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Moral Psychology

Moral psychology is a branch of ethics. It concerns the fea-
tures of human psychology whose study is necessary to the
examination of the main questions of ethics, questions about
what is inherently valuable, what constitutes human well-
being, and what justice and decency toward others demand.
Adequate examination of these questions requires an under-
standing of the primary motives of human behavior, the
sources of pleasure and pain in human life, the capacity
humans have for voluntary action, and the nature of such
psychological states and processes as desire, emotion, con-
science, deliberation, choice, character or personality, and
volition. The study of these phenomena in relation to the
main questions of ethics defines the field of moral psychol-
ogy.

At the heart of this study are questions about the intellec-
tual and emotional capacities in virtue of which human
beings qualify as moral agents. Humans, in being capable of
moral agency, differ from all other animals. This difference
explains why human action, unlike the actions of other ani-
mals, is subject to moral assessment and why humans,
unlike other animals, are morally responsible for their
actions. At the same time, not every human being is morally
responsible for his or her actions. Some like the very young
and the utterly demented are not. They lack the capacities
that a person must have to be morally responsible, capaci-
ties that equip people for understanding the moral quality of
their actions and for being motivated to act accordingly. Full
possession of these capacities is what qualifies a person as a
moral agent, and it is the business of moral psychology to
specify what they are and to determine what full possession
of them consists in.

In modern ethics the study of these questions has largely
concentrated on the role and importance of reason in moral
thought and moral motivation. The overarching issue is
whether reason alone, if fully developed and unimpaired, is
sufficient for moral agency, and the field divides into affir-
mative and negative positions on this issue. Rationalist phi-

losophers, among whom KANT is foremost in the modern
period, defend the former. On their view, reason works not
only to instruct one about the moral quality of one’s actions
but also to produce motivation to act morally. Human
beings, on this view, are moved by two fundamental kinds
of desire, rational and nonrational. Rational desires have
their source in the operations of reason, nonrational in ani-
mal appetite and passion. Accordingly, moral motivation,
on this position, is a species of rational desire, and reason
not only produces such desire but is also capable of invest-
ing it with enough strength to suppress the conflicting
impulses of appetite and passion. Moral agency in human
beings thus consists in the governance of appetite and pas-
sion by reason, and the possession of reason is therefore
alone ordinarily sufficient to make one responsible for one’s
actions. 

The chief opposition to this view comes from philoso-
phers such as HUME and Mill. They deny that reason is ever
the source of moral motivation and restrict its role in moral
agency to instructing one about the moral quality of one’s
actions. On this view, all desires originate in animal appetite
and passion, and reason works in the service of these desires
to produce intelligent action, action that is well aimed for
attaining the objects of the desires it serves. Consequently,
the primary forms of moral motivation, on this position, the
desire to act rightly, the aversion to acting wrongly, are not
products of reason but are instead acquired through some
mechanical process of socialization by which their objects
become associated with the objects of natural desires and
aversions. Moral agency in human beings thus consists in
cooperation among several forces, including reason, but also
including a desire to act rightly and an aversion to acting
wrongly that originate in natural desires and aversions.
Hence, because the acquisition of these desires and aver-
sions is not guaranteed by the maturation of reason, the pos-
session of reason is never alone sufficient to make one
responsible for one’s actions.

This anti-rationalist view is typically inspired by, when
not grounded in, the methods and theories of natural science
as applied to human psychology. In this regard, the most
influential elaboration of the view in twentieth century
thought is Freud’s. Applying the general principles of per-
sonality development central to his mature theory, FREUD
gave an account of the child's development of a conscience
and a sense of guilt that explained the independence and
seeming authority of these phenomena consistently with
their originating in emotions and drives that humans like
other animals possess innately. His account in this way
speaks directly to the challenge that the rationalist view rep-
resents, for rationalists, such as Kant, make the indepen-
dence and seeming authority of conscience the basis for
attributing the phenomena of conscience, including their
motivational force, to the operations of reason.

A second dispute between rationalists and their oppo-
nents concerns the nature of moral thought. Rationalists
hold that moral thought at its foundations is intelligible
independently of all sensory and affective experiences. It is,
in this respect, like arithmetic thought at its foundations.
Kant’s view again sets the standard. In brief, it is that the
concepts and principles constitutive of moral thought are
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formal and universal, that their application defines an atti-
tude of impartiality toward oneself and others, and that
through their realization in action, that is, by following the
judgments one makes in applying them, one achieves a cer-
tain kind of freedom, which Kant called autonomy. This
view, unlike Kant’s view about moral motivation, which has
little currency outside of philosophy, deeply informs various
programs in contemporary developmental psychology, nota-
bly those of PIAGET and his followers, whose work on moral
judgment and its development draws heavily on the formal-
ist and universalist elements in Kant’s ethics.

Opponents of this view maintain that some moral
thought is embodied by or founded on certain affective
experiences. In this respect they follow common opinion.
Sympathy, compassion, love, humanity, and attitudes of car-
ing and friendship are commonly regarded as moral
responses, and in the views of leading anti-rationalist think-
ers one or another of these responses is treated as funda-
mental to ethics. Accordingly, the cognitions that each
embodies or the beliefs about human needs and well-being
(or the needs and well-being of other animals) that each pre-
supposes and to which each gives force count on these
views as forms of foundational moral thought. Such
thought, in contrast to the rationalist conception, is not
resolvable into formal concepts and principles, does not
necessarily reflect an attitude of impartiality toward oneself
and others, and brings through its realization, not autonomy,
but connection with others. In contemporary developmental
psychology, this view finds support in work on gender dif-
ferences in moral thinking and on the origins of such think-
ing in the child’s capacity for empathy.

—John Deigh
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Morphology

Morphology is the branch of linguistics that deals with the
internal structure of those words that can be broken down
further into meaningful parts. Morphology is concerned
centrally with how speakers of language understand com-
plex words and how they create new ones. Compare the two
English words marry and remarry. There is no way to break
the word marry down further into parts whose meanings
contribute to the meaning of the whole word, but remarry
consists of two meaningful parts and therefore lies within
the domain of morphology. It is important to stress that we
are dealing with meaningful parts. If we look only at sound,
then marry consists of two syllables and four or five pho-
nemes, but this analysis is purely a matter of PHONOLOGY
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