
auditory) responses that we have to music.  Somebody who categorizes those smells as music is 

                                                
9 Cf. Thompson 2006, Johnston 1989. 
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in error.  Legions of possible worlds are filled with such creatures, but here in this world the 
sound- and/or silence-using entities.) 

Though programmatic, this strategy is not without promise.  Here what is important is to 
notice that this proposal would take us away from the strict Function View.  By appealing to 
commonly shared moral(istic) attitudes of actual people, we arrive at a distinctive kind of issue 
which counts as moral, and rule out the attitudes of those with competing attitudes as incorrect.  
It thus leads us to embrace the Content View, agreeing that at least some issues are made moral 
by the content or subject-matter that they involve (albeit indirectly so).  Of course there are more 
direct ways of arriving at the Content View independently of considering agreement in attitudes 
having certain functions, such as by means of the arguments of the following sections. 

2.  
One way or another, once we agree that there is some universal, distinctive content that 

qualifies an issue as moral, we have to decide whether divergent attitudes still count as moral.  
Consider the Pasties, my fictitious group of white supremacists.  They persistently make 
universal, prescriptive, categorical judgments that interracial marriage and dating is intrinsically 
immoral, judgments which play a thorough role in the sorts of psychological attitudes they take 
toward violators of this norm, and which orchestrate their conduct as individuals and as a group.  
Should we refer to their anti-miscegenetic attitudes as moral attitudes?  They play the 
characteristically moral functional role.  Yet the attitudes (or at least the actions that follow from 
them) are also uncontroversially immoral because they harmful to people who love someone of 
another race. 

The way out is to give up on the Function View.10  We give up on defining moral issues 
in terms of moral(istic) attitudes, and instead classify attitudes as moral depending on whether 
they pertain to moral issues.  You may find this initially unsatisfying, since you may still want to 
say that the Pasties do make moral judgments (do have moral intuitions, do deploy their moral 
concepts, etc.), and are merely making mistaken moral judgments.  But there is an easy fix.  We 
disambiguate.  Attitudes which bear some signature pattern typically concomitant with other 
attitudes about moral issues are moral in form or moralistic.11  For example, suppose Hasty the 

was intrinsically immoral.  We should say that 
Hasty has made a moral-form or moralistic judgment, but that the judgment is not a moral 
judgment because the issue it is about is not a moral issue.  (If neither term pleases the audience, 
moralic might work.)12 

Some subtleties require further distinctions.  What if another Pasty, Peter the Pasty, 
makes his judgment on the basis of a premise which invokes morality
Suppose, for the sake of argument, 
And suppose that Peter judges that interracial marriage is wrong because it risks bringing about 
interpersonal harming in some way.  
one which is mistaken about the facts of the case.  Peter's factual inaccuracies yield a false 
                                                
10 Or at least, to mostly give up on it.  The rigidified response-dependence view of the moral detailed above 
classifies issues as moral in terms of their characteristic content.  Yet it also claims that that characteristic content is 
what it is because people have certain attitudes toward it.  Hence it keeps a cousin of the Function View.  However, 
such a theorist should give up on the Function View simply insofar as she should say that a person whose moralistic 
attitudes are not prompted by all and only moral issues are in error. 
11 Sometimes, of course, 'moralistic' refers to someone who is overly keen to inculcate (putatively) moral traits in 
others.  We can call that trait overmoralizing.  Attributing moralizing in my sense is less pejorative.  And it is 
narrorwer in that virtually all overmoralizing involves moralizing. 
12 Similar distinctions are drawn by Frankena (1967, 155-6) and Gert (2011). 
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judgment regarding whether a certain issue is moral.  So it would be misleading to call his 
judgment a moral judgment.  However, it is moralistic.  But what is more, Peter's judgment is 
moral in spirit.  By this I mean that it arises from a set of assumptions about how things ought to 
go in accordance with which someone could rationally attempt to moralize about an issue, and 
where these assumptions are approximately correct assumptions regarding the subject matter 
which makes moral issues moral (interpersonal .  Peter is right that 
interpersonal harming is a moral issue, and thus that if miscegenation involved interpersonal 
harming, it would be morally relevant. 

Now consider Heinrich the Nazi, who judges, in all the characteristically moralistic ways, 
s a moral issue, since if Jewish blood 

survives it will harm others by polluting their blood  Heinrich believes, and means to insinuate, 
that it is wrong to hide such Jews and encouraged to expose them.  Heinrich has accidentally 
spoken truly about one thing: it is true that the issue is moral.  Hiding refugees away from a 
Holocaust is heroic, exterminating people for their ethnicity is abominably depraved, etc.  But 
Heinrich has made this true claim accidentally because he proceeded from an inaccurate 
understanding either of what sorts of entities really are harmful contaminants, and/or of whose 
interests count from a moral point of view.  We can say that his judgment is morally inaccurate, 
because although it identifies a moral issue as a moral issue, it does so by implying an inaccurate 
deontic valence (here, both that a morally wrong action is encouraged, and that a morally 
praiseworthy action is forbidden). 

Given these distinctions, there may be little use in referring to judgments simply as 
 forced to define the term, we should consider a judgment to be a moral 

judgment when it is moral in spirit where, again, this is understood as involving an 
approximately correct assumption about the content that morality generally aims at (compare 
Southwood 2011).  We should resist the claim that complete moral accuracy is needed.  (Hence, 
Heinrich and Peter make moral judgments, though mistaken in their own ways, but Hasty does 
not.)  And we should resist the absurd Functionalist view that moral judgments are simply those 
made moralistically.  

The main point of all this is to avoid the confusion of saying that all moralizers make 
moral judgments.  They moralize, but may be simply wrong about what moral considerations 
require of people.  There is thus no 

moral issues about which people may or 
may not have moralistic attitudes.  Moral issues are moral issues regardless of who moralizes 
about them.  But, of course, most of the most serious moral issues are, presumably and 
thankfully, issues about which most people do moralize. 

 
 moralistic* about a moral 

issue (i.e., about an 
issue which is moral 
in character) 

moral in spirit morally 
accurate 

  

Yes No No No 

marriage is immoral because it brings 
abo   

Yes No Yes No 

Jews from extermination is immoral, 
Yes Yes Yes No 
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since if Jewish blood survives it will 
 

 
* Another interesting metaethical debate concerns whether 

aths really 
make moralistic judgments.  Thus, Kennett will insist that psychopaths do not have competence with moralistic 
concepts while her opponents will say they do.  It will be a separate question whether psychopaths have competence 
with moral concepts. 

competence with both moralistic and moral concepts, but who 
regarding what he is required to do. 
 

 moralistic proceeds 
from 
competence 
with 
moralistic 
concepts 

about a moral 
issue (i.e., about an 
issue which is 
moral in character) 

moral in spir it morally accurate 

was wrong that I raped her, but she 
should still be thankful because I was 
very polite and she got her name in 

 

No? No (?) Yes No No 

 

Yes? No (?) Yes Yes Yes 

 

No Yes Yes Yes Yes 

 
3. Morality and Harm 
We will now briefly visit positive arguments for the view that harm issues are moral 

issues.  Briefly, I say, not only because it is obvious, but because [i] empirical scientists have 
verified that the intuition is widespread, and because [ii] many thinkers have adduced a good 
general argument for this claim.  Once again I present the representative unqualified slogans: i) 
moral issues are, centrally, harm issues and ii) all harm issues are moral issues.13  Both claims 
will be precisified below, starting with the first. 

Eventually the goal is to contrast the claim that harm issues are intrinsically moral issues 
with claims that other issues are intrinsically moral, especially three of those championed by 
Jonathan Haidt: respect/authority, ingroup/loyalty, purity/sanctity (Haidt & Kesebir 2010).  
call these tribal-moralistic issues or tribal issues
often moralized in relatively small and enduring communities of people bound together by . . . 
shared blood, shared place, and shared mind or belief  (ibid., 799).  is not 
                                                
13 Here I will rephrase in logical jargon, still leaving out qualifications.  (ii) claims that harmfulness is sufficient for 
moral relevance.  (i) claims that harmfulness is a prototype of moral relevance.  One might wonder about: (i') harm 
is necessary for moral relevance.  That is very extreme, as it rules out, e.g., acts which in particular instances are 
harmless, e.g., particular lies, thefts, and point-blank gun-firings.   Much more plausible is (i'') 
some relation to the production of) harm is approximately necessary for moral relevance.  I cannot defend that here, 
but Gert (2005) provides ample resources for detailing the relation to harm that, plausibly, all moral rules have. 
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intended pejoratively, for even liberal city-slickers have ingroup affiliations, hierarchies, and 
taboos, even if they consider these aspects of life morally unimportant overall.14 

claim that justice/fairness is a moral 
issue.  Very briefly, this is because I understand that cluster of issues as concerning the 
distribution and/or transfer of harms and benefits.  Justice issues, to that extent, are either harm 
or benefit issues.  And there seems to be a close logical relationship between harms and benefits 
which I will here leave unexplored. 

3.1  Psychological evidence and harm at the core.  The Moral Foundations Theory 
(MFT) inaugurated by Jonathan Haidt and Craig Joseph (2004), has predicted that harm issues 
would be one of the five central mental foundations of moral cognition.15  This has since been 
confirmed by Graham, Nozek, and Haidt (2010), who gathered thousands of internet survey 
results In eleven different world regions, they found that the 
greatest degree of moral commonality [can] be found in i   They 

confirm that concerns about Harm and Fairness are so widespread that they 
might be said to be universally used foundations of morality (upon which cultures construct 
differing ideas as to what counts as harm, or what kinds of distributions are fa  

Another bit of psychological evidence comes from Elliot Turiel (1983), whose research 
tradition has found a consistent intuition among people of various ages, nationalities, and 
religions that violations of norms pertaining to harm, fairness, and justice are more serious, 
authority-independent, and culture-independent than violations of merely conventional norms.16  
This data suggests that a large portion of the central prototype of moral violati

cf. Nichols 2004) are those of harm concepts, in the sense that [A] 
harmful actions are the most common exemplars of moral violations, as well as [B] the most 

l concepts are reflective of mind- and culture-
dependent moral reality, then we can endorse the following slogan: moral issues are most 
centrally harm issues (MmcH). 

These data are unsurprising when one considers the nature of humans as biological 
entities.  Humans like very many other animal species are vulnerable to harm.  They are 
mortal, can experience pain and suffering of various kinds, injuries and disabilities, and are also 
harmed when they lose freedoms or sources of pleasure (Gert 2005).  Any rights we have as 
sentient, conscious, self-aware, active, communicative, social, rational beings depend on a lack 
of impediments to what Feinberg (1984  interests in avoiding 

the continuance for a 
  Thus it is no surprise that harm norms are culturally universal 

among humans.  And we can expect this in any norm-using species except those for whom life, 
limb, health, sanity, and the like are entirely expendable. 

3.2  Harming as wronging.  There are also reasons to endorse the following hypothesis:   
 

                                                
14 Watters, Ethan.  2004.  Urban Tribes: Are Friends the New Famliy?  New York: Bloomsbury. 
15 They based  their model on an examination of five different works detailing which norms are treated as moral in 
various world communities, and found harm issues to appear in all five works. 
16 Cf. Nucci 2001, Kelly & Stich 2007.  Kelly and Stich (2007) have recently criticized this.  They presented 
subjects with some cases of intrapersonal harm which did not elicit in them the usual moral/conventional distinction.  
Although their findings are interesting, they do not refute Turiel.  The harms used in their examples are not 
obviously transgressions, since they were forms of punishment (Fraser 2011).  Presumably, what constitutes 
appropriate punishment can be culturally varible even if the wrongness of obviously transgressive, unjustified harms 
is not culturally variable.  Cf. Sousa et al. (2009). 
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aHM All intentional, unexcused/unjustified harmful acts by moral agents to 
moral patients are morally wrong (intrinsically, because they are harmful). 

 
(Or, in an abbreviating slogan, all harm issues are moral issues.)  
rules out characterizing natural catastrophes and the acts of beasts as immoral.  Other projects 
can finesse  to decide to what extent to include children, the 
mentally disabled, is a placeholder for entities 

bly this includes some animals, human children, and perhaps 
future persons and animals (leaving the details to be finessed), and excludes entities which are 
not conscious or sentient, except for those entities (e.g., expensive statues, beaver dams) which 
matter to such creatures.17 

course there will be cases where it is unclear whether a harm is justified or not.  But I suggest we 
concentrate on cases where there is obviously no excuse or justification which someone could 
cite for a harmful act.  To refute aHM, we would need to find, for example, cases where someone 

considered 
the act is not wrong.  Brandt (1954, 245) points to a case where the Hopi realize that when their 
children played with a bird in a manner that killed it for their own enjoyment, they had no 
intuition regarding the wrongness of this act.  However, this seems to be a case of disagreement 

to moral patients was in need of excuse on pain of counting as immoral.18   
It is close to an analytic truth that if a harm from a moral agent to a moral patient is 

wrong then it is unexcused, as well as that if such a harm is in need of excuse, then it is wrong if 
no excuse is to be found.  The crucial claim, then, is that harms (caused intentionally by moral 
agents to moral patients) are always such as to create some need for excuse or justification.  
There are no such harms for which such an excuse is not needed.  They are pro tanto immoral. 

There is a relevant difference here when we consider the following parallel principles: [i] 
all issues of ingroup-betrayal are moral issues (aIM); [ii] all issues of authority-def iance are 
moral issues (aAM); [iii] all issues of purity-degradation are moral issues (aPM).  We must 
separate candidate issues from harm issues, such that we get a case where the only indictment of 
an act available is that it was an act of group disloyalty (or disrespect for authority, or of 
impurity).  Thus we cannot consider issues where an act is so disloyal or disgusting as to produce 
so much offense in someone as to count as a psychological harm to them.  Rather, we must 
consider cases where someone acts without creating any harm or injustice but either expresses 
disloyalty to a group, disrespects authority, or acts in a putatively impure way toward someone 
else.   

MFT has found a persistent difference between  and conservatives : whereas 
they agree that harm and fairness issues are moral issues, conservatives moralize about ingroup, 
authority, and purity issues more than do 
earliest study (et al. 1993), Brazilians and Americans of both low and high socioeconomic status 
                                                
17 In order to protect aHM from a viciously circular interpretation, we must appeal to non-moral criteria to define 

and sentience, are all non-normative. 
18 Another interesting attempt not relating to the central subject 

Hauser 2010).  Cf. Gert 2010 and Doris & Plakias 2007. 
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(SES) were presented with cases of harmless wrongs--e.g., a woman cleaning her toilet with a 
national flag, a family eating the carcass of their pet dog, and a man masturbating with a chicken 
carcass.  Although subjects of both high and low SES judged these acts to be both harmless and 
offensive, low SES subjects predominantly universalized their judgments about these cases of 
harmless disloyalty, betrayal, and impurity to apply in all cultures, whereas high SES subjects 
predominantly did not.  What seems clear is that certain people have intuitions that these acts of 
are morally deficient acts and that some do not.  Thus the rules aIM, aAM, and aPM are 
significantly more contentious than aHM.  Below I will argue that we have reason to distrust the 

further supported. 
3.3  Outweighing.  One last thing to consider here is the extent to which 

intuitions about harm issues will override their intuitions about ingroup loyalty, respect for 
authority, or purity .  To my knowledge Moral Foundations Theory 
has not tested such dilemmas.  It would be informative to see to what extent harm issues are seen 
as overriding other issues.  For example, suppose your friends want you to help them rob a car 
(or your coach wants you to injure an opponent player, or your friends want you to help them 
throw eggs at gay, or your mother wants you to kill your sister 
because the sister has been raped).  Would even conservatives see these loyalty (or respect or 
purity) considerations as really outweighing the harms involved?  It would be interesting to test 
intuitions in controlled studies. For now this must remain a programmatic suggestion.  I predict it 
will be much easier for harm norms to be seen as outweighing ingroup, authority, and purity 
norms than for those norms to outweigh harm norms. 

 
4. A rguments from conceptual and normative dependence 
The tribal issues (ingroup-betrayal, authority-defiance, and milieu-contamination) are 

dependent on harm issues in four respects: ontological, empirical, normative, and historical.  
First, tribal norm violations are ontologically dependent on a form of harming (or at least our 
concept of the former depends conceptually on our concept of the latter).  Second, there is a 
significant correlation, in the aggregate, between tribal issues and harm issues.  Third, there is a 
normative dependence of tribal issues on harm issues: when tribal norm violations are morally 
important it is perhaps always because they are likely to increase risks of harms (or at least are 
perceived as presenting such risks).  Fourth and m proclivity to consider 
tribal issues to be moral issues is probably historically dependent on their taking harm issues to 
be moral issues and their assumptions (accurate sometimes, but only sometimes) that tribal issues 
were harm-relevant.19 

4.1  Ontological dependence. One form of harming is such that all instances of ingroup-
betrayal, authority-defiance, and milieu-contamination just are harms.  At least, it is hard, 
perhaps impossible, to understand the concepts of BETRAYAL (to an ingroup), REBELLION (against 
an authority figure) or IMPURITY without making use of that of HARM. 

Above I explained the centrality of harmful actions as what proscriptive moral norms 
proscribe stemming from our natures as creatures with 
vulnerable bodies and minds (Feinberg 1984).  Persons also have interests of another form, 

mming from the 
ultimate goals and aspirations that people develop as unique individuals.  Clearly groups can also 

                                                
19 The second and fourth suggest 'redescription' and 
'extend-the-strategy' strategies for characterizing the moral domain. 
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collectively devise goals and aspirations; thus, groups can be harmed in the sense that their 
ulterior interests can be thwarted.   

Betraying odds with the ulterior interests of the 
group after one has been (at least perceived as) committed to cooperating with its pursuit of those 
interests.  Rebellion just is putting oneself at odds with the ulterior interests of an authority figure 

including oneself.  Defiling 
an object is contravening the aspirations or goals for which the object was set apart. 

4.2  Correlation between tribal and harm issues.  As a matter of contingent fact, tribal 
issues frequently often are harmful in the stronger, more typical sense: causing bodily or mental 
pain or damage or impairing bodily or mental abilities over a long term. Some of the readiest 
examples of ingroup-betrayal, authority-defiance, and milieu-contamination are cases wherein 
harms are perpetrated.  For examples, d
bereaved.  Authority-defiance often begets harmful or costly inefficiencies and quarreling 
factions.  Unprotected sex between teenagers correlates with unwanted pregnancy and STDs.  
More generally, cases of putative impurity are often thought to propagate curses or anger gods, 
either of which would pose profound harms to a community.  It may well be that tribal norms 
were historically assigned most of their normative force because they were useful heuristics for 
reducing harm-risking actions in human ancestral environments (more later). 

4.3 Normative dependence.  Generally, tribal issues probably derive much, perhaps all, of 
their moral import from their tendency to produce harms or inappropriate distributions of 
benefits.  This would explain apparent tendency for harm norms to outweigh tribal norms when 
they conflict (§2.3) and would fit with the two foregoing points (§§3.1-2).  It would also explain 
why arguments that tribal norm violations are really wrong frequently appeal to the potential 
harms that come of such actions.  For example, fears that Barack Obama was really a Muslim, or 
was not really an American citizen, often appealed to the potential harm that would come but 

A normative dependence of tribal 
issues on harm issues would also explain why arguments against (for instance) cloning, 
masturbation, and same-gender sexual relations frequently appeal to unobvious, eventual harm 
that will come about as a result of these activities.  One example is the widespread historical 
speculation that masturbatory acts were harmful, involving, on some accounts, sapping the 
strength from strong young men, ultimately turning them into drooling idiots fit only to be 
hidden away in the attic by the family  (Stengers & Neck 2001). 

 
5. The argument from conceptual evolution 

norms to be moral norms is probably historically 
dependent 
actions in human ancestral environments.  These heuristics were accurate sometimes, but (like 
most rules of thumb) only sometimes. 

The adoption of tribal-norm heuristics may well have been a largely unconscious 
phenomenon.  A hyper-intellectualized parody of what happened is the following.  All ancestral 
humans came together, noticing that ingroup-betrayal, authority-defiance, and milieu-
contamination were harmful action-types.  Thereupon they agreed to consider all such acts 
immoral for their own sakes as means of reducing harm overall. 

A realistic evolutionary picture would start with the observation that our very early 
mammalian ancestors would have already evolved an aversion to harms to themselves.  Early 
hominins plausibly evolved some systems of retribution, and systems of caring for kin, kith, and 
allies in relationships of reciprocal altruism.  This gave way to gradual development of 
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hierarchies and group loyalties.  Around this time, they also evolved an ever-elaborate 
mechanism of disgust, especially as they began to eat meat (Rozin et al. 2008).  The disgust 
response was later co-opted to play sundry roles, including reinforcing purity norms and 
subserving mechanisms that allowed hominins to distinguish fellow tribespeople from foreigners 
(Kelly 2011). 

As they came to moralize and retribute against people who intentionally harm others and 
who hoard benefits for themselves at the expense of others, they also came to moralize and 
retribute against those who broke loyalties and cheated.  Similarly, they moralized and retributed 
against those who betrayed ingroups, defied authorities and rebelled against hierarchies, and 
those whose behaviors or hygiene threatened to spread contamination, whether by grime and 
slime or by sins and curses.20 

In many ancestral environments, tribal issues were among the most important issues to 

to depend on each other's mutual trust and allegiance far more than do people in modern nation-
states.  After all, they have little protection other than their own mutual trust against war and 
crime.  If this trust is compromised, they are vulnerable to harm.  It is no surprise, then, that 
breaking group ties and defying authorities and hierarchies comes to be viewed as immoral in 
such societies.  To violate such norms is tantamount to leaving someone at serious risk of harm.   

It was only once societies became very large and public that norms pertaining to ingroup 
loyalty and respect for authority lost their high degree of relevance: 

 
as technology, capitalism, mobility, and new ideas about individualism transformed 
European ways of life in the nineteenth century, social organization moved increasingly 
toward . . . the kind of civil society in which individuals are free to move about, make 

or cheat others. (Haidt & Kesebir 2010, 799) 
 

Most segments of modern industrial and post-industrial societies with established laws, law 
enforcement, and judicial systems feature less need for pervasive alliances and group loyalties as 
a means of preventing the perils of the outdoors, war, faction, or crime.  And in democratic 
societies there happens to be less need for rigid, involuntary, non-meritocratic hierarchy as a 
means of preventing insubordination.21 

Ancestral society also differed from modern societies in lacking scientific understandings 
of disease and disease prevention.  Only with the success of the germ theory of disease in the 
19th century did we come to understand that many ailments and cancers are caused not by curses 
or divine retribution for unclean behavior but by heredity and/or microscopic pathogens.  As 
science reduced the need for divine explanations of terrestrial phenomena, there was less need to 

                                                
20 Note, this is an argument about the cultural evolution of various moralistic norms.  This is not a matter of 
biological evolution.  I am not proposing that having such moralistic norms aided biological fitness so much as that 
there were harm-avoidance benefits for some, most, or all members of societies.  So I should not be mistaken as 
tying morally obligation to that which is fitness-enhancing.  However, I am saying that some of our moral concepts 
evolved because they were in less industrialized, prescientific cultures good heuristics for identifying certain 
behaviors as harmful in the aggregate to themselves and others. 
21 Such societies may feature more economic or social stratification, but this contradicts egalitarian views of natural 
equality.  And hierarchies may be more elaborate than in large democratic societies, but they are more typically 
more voluntary or optional, established by human agreement rather than by a putatively divinely ordained natural 
order of things. 
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appeal to notions of impurity, sanctity, or sin as moral notions, because it was understood that 
only certain scientifically identifiable means of spreading diseases actually posed any risk of 
increasing harms to others in a community.   

In all these ways, contemporary democratic, scientific societies have less need for 
ingroup, authority, or purity norms as a means for preventing harms.  Hence, it is 
counterproductive to treat such norms as though they enjoyed equal status as morally important 
within such societies.  This discussion has now illustrated the ways that tribal norms derive from 
harm considerations, and it makes little sense to say that t which 
feature various mixtures of harm norms and tribal norms.  For example, we should avoid the 
claims of Function view proponents such as Jonathan Haidt, who writes that there are multiple 
defensible moralities  (Haidt & Kesebir 2010, 800), and morality is many things  (Haidt 
and Joseph 2007, 2).  There is much more motivation for claiming that tribal issues are not 
intrinsically morally important, but that harm issues are.  Tribal issues are only in some settings 
extrinsically morally relevant.  More generally, norms which function indirectly to reliably 
prevent harms are morally relevant if, but only if, they are effective in such a role. 

For example, take a small hunter-gatherer society with no birth control, a high incidence 
of AIDS, war-prone neighbors, and a tendency toward quarrelsome factions.  There, promiscuity, 
ingroup-betrayal, and authority-defiance are issues of great moral import (but extrinsically so).  
By contrast, in (e.g.) Alabama in 2010, where birth control and safe sex options are available, 
where rights to free expression, public assembly, and movement enjoy legal protection, where 
authorities are (often) held accountable for harmful practices, and where governmental structures 
largely control the violent and unjust effects of faction, it should be recognized that promiscuity, 
non- and anti-patriotism, and the questioning of authority are of much less extrinsic moral 
import.  That is, violations of such norms have little connection to raising the probability that 
anyone will harm anyone.   

 
6. Objections and replies 
6.1 Just my own Western liberal bias? Jonathan Haidt and other MFT proponents might 

suggest that I am peddling my own Westernized views of morality.  Channeling Haidt (2008), 
someone might urge  in order to understand other 
cultures.  But this objection misfires on two accounts.   

First, 
interpreted as encouraging his audience to open-mindedly consider more tribe-centered ways of 
moralizing or of developing systems of conduct which are moral in spirit.  In the previous two 
sections I joined him in this quest, explaining various respects in which tribal norms probably 
depend on and were derived from harm norms.  This made it easier to see why some people 
consider tribal issues moral issues.  I even agreed that, in some contexts, tribal issues are moral 
issues.  This project aids Haidt by elucidating the crucial ambiguity he misses: distinguishing 
moral attitudes from moral issues. 

Secondly, this objection simply fails to consider my arguments.  I have not merely been 
foot-stamping.  Rather, I have reasoned from empirically validated agreement that harm issues 
are morally relevant, selecting cases about which even tribalistic moral thinkers must hopefully 
agree. 

6.2 Presupposing a substantive moral theory? Someone might worry that a Content View 

In other words, a does not allow us to 
distinguish moral judgments from nonmoral judgments in the absence of a complete account of 
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morality   Indeed, Bernard Gert (2005, 309), the Content Theorist whose 
work inspired this essay, unfortunately invites this error when he writes that 
providing a clear account of the moral system, identifying the moral rules, moral ideals, and 
moral virtues and distinguishing them from other kinds of rules, ideals, and virtues, is it possible 
to distinguish moral judgments  

However, the claims represented by the slogans moral issues are, centrally, harm issues 
and all harm issues are moral issues do not commit to a substantive or thorough moral theory.  It 
is obviously true that, on the Content View, specifying which issues are moral issues requires 
one to make some substantive claims regarding the content of morality.  And it is desirable that 
such an account be clear and perhaps relatively systematic.  But that does not entail that such an 
account must be complete or entirely or necessarily systematic (pace Zarpentine).  My harm-
based Content View takes no stand on many issues in normative ethics, e.g., whether there are 
side-constraints on maximizing the good, whether there are duties and/or obligations of special 
relationship, whether there is a doing/allowing distinction, or whether there are duties of 
beneficence or self-improvement.  And while my view does imply that premarital sex is not 
intrinsically a moral issue, it does not rule out judgments that premarital sex is wrong can be 
moralistic or moral in spirit (pace Southwood).22 

My account allows that bad interpretations of morality should still count as moralities.  
immoral, since if 

 counts as a moral judgment, 
just a morally inaccurate and deeply confused one which identifies a moral issue as moral only 
by luck.)  Moralized normative systems, inaccurate or otherwise, are moral (-in-spirit) systems so 

By contrast, a society possessing only hierarchy 
norms which are completely disconnected from harm issues (consider creatures who are 
immortal and invincible but walk around in regimented single-file lines) would not have a moral 
system, merely a moralistic system.  There will, of course, be vagueness here in deciding 

useful distinctions.  
6.3  Multiple moralities? One still might be tempted by the view that there are many 

defensible moralities . Even if one accepts that harm is the fundamental phenomenon with regard 
to morality, is there any good reason to think that only one set of moral rules functions to reduce 
interpersonal harms within a society?  After all, different societies live in very different 
environmental, social, and cultural conditions.  Even if harm-reduction is the goal of morality, 
different moralities  might look highly different.23 

Certainly we should be tolerant to other moral(istic) codes, and open-minded enough to 
consider that some ways of modifying our moral codes might serve morality's function better.  
Even so, we can also, I think, make reasonable arguments that certain codes, while moralistic, 
are merely moral-in-spirit but not moral in content.  Even so, there is good reason to reserve the 

will have to have.   

                                                
22 I should emphasize that Southwood (2011) and I have little dispute regarding what count as moral judgments.  
Our differences are merely that i) I am in this paper additionally interested in which issues count as moral, and ii) I 

 
23 Thanks to Michael Albert for pressing this worry. 
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Probably every moral-in-spirit code used by cognitively modern humans will have to 
contain the rule do not harm others  (or subsidiary rules like do not cause pain , do not kill , 
and the like).  Other universal or near-universal features of human beings will have to be 
regulated in virtually or almost all moral-in-spirit codes: because humans depend on the ability to 
trust each other for survival, virtually or almost universally needed will be the rule do not 
violate trust or subsidiary rules, including do not deceive , keep your promises , and do not 
cheat  (Gert 2004).  And because humans virtually all depend on regular access to resources, 
rules against the destruction or theft  property or resources must make it in any moral-
in-spirit code for a culture with a need for assigning resources to people.  Insofar as these 
functions form the core content of moral codes, it seems to make sense merely to say that there 
are multiple defensible moral(istic) codes that go beyond this core content, but one fairly rigid 
set of content to this core, which we should refer to as morality. 
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