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What is the basis of moral cognition? 

Moral judgments are grounded in a number of cognitive and social 
cognitive processes, which guide the social regulation of behav-
ior and are, in turn, constrained by such regulation to be fair and 
evidence-based. 

Human beings live complex social lives, 
composed of various types of relationships 
across nested social hierarchies, all struc
tured by rights, rules, and obligations. 
However, selfish goals persist, and keeping 
individuals' goals in line with community 
interests has become the primary challenge 
of modern morality. To meet this challenge, 
human societies have developed two major 
social-cultural tools: a vast network of rules, 
norms, and values (Sripada & Stich, 2006; 
Ullmann-Margalit, 1977) and complex so
cial practices of norm enforcement, such as 
blame, praise, apology, and reconciliation 
(Semin & Manstead, 1983). 

This kind of social-cultural morality 
has to be taught, learned, and enforced by 
community members, even by the youngest 
among them (Gockeritz, Schmidt, & Toma
sello, 2014). Acquiring norms likely benefits 
from early-appearing preferences for proso-
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cial agents over antisocial agents (Hamlin, 
2014), but socially mature moral capacities 
rely heavily on nonmoral capacities: those 
of social cognition (Guglielmo, Monroe, & 
Malle, 2009). 

Social cognition encompasses a hierar
chy of interdependent concepts, processes, 
and skills that allow individuals to perceive, 
understand, and-most important for the 
present topic-evaluate one another. For 
example, norm enforcers infer the mental 
processes that generated a transgressive 
behavior (e.g., motive, belief, intention) be
fore blaming the transgressor (Malle, Gug
lielmo, & Monroe, 2014). The transgressor 
must likewise infer the mental processes that 
generated the social act of blaming (e.g., 
the norm enforcer's goals, knowledge, and 
power of enforcing sanctions) when decid
ing to deny or admit, maintain or correct the 
norm-violating behavior. 
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These, then, are the phenomena this chap
ter aim to illuminate. We how how rhe el
ement of social cognition ground people 
rnoral cognition a nd how ocia l nd mora l 
cognition together guide the social regula.
tio1t of behavior by moral norms. We aim 
to identify the concepts, mechanisms, and 
practices that go into making various kinds 
of moral judgments and the forms and func
tions of socially expressing those judgments. 

Historical Context 

The most prominent debates in moral phi
losophy grapple with dichotomies. Per
haps the oldest of these concerns the rela
tive influences of reason and passion on 
human behavior (Hume, 1751/1998; Kant, 
1785/2012). Moral psychology, too, has 
been heavily influenced by this dichotomy. 
During an early phase, scholars expressed 
great confidence in the human capacity to 
reason about moral matters-albeit a ca
pacity that needs time to develop (Piaget, 
1932; Kohlberg, 1981). During a later phase, 
scholars expressed sometimes fierce skepti
cism toward such reasoning capacities and 
offered emphatic claims about the primacy 
of affect in moral judgment (Alicke, 2000; 
Greene, 2008), about people's inability to 
access the cognitive basis of their judgments 
(Nisbett & Wilson, 1977; Haidt, 2001), and 
about the many biases from which these 
judgments suffer (Ditto, Pizarro, & Tannen
baum, 2009). 

Dichotomies often suffer from exaggera
tions and simplifications. We hope to present 
a framework that goes beyond extreme posi
tions and relies instead on theoretical analy
sis, existing empirical evidence, and predic
tions about new phenomena. We believe that 
drawing a line and designating two opposing 
sides-reason versus passion, cognition ver
sus emotion, deliberation versus intuition
is an unproductive way to tackle a multifac
eted phenomenon. We should, rather, survey 
the landscape and acknowledge the complex 
terrain of social life so as to discover the dif
ferent psychological adaptations and social 
practices that have allowed people to navi
gate the terrain-imperfectly, but not in as 
bumbling and blundering a way as is some
times portrayed. What enables such adaptive 
navigation, we try to show, is the interactive 
system of moral cognition, social cognition, 
and social regulation. 

This system is schematically illustrated in 
Figure 12.1, in which the parts both inform 
one another (e.g., mental state inferences 
informing a blame judgment) and also jus
tify one another (e.g., a wrongness judgment 
providing justification for an act of social 
regulation). 

Two aspects of this schematic deserve 
comment. First, when we use the term so
cial cognition, we are not pitching our tent 
on the "reason" side of a dichotomy but 
rather conceiving of social cognition as a 
large toolbox that contains both fast and 
automatic mechanisms as well as slow and 
controlled mechanisms, both automatic and 
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FIGURE '12J . Schematic relationship between social cognition, moral cognition, and social regulation. 
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both intuition and deliberation, both affect 
and thought. Second, whereas the relation
ship between social cognition and moral 
cognition ha been discu sed before (e.g., 
Shaver 1985; Weiner, 1995), the appeal to 
social regulatory mechanisms of morality 
goes beyond the parameters of existing de
bates. Highlighting the social. function of 
moral cognition can reveal much about how 
that process operates. We discuss both of 
these issues shortly. 

Theoretical Framework 

To achieve rhc promised urvey of the moral 
land cape and to elucidate how moral cogni
tion, social cognition, and socia.I regulation 
a.re related, we addre s three questions: (1) 
What makes moral cognition moral?; (2) 
What social cognitive processes are involved 
in it?; and (3) How does moral cognition in
teract with social regulation? 

What Makes Moral Cognition Moral? 

The moral domain is that of regulating indi
vidual behavior in the context of community 
interests. Rules, norms, and values set the 
standards that, if fulfilled, serve community 
goals and allow the community and its in
dividuals to succeed. The broader literature 
sometimes distinguishes moral from con
ventional rules or moral from social norms 
(Brennan, Eriksson, Goodin, & Southwood, 
2013; Kohlberg, 1981). But for many pur
poses, it is best to assume a continuum of 
norms-defined as standards and instruc
tions that guide people in what they should 
do. We can then identify prototypes at each 
end. Moral norms, on one end, are part of 
a hierarchy in which moral "principles" and 
"values" are the most abstract instructions; 
social-conventional norms, at the other end, 
can often stand alone in regulating just one 
particular behavior or in solving a coordina
tion problem. What the elements of this con
tinuum have in common is that, in represent
ing an instruction as a norm (as opposed to a 
goal or habit), people keenly take into account 
that (1) a sufficient number of individuals in 
the community in fact follow the instruction, 
and (2) a sufficient number of individuals in 
the community expect and demand of each 

other to follow the instruction and may be 
willing to enforce it through sanctions (Bic
chieri, 2006; Brennan et al., 2013). 

We can now conceptualize moral cogni
tion as the set of capacities that all.ow people 
to properly engage with social and moral 
norms. People have to (1) learn, store, acti
vate, and deploy norms; (2) make judgments 
(e.g., of permissibility, wrongne , blame) 
about these norms· (3) make decisions in 
light of these norms; and (4) communicate 
about the norms and their violations (e.g., 
prescribe, justify, apologize).1 

How Is Social Cognition Involved 
in Moral Cognition? 

What is social cognition? We endorse an in
clusive definition that subsumes under the 
term all conceptual and cognitive tools that 

rv the overarching goal of making ense 
of other human agents. Figure 12.2 displays 
many of these tool arranged in tree-like hi
erarchy (for a glossary and detailed discus
sion, see Malle, 2008, 2015). On the bot
tom are those that have evolved earlier in 
phylogeny, develop earlier in ontogeny, and 
are generally impler and faster processes; 
on the top are rho e that have evolved more 
recently, develop later in childhood, and are 
generally more complex and slower pro
ce ses. The tool often rely on the output of 
tools below them and in concert these tool 
perform important tasks in social life, such 
as explanation, prediction, and moral judg
ment (depicted outside the tree itself). More
over, several of the pJoce ses at once presup
pose and shape fundamental concepts, such 
as intentionality, belief, desire, and emotion 
categories. 

Against this background it is now easy to 
illustrate how social cognition supports and 
interacts with the four capacities of moral 
cognition. 

In norm learning, social cognition con
tributes some of the learning mechanisms: 
Mimicry and imitation provide powerful 
tools of adopting norms through action, 
and face processing and goal identification 
all.ow people to read others' evaluations of a 
given behavior and thereby infer the norms 
that the behavior conformed to or violated. 
For example, a scowl toward somebody who 
asks a new acquaintance too many private 
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f!GURE 12.2. Broad conceptualization of social cognition as a tree-like, hierarchical collection of cog

nitive tools. 

questions can teach and enforce norms of 
privacy and autonomy. 

Moral judgment would be impossible 
without the basic tools of recognizing 
agents, parsing the behavior stream to iden
tify (un)intentional norm violations, as well 
as empathy (often with the victim), simula
tion, and mental state inference to gauge the 
agent's specific reasons for committing the 
violation. Moreover, social categorization 
can influence judgments through prejudice 
(Eberhardt, Davies, Purdie-Vaughns, & 
Johnson, 2006) and also help assign specific 
norms to people in particular roles, groups, 
and positions. Often overlooked is the fact 
that different moral judgments require dif
ferent levels of social-cognitive involvement: 
Gauging the permissibility of an action is 
largely a matter of analyzing an action cat
egory relative to a norm system; the agent's 
specific mental states are less important. 
Wrongness appears to be judged more on the 
basis of the agent's mental state (Cushman, 
2008), whereas blame incorporates all these 
information inputs (Malle et al., 2014). 

Moral decisions and actions rely in part 
on the tools of self-awareness, simulation 
of one's own future guilt, empathy with po
tential victims, and others' moral sanctions. 
Such decisions and actions also involve so
cial categorization of one's roles and obli
gations and accumulated trait inferences of 
one's virtues (or lack thereof). 

Moral communication, finally, includes 
such phenomena as expressing moral judg
ments either to the alleged violator or to 
another community member (Dersley & 
Wootton, 2000; Traverso, 2009); negotiat
ing blame through justification and excuses 
(Antaki, 1994); and apology, compensation, 
or forgiveness to repair social estrangement 
after a norm violation (McKenna, 2012; 
Walker, 2006). People rely on mental state 
inferences during communicative interac
tions, and especially during social-moral 
interactions, to accurately assess the other's 
goals and knowledge, because the stakes 
of maintaining relationships are high and 
under the threat of sanctions. Trait infer
ences may be formed through observation 
or gossip, especially when norm violators 
do not respond to social regulation attempts 
by their community. Also, low-level tools of 
gaze and face processing, empathy, and goal 
inference are needed to gauge the honesty 
of justifications, the genuineness of apolo
gies, and the seriousness of threatened sanc
tions. 

How Does Social Regulation Interact 
with Moral Cognition? 

We claimed earlier that heeding the social 
regulatory function of moral cognition can 
benefit our understanding of how moral 
cognition itself operates. We now illustrate 
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one such benefa by recon ider:ing the debate 
over how accurate or bia eel people are in 
forming mora l judgments (Alicke, 2000· 
Ditto, 2009; Malle et al., 2014; Nadler & 
McDonnell, 2011). 

The accuracy or bia o.f a given moral 
judgment is diJficult ro mea ure, becau e 
the laboratory rarely offer an objective cri
terion for the correct judgment. Typically, 
re earchers offer information to participant 
that they 'shou ld not" take into ac ount 
and when ome of them d , a "bias" is diag
no d. For xample many res archer have 
argued that outcome ever,ity the motive 
and character of the no.rm violator, or the 
likeability of the victim mu t not be part of 
an unbia ed moral judgmcDt. But it i un
clear who gets to decide, and on what ba ·i , 
what people hould or shou l.d not rake into 
ac ount (Malle et a l. 2014; Nad ler, 2012). 
Moreover, the potential arbiter , "phi lo O

pher legal theorists and p y bol gists" 
(Alicke, 2008, p. 179) often do not agree 
with one another. 

In the absence of objective criteria, an ap
pealing alternative is to consider a moral 
judgment' function of regu lating ocial be
havior a a uitable tandard-the socially 
hated criteria that people u e to accept 

que rion, criticize, or reject mora I judg
ments. For example what do people accepr 
as rhe ground of inten blame? They con-
ider that the behavior violated an important 

norm that the violation was intentiona l, 
that the agent had no ju tifyiog rea on to 
perfol.'m the behavior and so .forth (Malle et 
a l., 2014). When wou ld p ople reject inten e 
blame? They do o when the behavior vio
lated a merely in igoifi ant norm, when the 
violation was unintentional and unavoidable 
but the norm enforcer treated it as if it were 
intentional, and so forth. Bias is then diag
nosed when norm enforcers overblame or 
underblame relative to what is acceptable in 
the community (Kim, Voiklis, Cusimano & 
Malle, 2015). 

These standards of blame put pressure on 
people to keep their biases in check. Severe 
violation sometime elicit powe1·ful emo
tional re pon e that can lead to premature 
accusation or w1fair punishment; further, 
an ob ervei"· quick moral eva luation some
times taints subsequent inferences about 
whether the violation was intentional, justi-

fied, or preventable (Alicke, 2000· Knobe 
2010). N everthcl s community member 
help correct the e expre sion f premature, 
bias d, or inaccurate mora l judgm nt by 
challenging th e who blurt out a llegation 
and by demanding warrant fro m rho e who 
overblame thereby al ming and lowing the 
processes of accusation and puni hment. 2 

Communitie could not survive if their 
memb r blamed and punished one another 
without ev idenc or with.out differentiating 
between, ay, mild and evere, intentional 
a11d uninrenrional violation . The regu la
tory function of moral judgment, and the 
required warrant for such judgm nc there
foL·e pu h thos judgment to be more rea
sonabl , a curare, and fair, by the tandard 
of the ommunity in whi h chey o cur,.l 

Relating Social Cognition, Moral Cognition, 
and Social Regulation 

We can now offer a more detailed schematic 
of the relationships between social cogni
tion, moral cognition, and social regula
tion. In choosing the pictorial language of 
a flow diagram (Figure 12.3), we naturally 
leave out some complexity, but it forces us 
to make explicit certain theoretical commit
ments, which can be tested experimentally. 

The flow of processes begins with a nega
tive event, which prompts the perceiver to 
assess whether the event was caused by an 
agent who violated norms. If "yes," social 
cognitive processes analyze the violator's 
mental states (including intentions and 
goals). This information feeds into moral 
cognition, which generates judgments about 
wrongness or blame. The outputs of moral 
and social cognition, along with preceding 
information about the event and the norms 
that were violated, feed into a decision about 
whether public moral criticism is warranted. 
If warrant exceeds threshold, the perceiver 
is likely to deliver public moral criticism 
(though many other considerations may in
hibit criticism, such as role constraints, fear 
of retaliation, etc.). This moral criticism may 
prompt a timely change in the violator's be
havior or, if not, the perceiver may consider 
renewed criticism or alternative responses, 
including gossip or retreat. 

The full stop with which we break off 
the flow diagram conceals a more complex, 
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FIGURE '12.3. Flow diagram of processes of social and moral cognition in the context of social regula

tion of norm violations. 

finely tuned social dynamic between norm 
enforcers and norm violators: They negoti
ate levels of blame, meet accusation with 
justification, criticism with remorse, re
morse with forgiveness, all in the service of 
rebuilding and maintaining social relation
ships (Walker, 2006). 

Evidence 

Empirical evidence for the social cognitive 
basis of moral judgment has been accumulat
ing over the past several years. In many stud
ies, lay people clearly rely on social cognitive 
inferences of intentionality when judging ev
eryday moral actions (Lagnado & Channon, 
2008) and when mastering fine distinctions 
between willingly, knowingly, intentionally, 
and purposefully violating a norm (Gugliel
mo & Malle, 2010)-distinctions that also 
inform legal classifications of negligence 
and recklessness. Likewise, lay people judge 

goal-directed harm as less permissible and 
more often as wrong than they judge harm 
as a side effect (Cushman & Young, 2011). 
Thus moral and legal distinctions overlap 
with (and perhaps derive from) more general 
purpose social cognitive judgments. This 
derivative relationship is corroborated by 
results from functional magnetic resonance 
imaging and lesion studies showing that the 
processing involved in either social or m?ral 
judgment activate many of the same regions 
in the prefrontal cortex (Forbes & Graf man, 
2010) . 

People's cognitive system also makes dis
tinctions between types of moral judgments 
that vary by the objects they judge: Badness 
judges mere events, wrongness judges inten
tional actions, and blame judges an agent's 
specific relationship to a norm violation, 
whether intentioncd or unintentional (Malle 
et al., 2014; Manin, Pizarro, & Beer, 2007; 
Sher, 2006). These judgments also differ in 
their sensitivity to causal and mental state in-
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format ion (Cushman, 2008; Malle, Scheutz, 
Arnold, Voiklis, & Cusimano, 2015), but 
exper iment on the detailed cau al processes 
that flow between socia l cogni tion and these 
differing judgments remain lacking. 

Expeximents on social ex pressions of 
blame are al. o carce. NeverthcJess initia l 
work in our lab ha demonstrated th at as 
with p r.ivate judgments, people have a finely 
tu ne I map of publ ic acts of mora l critici m 
(Voiklis Cu ima no, & Ma lle, 2014). For 
example, the rich vocabulary used by Eng
lish spea ker to de cribe such act -rang
ing from ch.iding violators to lashing out at 
them- do not merely represent linguistic 
var iation but pick our ystematic fea tures 
of the underlying moral judgme n.t and of 
rhe socia l context. W hen participa nt as
sessed 28 acrs (de cribed by the mo t com
mon verbs of moral criticism) on numerous 
properri.es of judgment and context, the first 
two dimensions of a pr incipal components 
analy is were inten ity of expression and di
rection of expression (toward the offender 
or toward others). Figure 12.4 depicts the 
quadrants of this space and four verbs that 
mark the prototypical acts in each quad-

Toward 
violator 

c: 
.2 
en 
E 

( admonish ) 

rant. ln a sub equent erie of tudie , we 
tested rhe hypothesis tha t people likely fo l
low "norm of blaming" when scaling the 
intensity of mora l criticism to the severi ty 
of tra n gre sion (Kim et al. 201.5). Incle d 
when judging the appropriatene of vari
ou level of mora l cri tici m in re pon e to 
a range of mi ld to evere tran gre s,ion , 
participants displayed a norm against' over
bl aming" (i.e. overly intense crit icism for 
mild violations) but were more tolerant of 
"underblaming." 

Individual and Situational Variability in Social 
and Moral Cognition 

So far, we have addressed social and moral 
cognition at the level of cognitive sy tern 
component that exist in all neurotypical 
adu lts . evert heless ocial cognitive per
formance can vary as a fu nction of matu
ration neurologica l damage, and p ycho
pathology (Frith & Fr ith, 2003) and ca n 
also be due to motivation (Klein & Hodge 
2001) and task difficulty (Bi rch & Bloom, 
2007). Often rhese deficit are presented a 
evidence that people are reflexively egocen-
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FIGURE 12.4. Four prototypes of public acts of moral criticism amidst variation of intensity of expres
sion and direction of expression. 
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cric in thei r percepti n of other mind (Lin, 
f ey ar & Epley, 2010). An a ltern ative inte r
preratio~ i that people are di po iti?oa lly 
or ·iruanooally unprepared for atteodtng to 
the full range of social information. In fact, 
preliminary evidence ugge ts that "warm
ing up" ocial cognition with a_rractice ta.sk 
faci I irate ponta neously unbiased predte
tions (in a mixed-motive game) and sponta
neously subtle assessments of intentions and 
intentionality (Knobe, 2003 ), especially for 
those scoring on the lower end of a social 
cognitive performance measure (Voikli , in 
preparation) . o even though sha llow pro
cessing and bias may predomina te in ta.res 
of disengagement, the correct situational 
cues can bring most individuals to their full 
social cognitive potential. Among these situ
ational cues, the community's demand for 
warrant in moral criticism (especially blame) 
must rank very high, but direct tests of this 
hypothesis remain lacking. 

There is, however, evidence for the mallea
bility and the social shaping of moral reason
ing more generally. As with other forms of 
(public) reasoning (Crowell & Kuhn, 2012; 
Kuhn, Zillmer, Crowell, & Zavala, 2013), 
moral judgment can improve with practice 
and feedback. Much as habitual reliance on 
heuristics (e.g., confirmation seeking) can 
be overcome with deliberate practice (Kuhn, 
2011), people might likewise overcome any 
habitual neglect of social cognitive informa
tion. Howe (1991), for example, showed in 
an experimental context that circuit judges 
adjusted their blame judgments to mitigat
ing information twice as strongly as students 
did. Applying one's social cognitive abilities 
might also be a matter of mindset. When in
duced to believe in the malleability, as op
posed to the fixedness, of empathy, people 
appear more willing to expend empathic ef
fort toward challenging targets (Schumann, 
Zaki, & Dweck, 2014). Moreover, people 
with a malleable mindset appear to seek out 
these challenges in order to improve their 
empathy; the challenge provides the learn
ing pportunity, and the motivation to learn 
help them meet that challenge. 

Beyond skill learning, the vast develop
mental literature on changes in moral judg
ment and decision making support the claim 
of malleability. Gradual differentiation in 
moral cognition, according to our frame-

work, is in good part the result of gradual 
differentiation in social cognition (Baird & 
Astington, 2004). For example, norm learn
ing becomes more sophisticated as mental 
state inferences improve, and blame judg
ments become more sophisticated as the 
conceptual framework of mind grows. Spe
cifically, as mental state concepts of belief 
and desire mature by ages 4-5 (Wellman, 
1990), outcome considerations in blame 
are balanced by mental state considerations 
(Nelson-Le Gall, 1985). And as further dif
ferentiations of the intentionality concept 
emerge (Baird & Moses, 2001), the distinc
tion between justified and unjustified viola
tions and between preventable and unpre
ventable outcomes emerge as well (Fincham, 
1982; Shaw & Sulzer, 1964). 

What Data Would Falsify Our Proposal? 

The strongest evidence against our proposal 
would show that early moral evaluations 
or emotions in response to norm violations 
precede and swamp subsequent social cogni
tive processing (Alicke, 2000; Knobe, 2010), 
a reversal of what our framework suggests. 
Confirmation of this claim requires methods 
for assessing temporal and causal relations 
between processes (millisecond by millisec
ond), but such methods have yet to be intro
duced into moral psychology. Furthermore, 
confirmation of this claim requires measur
ing a perceiver's affective responses after the 
perceiver recognizes an event as norm violat
ing but before the perceiver determines the 
agent's causal involvement, intentionality, 
mental states, and so forth. Given the evi
dence for very early and automatic process
ing of agency and intentionality (Barrett, 
Todd, Miller, & Blythe, 2005; Decety, Mi
chalska, & Kinzler, 2012), it would be diffi
cult, both theoretically and experimentally, 
to fit any kind of graded affect into this tight 
early time window. Nevertheless, people are 
likely to perceive some kind of preconceptu
al badness before they process all the details 
of a norm-violating event. Arguably, such an 
undifferentiated sense of badness does not 
represent a moral judgment (e.g., of blame), 
so arriving at such a judgment would require 
additional social cognitive processing. If this 
processing were systematically biased in 
favor of confirming the initial negative as-
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se sment (Alicke, 2000), moral judgments 
would still be fundamentally reliant on o
cial cognition-but on less accurate so ial 
cognition. 

A second major challenge to our propo al 
would be that ocial .regulation of norm en
forcement doe not, as we propo e push so
cial (and moral) ognition toward y tematic 
information processing and accuracy. Evi
dence would have to how that the demand 
for warrant of moral judgmear can be easily 
sati fied by bia ed and inaccurate social cog
nitive information. It would not be enough 
to show tbat under ome circumstance de
mand for warrant is ineffective but, rather, 
that widespread demand for warrant either 
does not exist or, even if it exists as a social 
practice, does not predict quality of social 
and moral processing. 

Extension and Expansion 

Social Regulation of Moral Judgments 

Our hypothesis that social regulation is not 
only the expression of moral judgment but 
a mechanism that keeps moral judgments 
hone t ha. yet to be tested. A first require
ment of testing it will be to design suitable 
experimental manipulation of community 
members putting demands for warrant on 
a perceiver who i expressing a moral judg
ment. A second requirement will be to devise 
reliable measures of accuracy in moral judg
ment and the perceiver's systematic respon-
iveness to eviden e. 

Our theoretical model predict that the 
impa t of demand for warrant varie by 
moral jlldgment type. Permis ibility judg
ments are primarily reflection of hared 
norm , so the pre ence of a community 
member should simply increase reliabil
ity and collective agreement in these kind 
of judgments, whereas the more complex 
blame judgments should become more de
liberate and evidence-based (taking into ac
count intentionality, mental tates, etc.) in 
the presence of a community representative. 
There i also a reverse prediction-that an 
overwhelming need to be accepted by ne's 
community can lead to more biased infor
mation processing if the community has 
strong expectations (e.g., about the guilt 
or innocence of a norm violator or about 

the appropriate level of punishment). The 
fine balance between these different forces 
may be examined with agent-based model
ing methods (Elsenbroich & Gilbert, 2014). 
"Societies" that balance socially demanded 
accuracy against socially demanded una
nimity should be most successful because 
they keep the costs of false accusations and 
exaggerated punishment in check. However, 
trarified societies in which some subgroups 

have more power may shift these costs to the 
le s powerful groups. The current incarcera
tion rates of minorities in the United States 
is an example of such a dynamic. As a coun
terforce, however, recently increasing public 
scrutiny of aggressive policing of minorities 
signals a renewed demand for warrant for 
social-moral blame and punishment. 

Institutional mechanisms of regulation, 
such as the state and the law, were long be
lieved to be the dominant forms of regula
tion. But evidence from the fields of anthro
pology psychology, sociology, and legal 
studies suggests that informal, interpersonal 
moral regulation is evolutionarily and cul
turally old, arises developmentally early, 
and is the predominant way, even today, of 
keeping individual community members in 
line with collective interests. Referring back 
to our flow diagram (Figure 12.3), ordinary 
social regulation sometimes fails; an entic
ing research direction might be to examine 
when institutional mechanisms take over so
cial regulation and when these mechanisms 
are more effective than interpersonal ones. 

Affect and Emotion as Social-Moral Signals 

Although the exact causal roles of affect 
and emotion in the information-proces ing 
phase of moral cognition are till under de
bate, their involvement in public expres ions 
of moral cr.itici m may be more readily ap
parent (Wolf, 2011). Affect intensity-in 
word , face, and po ture-scales such ex
pressions (Voiklis et al., 2014) so that others 
recognize one' degree of outrage (McGeer 
2012· de Melo Carnevale, Read & Cratch 
2014). These expressions signal how impor
tant the violated norm is to the blamer teach 
young community members about such im
portance rankings, and also communicate 
to norm violators what possible other anc
tions might follow if they show no insighr or 
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atonement. Evidence for this social functio~ 
of moral emotions might come from phys1 -
ological studies that show a ramping up of 
negative arousal from early violation detec
tion to late public expression. That is, the 
very pportunity to expres one's judgment 
publicly may incr~a e the in~olvemen~, .of af
fect that wa previously during mere m the 
head" judgments, quite modest. Additional 
upport might come. from _evidence ~hat 

perceiver have le d1£ferennated emotion 
when they ognitivcly form their moral judg
ments than when they publicly express them, 
because anticipating public scrutiny leads to 
more attentive information appraisals. Here, 
too perceivers' perception of a community's 
str~ng expectations may sometimes unduly 
modulate their public judgments, such as of
fering exaggerated expressions of outrage; 
this, in turn, can fuel even stronger expres
sions by other community members and 
escalate collective moral condemnation be
yond what perceivers felt in private. 

Artificial Morality 

Work on moral psychology has recently ex
panded into artificial morality-the study 
and design of computational models of 
moral competence (Mao & Cratch, 2012; 
Tamai & Forbus, 2008) and implementa
tion in social robots (Wallach & Allen, 
2008; Malle & Scheutz, 2014). Social ro
bots-embodied machines that are able to 
interact with humans-play an increasing 
role in contemporary society. Around a 
decade ago there were no robots in private 
homes, whereas in 2014, 4.7 million service 
robots for personal and domestic use were 
sold worldwide (International Federation of 
Robotics, 2015). These robots rarely pos
ses extensive social cognitive capacities but 
are improving rapidly (Nourbakhsh, 2013), 
and robots may soon function as social com
panions or assistants in health care, educa
tion security, and emergency response. In 
such applications, however, robots will need 
to have basic moral competence to ensure 
physically and psychologically safe interac
tions with humans (Malle & Scheutz, 2014). 
Designing such robots offers appealing 
new avenues for research, by testing more 
precise, formally specified models o~ b~th 
social cognitive capacities (e.g., makmg m-

tentionality inferences in live interactions) 
and moral capacities (e.g., recognizing norm 
violations and forming evidence-based judg
ments). In addition, research will need to 
identify the conditions under which humans 
ascribe features such as intentionality, free 
will, or blame to artificial agents (Malle et 
al., 2015; Meltzoff, Brooks, Shon, & Rao, 
2010; Monroe, Dillon, & Malle, 2014), be
cause such ascriptions fundamentally alter 
human-machine interactions. Integrating 
robots into research will enable a better un
derstanding of social and moral cognition, 
and integrating robots into society will re
quire such understanding to achieve benefi
cial human-robot coexistence. 

Summary 

Returning from social cognitive science fic
tion, we close by recapping our theoretical 
framework for understanding the processes 
of moral cognition. We argue that a hierar
chy of social cognitive tools ground mor~l 
cognition and that social and moral cogm
tion together guide the social regulation of 
behavior. The practice of social-moral reg
ulation, in turn, puts pressure on commu
nity members to engage in reasonably fair 
and evidence-based moral criticism. With 
the help of these cognitive adaptations and 
social practices, people are able to navigate 
the terrain of morality, accruing bumps and 
bruises along the way but surviving as the 
most sophisticated social creature currently 
roaming the earth. 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

We are grateful for the collective work and 
insights by all members of our lab (http://re
search. clps. brown. edu!S oc CogSci/Personnel! 
personnel.html). This project was supported by 
grants from the Office of Naval Research (Nos. 
N00014-14-1-0144 and N00014-13-1-0269). 

NOTES 

1. Perhaps a helpful term for this set of capacities 
would be moral competence (Malle, 2016; 
Malle & Scheutz, 2014). A complete render
ing of this competence would include both 
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positive and negative behaviors, but here we 
focus, in keeping with the literature, on nega
tive behaviors. 

2. These socially corrective strategies are not in
ventions of modern legal institutions; rather, 
they are successful informal practices that 
have persisted throughout history (Boehm, 
1999; Pospisil, 1971). 

3. There are well-known limits to this shaping 
process: For example, members of a given 
group may demand fair and accurate norm 
enforcement for one another but not for mem
bers of disliked or lower status outgroups. 
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Morality Is Personal 

Justin F. Landy 
Eric Luis Uhlmann 

What is the purpose of moral judgment? 

we argue that the basic goal of moral cognition is often not to praise 
or condemn specific actions but, rather, to try to understand other 
people's dispositional moral character via their actions, and that 
incorporating lay virtue ethics into psychological theory helps to 
paint a more complete picture of people's moral psychology. 

In 2007, the Atlanta Falcons' star quarter
back Michael Vick was exposed for bank
rolling a dog-fighting ring. Details abo~t the 
fights were grim; dogs that proved msuf
ficiently violent in test fights, for example, 
were brutally hanged or drowned. Vick was 
criminally prosecuted and sentenced to 23 
months in prison, even though prosecutors 
had recommended a maximum sentence of 
only 18 months (McCann, 2007). He also 
lost his $130 million contract with the Fal
cons, who ruled out his ever returning to the 
team and team owner Arthur Blank told 
repo;ters he felt personally betrayed (King, 
2007). 

What underlies the public outrage over 
Vick's actions, and the Falcons' finality in 
cutting their ties to him? Although few ob
servers would argue that killing a pit bull 
is more morally blameworthy than killing 
a human being, Vick's behavior suggests a 
callous and sadistic personal character that 
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even premeditated murder might n~t. While 
gratuitous animal cruelty may not nse to the 
level of murder in American jurisprudence, 
in everyday moral psychology it points to 
severe deficits in empathy and moral char
acter. 

In the present chapter, we argue that the 
goal of moral cognition is often not to praise 
or condemn specific actions but, rather, 
to try to understand other people's moral 
character via their actions (Pizarro & Tan
nenbaum, 2011; Uhlmann, Pizarro, & Di
ermeier, 2015). Human beings often ac~ as 
intuitive virtue ethicists who view behaviors 
as signals of underlying moral traits such as 
trustworthiness and compassion. In mak
ing this argument, we first briefly review 
historical approaches to the philosophy 
and psychology of ethics before introducing 
our theoretical perspective, which we term 
person-centered morality. We then expl?re 
two lines of empirical evidence supportmg 


