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Notes 
 
1. Thick concepts are one that carry both descriptive and normative components. They are both world-
guided and action-guiding. See, for instance, Williams (2011) chapters 7-8. 
2. See Putnam (2002), chapter 2 
3. Murdoch discusses the relevance of perception to moral philosophy in a number of essays, many of 
which can be found in Murdoch (1999). Among the admirers I have in mind are Antonaccio (2000). Clif-
ton (2013), Starkey (2006) and Blum (1991), 
4. I’ve abstracted these from the cases in Blum (1991). 
5. Blum (1991) p. 702 
6. Harman (1979) p. 4 
 

▬ 
Does Everything Flow? A Reply to Sparks 

 
Jonathan R. Goodman 

 
I thank the editors for inviting me to comment on Dr. Sparks’s essay, “Moral Percep-
tion and Morally Relevant Perception.” The essay’s central point, which the author 
defends effectively, is that proponents of the view that moral perception is possible 
are mistaking the perception of morality for the perception of morally relevant fea-
tures of a particular event. 
 
In this comment I would like, however, to question whether the distinction between 
moral perceptions and perceptions of morally relevant features is a necessary one, and 
to suggest, with a caveat, that the morally relevant features of some event are just the 
constituents of a moral perception. 
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Sparks argues that direct perception of moral properties is problematic because these 
perceptions may preclude people from parsing a circumstance’s moral from non-
moral properties. “Sensitive moral agents,” as Sparks puts it, will not be able to ex-
plain why one action is right and another is wrong if these agents cannot distinguish 
the morally relevant features that constitute a particular moral judgment.  
 
One factor not discussed closely in this essay, which may be relevant to this debate, is 
whether moral perceptions can be incorrect. If I judge, knowing all the relevant moral 
factors of a circumstance, that some act is unjust, it is open to question whether my 
judgment can be wrong. If, however, one adopts the cognitivist view that sentences 
expressing moral content are true or false, Sparks’s complaint seems valid: the sensi-
tive moral agent, although educated in what is good, cannot explain why a particular 
action is right or wrong, assuming direct moral perceptions are possible. The capacity 
for perceiving moral properties suggests that the non-moral features of a particular 
action are irrelevant when making a moral judgment. 
 
But what if the truth-value of a sentence that may determine moral judgments is not 
fixed? Take, in a non-morally relevant example, Charles Travis’s question of whether 
painting an evergreen tree’s leaves gold leads to the truth or falsity of the proposition, 
“those leaves are gold.”1 In his defense of radical contextualism, Travis contends that 
it is possible to utter the same sentence with the same meaning on two different occa-
sions – though on the first occasion the statement is true and on the second the state-
ment is false. What determines the truth-value, according to Travis, is the occasion on 
which the statement is made. 
 
In Everything Flows, Vasily Grossman describes how the Soviet State was so effec-
tive at determining how its citizens thought and behaved.2 Of a particular informer 
who is responsible for the imprisonment of hundreds of fellow Russians, Grossman 
says: 

The faith that lived in him was another faith: faith in the mercilessness of the 
chastising hand of the great Stalin. In him lived the unhesitating obedience of 
the believer…In some ways he disliked his dark work — except that it was 
his duty!…‘Remember,’ his mentors used to tell him, ‘that you have neither 
father nor mother, neither sisters nor brothers. You have only the Party.’ 
 

When, however, Stalin’s reign of terror ended after his death, Grossman describes 
how the beliefs of those previously living in his regime adopted vastly different views 
about what was right or good: in the eyes of the State and the people, informants were 
now villains, not heroes. How should we determine the truth-value of the statement, 
“the informer is guilty,” when uttered by a state official of the Stalinist regime on the 
one hand, and of the post-Stalin era on the other?  
 
The answer would not, according to Travis, lie in whatever the informer may be guilty 
of, but rather how the occasion on which the sentence is uttered determines whether 
the statement is true or false. We can retain the same meaning for each of these words, 
and yet whether the phrase is uttered before or after the death of Stalin affects whether 
it is true. 
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This possibility suggests that the occasion on which a sentence is uttered may define 
the non-morally relevant factors from which we make moral judgments. Perceiving 
moral properties might then be indistinguishable from perceiving the particulars of an 
occasion on which a moral judgment is made: if the property is not fixed, and “flows” 
with the changing context, then to perceive a moral property may be to perceive the 
relevant factors from which a moral judgment is drawn. 
 
If, furthermore, becoming a sensitive moral agent is part of acculturation, can we 
rightly judge the informer raised under Stalin’s reign who denounces those he believes 
are threats to his way of life? If these totalitarian beliefs were sufficiently instilled in 
members of the Soviet State, it seems just as plausible for an informer to rely on the 
“infallibility of his soul” when denouncing others as it does for Tolstoy’s Levin when 
he acts generously towards his serfs. 
 
If everything flows, can a moral property be more than the union of the relevant fac-
tors at whatever time a moral judgment is made? 
 
This argument is of course valid only if we accept the possibility that moral properties 
are not fixed, and that statements with moral content do not have fixed truth-values. It 
may nonetheless be a helpful line of thinking for Sparks to consider. 
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▬ 
 

Teleological Concepts in Evolutionary Theory Applied to  
Human-Directed Evolution 

 
James S. Freeman 

 
How will moral sense, as a combination of genetically evolved and conditioned traits 
and behaviors and culturally evolved and conditioned beliefs, values and practices, 
respond to the emerging possibilities of advanced technology? What role can philoso-
phy play in shaping the current debate, and are our present philosophical tools and 
discourses adequate to the task? Perhaps it is time to borrow from the recent debates 
over evolution within the history of science, and re-examine some philosophical views 
on nature and teleology to see what application they might have to a rapidly changing 
world. This paper looks specifically to Kant’s Critique of Pure Judgment, with its cu-
rious pairing of aesthetics and teleology, and the work of William James, primarily 
Pragmatism and A Pluralistic Universe, to provide non-theistic forms of teleology, 
fully supportive of evolutionary theory, that can be employed as a framework to dis-
cuss and critique current technological projects, which present existential challenges 
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such behavior isn’t valuable. It’s important not to see philosophic altruism and biolog-
ical altruism as competitor accounts of a single concept. If one did, then one couldn’t 
avoid Price’s despair.  
 
Likewise, signaling altruism doesn’t compete with philosophic or biologic altruism. 
Keeping them separate is essential to asking certain normative questions. Are my rea-
sons to act altruistically (or to intend to do so) derived from my reasons to signal al-
truism? It’s also essential for asking certain biological questions: Is the biological 
benefit of altruistic behavior (or intention) a function of the biological benefit of sig-
naling altruism? These are interesting and important questions raised by Goodman’s 
paper and they shouldn’t be lost amid claims about the insufficiency of biological or 
philosophical accounts of altruism. 
 
 

▬ 
 

Moral Perception and Morally Relevant Perception 
 

Jacob Sparks 
 
You might bear witness to some injustice, but can you witness the injustice itself? At 
first glance, it’s tempting to say “yes.” Sometimes we see things that provoke an im-
mediate judgement that some act is wrong just as we sometimes see things that pro-
voke the immediate judgement that e.g. the book is red or that our friend is angry. It 
seems like we perceive the injustice just as we perceive the redness or the anger. Nat-
ural as that position is, some reflection might give us pause. Do we really see injus-
tice? Isn’t it more accurate to say that we see e.g. the innocent man being punished, 
and then we infer that what is happening is unjust? 
 
The dispute, between those who think that there is a genuine kind of moral perception 
and those who think that no such kind of perception is possible, is the topic of this 
paper. Many authors dismiss the idea of moral perception with little fanfare. As an 
initial example, consider this passage from Sidgwick: 

[T]hough probably all moral agents have experience of such particular intui-
tions [i.e. moral perceptions], and though they constitute a great part of the 
moral phenomena of most minds, comparatively few are so thoroughly satis-
fied with them, as not to feel a need of some further moral knowledge even 
from a strictly practical point of view...[S]erious doubts are aroused as to the 
validity of each man’s particular moral judgements: and we are led to endeav-
our to set these doubts at rest by appealing to general rules...(Sidgwick, Meth-
ods of Ethics, Bk I, Chapter VIII, §3 p. 100) 
 

There is a distinction implicit in Sidgwick’s remarks between immediate moral 
judgements which might arise from perception and perceptual moral knowledge. 
Sidgwick rightfully grants that sometimes we find ourselves with strong moral judge-
ments that appear to arise immediately, i.e. they do not seem to be the product of any 
reasoning process. We simply see what’s going on and we think, “that’s wrong!” But 
admitting that phenomenon does not mean, according to Sidgwick, that we have per-
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ceptual knowledge. Sidgwick’s reason seems to rest on his ‘deductivist’ model of 
moral knowledge. To justify a moral belief, we would have to introduce a general 
moral rule and subsume the case in question under that rule. Defenders of moral per-
ception reject this assumption and often emphasize the Aristotelian point that there are 
no codifiable moral rules that have anything approaching a universal scope and that 
the idea that we need to find general rules to justify our particular beliefs or actions 
shows an impoverished understanding of the richness and complexity of the moral 
life. 
 
Here is another case where the possibility of moral perception is quickly dismissed: 

We don’t directly detect actual instances of right and wrong in our experi-
ence...Instead, we often conclude that particular acts are wrong in virtue of 
some empirically detectable feature; for example, because it causes pain, in-
volves deceit, or violates an agreement (etc.). But it is unclear how we could 
have empirical grounds for concluding that these features are wrong-makers 
given that we do not observe the actual co-instantiation of these features and 
wrongness. (Coons, 2010 p. 85) 

 
Coons assumes that there is a sharp distinction between moral and non-moral proper-
ties and that while non-moral properties can be detected in experience, moral proper-
ties cannot. When he claims that pain, deceit, or being in violation of some agreement 
are things that we can detect empirically, but that we cannot use the senses to judge 
that any particular instantiation of these properties is a wrong-maker, he is implicitly 
relying on the claim that ‘thick’ moral terms1 can always be decomposed into a moral 
and a non-moral component. We can perceive deceit, he says, but not the fact that this 
particular deception makes our action wrong; and hence he must think deception--
even when wrong – can be identified independently of recognizing its wrongness. 
 
Defenders of moral perception usually deny that it is possible to enact the decomposi-
tion that Coons requires. Putnam puts the point by saying that facts and values are en-
tangled: there is not a sharp distinction between non-moral concepts and moral ones. 
For Putnam and others who deny the distinction, the state of mind we are in when we 
judge, for instance, that some act is cowardly is not analyzable into (a) judging that it 
involves giving into fear and (b) judging that this is wrong.2 If such a decomposition 
were possible, then it would be possible to pick out instances of cowardly acts without 
sharing the evaluative standpoint which condemns them. But, according to this line of 
thinking, that is not plausible. It seems, instead, that one grasps instances of cowardli-
ness in a more holistic and direct way. 
 
Some defenders of moral perception are motivated by the inadequacy of other ac-
counts of moral knowledge. They doubt that there are self-evident moral truths, or that 
reasoning from non-moral beliefs can lead to moral knowledge, or that coherence con-
siderations are sufficient for knowing what is right and wrong. Evaluation of these 
last-man-standing arguments would require assessment of all the other ways people 
have tried to account for moral knowledge and would, in addition, require some ar-
gument against moral skepticism. This paper will instead focus on arguments for mor-
al perception that start from reflection on the qualities needed to be a sensitive moral 
thinker. The moral life, it is claimed, involves much more than reasoning from a priori 
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principles. Even someone possessed of all the true moral principles would need cer-
tain perceptual capacities to apply those principles and to see how all the morally rel-
evant features of the situation balance off against each other. Additionally, when we 
think about the experiences of mature moral agents, they don’t seem to require much 
reasoning. The way they respond to morally loaded situations is fast and automatic – 
like an expert athlete or artist. A well developed perceptual capacity seems like a more 
reliable guide to what is right and wrong than our feeble and fallible reasoning abili-
ties. 
 
This position gets expressed by Tolstoy’s protagonist, Konstantin Dmitrievitch Levin 
when, near the end of Anna Karenina, he reflects on how trusting the ‘infallible judge 
in his soul,’ has allowed him to manage his estate well, with sensitivity to fine distinc-
tions that reason would have difficulty defending. 

He knew he must hire laborers as cheaply as possible; but to hire men under 
bond, paying them in advance at less than the current rate of wages, was what 
he must not do, even though it was very profitable. Selling straw to the peas-
ants in times of scarcity of provender was what he might do, even though he 
felt sorry for them; but the tavern and the pothouse must be put down, though 
they were a source of income. Felling timber must be punished as severely as 
possible, but he could not exact forfeits for cattle being driven onto his fields; 
and though it annoyed the keeper and made the peasants not afraid to graze 
their cattle on his land, he could not keep their cattle as a punishment... 

 
Reasoning had brought him to doubt, and prevented him from seeing what he 
ought to do and what he ought not. When he did not think, but simply lived 
[and, we might add, looked], he was continually aware of the presence of an 
infallible judge in his soul, determining which of two possible courses of ac-
tion was the better and which was the worse, and as soon as he did not act 
rightly, he was at once aware of it. 

 
Levin’s knowledge of how to manage his estate has a number of important features 
that suggest he is perceiving what he ought to do. His beliefs are trustworthy: It would 
be strange to say he was seeing what he ought to do if he rarely got it right. They are 
immediate in a phenomenal sense: Levin does not have the experience of concluding 
what he ought to do on the basis of other beliefs. Relatedly, his beliefs about how to 
manage his estate have a passivity characteristic of perception; forming these judge-
ments is easy or automatic. His knowledge is also immediate in a justificatory sense: 
He can’t give reasons for why he ought to act as he does – he just sees it. Finally, per-
haps because the knowledge is immediate in these two senses, any reasoning Levin 
does attempt about these matters leads him into doubt and confusion. 
 
Like Levin, many of us have the capacity to make these kinds of trustworthy immedi-
ate judgements about what we ought to do in some more or less circumscribed area of 
conduct. Our expertise might not be in managing country estates, but when it comes to 
areas where we have sufficient practice – moving about in some familiar social con-
text, raising a child, or treating guests hospitably – we just know what to do in an easy 
and automatic way. Too much reasoning gets in the way. What separates those who 
act well in some such area from those who fail to act well does seem to be the exist-
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ence of a sufficiently honed sense. 
 
There is something clearly right about these claims, but they should not be understood 
to imply that there is a genuine kind of moral perception. Though Levin may require a 
perceptual capacity to manage his estate well, it need not be understood as a capacity 
to perceive moral properties. Defenders of moral perception often fail to distinguish 
carefully between moral perception and what I will call morally relevant perception. 
Though certain perceptual capacities are no doubt relevant to good moral reasoning, 
they do not amount to a kind of distinctively moral perception. Moreover, if there 
were moral perception, the capacity to perceive morally relevant properties would be 
much less important than it actually is. 
 
There are two senses in which perception and perceptual capacities can be relevant for 
moral thought and action. Both are found in the writings of Iris Murdoch and in many 
of her admiring commentators.3 
 
The first sense involves the capacity to perceive the morally relevant non-moral fea-
tures of the world so that these features can enter into your deliberations. One must (1) 
have the proper (morally relevant) non-moral concepts, (2) have the wherewithal to 
notice when relevant non-moral features are present, (3) be disposed to attend to these 
relevant non-moral features, (4) appreciate the relevance of these features and, (5) be 
free of any biases, distortions, or distractions that might prevent those features from 
entering into your deliberation in the proper way.4 We might say that, in this sense, 
perception matters because it provides the ingredients for moral thinking and delibera-
tion. Suppose, for instance, that you are riding a crowded train when a person gets on 
who needs to sit down. If you lack the concept NEEDS TO SIT DOWN, or if, having 
the concept, you lack the wherewithal to notice that this person needs to sit down or if, 
though you notice you don’t really pay any attention to the fact that she needs to sit 
down or if, though you pay attention you don’t appreciate the fact that her need to sit 
down gives you a reason to offer your seat or if, appreciating that fact, you think that 
your comfort is more important than her need, then you won’t be in a position to rea-
son well about what you ought to do. Not all of these steps to good deliberation are 
properly called ‘perceptual.’ We wouldn’t, for instance, normally call familiarity with 
a concept a perceptual capacity. But, as the example illustrates, morally sensitive per-
sons often just see what’s going on and then know what they ought to do.  
 
The other sense in which perception is morally relevant is illustrated by Murdoch’s 
case of the Mother-in-Law: 

A mother, whom I shall call M, feels hostility to her daughter-in-law, whom I 
shall call D. M finds D...unpolished and lacking in dignity and refinement. D 
is inclined to be pert and familiar, insufficiently ceremonious, brusque, some-
times positively rude, always tiresomely juvenile...M feels that her son has 
married beneath him. Let us assume...that the mother, who is a very ‘correct’ 
person, behaves beautifully to the girl throughout...Time passes...M tells her-
self: ‘I am old-fashioned and conventional. I may be prejudiced and narrow 
minded. I may be snobbish. I am certainly jealous. Let me look again.’...D is 
discovered to be not vulgar but refreshingly simple, not undignified but spon-
taneous, not noisy but gay; not tiresomely juvenile but delightfully youthful, 
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and so on. And as I say, ex hypothesi, M’s outward behaviour, beautiful from 
the start, in no way alters. (Murdoch 1999 p. 312-3) 

 
M doesn’t come to see new features of D that she had previously ignored. Rather, her 
accomplishment is that she has come to see D in a certain light, or with a loving gaze. 
It is similar to the case of someone who with some effort comes to see the duckrabbit 
as a duck. Nothing new is seen, but there is a new way of seeing. This kind of percep-
tion, according to Murdoch, is a morally relevant goal and is something worth aiming 
at, quite apart from how it affects our actions. Sometimes Murdoch even suggests that 
coming to see other people and the world at large correctly or lovingly is the only goal 
of the moral life and that notion of ‘exercising the will to act rightly’ is a philoso-
pher’s fiction. But whether or not we accept this more extreme view, we can recog-
nize that the mother-in-law has accomplished something morally significant and that 
many of us wish to accomplish similar things in our own lives. 
 
What is important about these cases of morally relevant perception is that neither 
needs to be understood as the perception of moral properties. Both cases were specifi-
cally concerned with perception of certain non-moral properties, either as a precursor 
to moral deliberation and action or as a morally significant goal in itself. But many 
who defend the idea of moral perception will often cite the importance of these moral-
ly relevant kinds of perception as evidence that we can perceive moral properties. 
They mistakenly take the reasonable claim that perceptual capacities are relevant to 
moral thinking to support the much less reasonable claim that we can perceive moral 
properties themselves. 
 
Take Lawrence Blum’s example of John and Joan, who are riding a train together.5 
When a lady carrying heavy bags enters the train, Joan but not John notices her dis-
comfort. Since Joan is able to perceive a morally relevant feature of the situation (the 
lady’s discomfort), she is better able to make a decision about giving up her seat. She 
has a morally relevant perceptual capacity that John lacks. Blum puts this point by 
saying “a morally significant aspect of situations facing John fails to be salient to him, 
and this is a defect in his character.” But, almost immediately, Blum reframes the 
point by saying that “[John] misses something of the moral reality confronting him.” 
In a sense, this is true. John doesn’t know that he ought to give up his seat. But the 
reason he doesn’t grasp this moral fact isn’t because he fails to see his obligation, it’s 
because he fails to see the woman’s distress. It’s not the moral reality that John is 
‘missing,’ it’s the morally relevant reality. The perceptual capacity he lacks isn’t a 
capacity to see the propriety of giving up his seat; it’s the capacity to see that the 
woman needs to sit down. 
 
In another of Blum’s cases, Theresa, an administrator, is dealing with Julio, an em-
ployee, who has a painful disability that requires accommodation. Theresa fails to ful-
ly appreciate Julio’s disability and his pain and therefore fails to take the needed steps 
to accommodate him. Blum writes that “Theresa is failing to perceive or acknowledge 
something morally significant.” One paragraph later, however, Blum characterizes the 
same shortcoming of Theresa’s as “the failure to be in touch with part of the moral 
reality.” Again, we needn’t understand the situation as a failure of moral perception. 
There is available a perfectly good explanation of Theresa’s shortcoming that only 



ASEBL Journal – Volume 13 Issue 1, January 2018 

24 
 

involves her failing to perceive or appreciate some morally relevant aspects of reality. 
 
The same pattern – of moving from claims about a capacity to perceive certain (mor-
ally relevant) non-moral features to claims about a capacity to perceive the moral fea-
tures themselves – recurs a number of times in the literature. Many recognize a differ-
ence in perceptual abilities between virtuous and vicious characters, or between moral 
experts and moral novices, and then claim that the only (or best) way to explain the 
difference is by differing capacities to perceive moral properties. 
 
Werner (2014), for instance, gives a phenomenal contrast argument for the claim that 
moral properties can be part of the contents of experience. Such arguments involve 
imagining two very similar cases of perception that, intuitively, are phenomenally dis-
tinct. One argues that a certain property is perceptible via inference to the best expla-
nation of the phenomenal contrast. To illustrate the pattern of argument, Werner cites 
an example involving the perception of the property being-a-pine-tree. 

Suppose you have never seen a pine tree before and are hired to cut down all 
the pine trees in a grove containing trees of many different sorts. Someone 
points out to you which trees are pine trees. Some weeks pass, and your dis-
position to distinguish the pine trees from the others improves. Eventually, 
you can spot the pine trees immediately: they become visually salient to 
you...Gaining this recognitional disposition is reflected in a phenomenological 
difference between the visual experiences had before and those had after the 
recognitional disposition was fully developed. (Siegel 2010 p. 100) 
 

Intuitively, what it’s like to see a pine tree when you are a novice is different from 
what it’s like to see the pine tree after you’ve had some experience in the forest. To 
argue that being-a-pine-tree is a property that we can perceive directly, you simply 
claim that what best explains the phenomenal difference is that when you are experi-
enced, but not when you are a novice, the property being-a-pine-tree is part of the con-
tents of your perceptual experience. 
 
Werner applies this pattern of argument to try to show that moral properties can be 
part of the contents of our experiences. We are to imagine two individuals rounding a 
corner and encountering Harman’s famous case of children burning a cat.6 One of the 
persons, it is stipulated, is an emotionally empathic dysfunctional individual (an 
EEDI) called Pathos, who lacks a certain kind of affective empathy. The other is a 
perfectly normal person called Norma. Intuitively, the two individuals will have dif-
ferent phenomenal experiences on observing the scene. What explains the difference? 
Werner says it is the fact that Norma, but not Pathos, has the property being bad as 
part of the contents of her experience. 
 
But why should we think it is a moral property figuring in the contents of experience 
that explains the phenomenal difference? Pathos will probably not represent the cat’s 
pain in the same way as Norma. Even if he recognizes it in some sense, he will not 
feel it in the same way. Nor will he represent the callousness of the children in the 
same way as Norma. Aren’t those differences sufficient to explain the phenomenal 
difference? 
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Werner, in making the case that Norma’s experiential state involves the representation 
of badness, writes: 

Norma’s experiential state meets three conditions that we would standardly 
count as sufficient for a state’s representing some property F. First...Norma 
has developed a disposition to be in this particular experiential state which 
more or less reliably tracks badness. Second, and relatedly, Norma’s relevant-
ly associated phenomenology is counterfactually correlated with badness (or 
at least a particular type of badness) in her local environment. Finally, Norma 
is disposed to form moral beliefs based on experiential states of this kind...It 
would appear then that we have some good preliminary reasons in favor [of 
the perception of moral properties] as the best explanation of the contrast in 
question. (Werner 2014  p. 10) 

 
But those three conditions are not sufficient for Norma’s experiential state to count as 
representing a moral property. I might get a certain feeling in my leg whenever the 
pressure drops and rain is likely. I might have a disposition to be in this particular ex-
periential state that tracks rain-tomorrow, such a state might be counterfactually corre-
lated with rain-tomorrow, and I might be disposed to form beliefs about rain-
tomorrow on the basis of similar experiential states. But that doesn’t show that I’m 
perceiving the property rain-tomorrow. That would be to confuse the perception of 
properties that are relevant for my judgement about rain-tomorrow with my perception 
of rain-tomorrow itself. Similarly, Werner is here confusing the perception of morally 
relevant properties with the perception of moral properties themselves. 
 
Later, in considering whether or not a difference in the perception of non-moral prop-
erties (in this case being-a-cat-in-pain) can best explain the difference between Norma 
and Pathos, Werner writes: 

The problem with this explanation is that there is no reason to suppose that 
Pathos fails to perceive the property of being-a-cat-in-pain if we already sup-
pose that Norma does. And this is what would be required to generate a phe-
nomenal contrast. As noted above, eedis are not impaired in their ability to 
perceive the pain or suffering of others. Nor are they impaired in their ability 
to perceive any other non-moral properties. Since eedis are not impaired in 
their ability to perceive most non-moral properties, the explanation given with 
respect to being-a-cat-in-pain will extend to other alternative explanations of 
this third sort. (Werner 2014  p. 17) 

 
The issue here is that Werner fails to recognize the more subtle features of morally 
relevant perception that we listed at the beginning of this section. There is reason to 
suppose that being-a-cat-in-pain fails to enter into Pathos’ thinking in the way we 
would hope, either because he fails to attend to that feature of the scenario, or because 
he fails to recognize the moral relevance of that property, or because his thinking is 
distorted in some other way. That’s all consistent with Pathos being able to see that 
the cat is in pain. If we fully appreciate how perception can be morally relevant, we 
needn’t assume that it’s a difference in moral perception proper that explains the phe-
nomenal contrast between Normal and Pathos. 
 
As a third and final example of this pattern of argument, consider this passage from 
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Jennifer Wright:  
Mature moral agents know, perhaps implicitly, to what they should attend in 
order to locate the morally relevant facts and features and then form appropri-
ate moral responses. Although the mature moral agent is confronted with the 
same situation as other moral agents, often what she sees (hears, etc.) and 
judges on the basis of her refined moral perception is very different. So, it is 
only to be expected that she may see that an action is cruel or unjust while 
others, such as the moral novice, may not. (Wright 2008 p. 17) 
 

Wright explicitly compares mature moral agency to expertise in other realms: just as 
the chess master can see the superiority of some particular position and can move ac-
cordingly or the mountain man can see subtle features of the landscape and can 
choose the right path, the mature moral agent can see, for instance, that the current 
topic of conversation is embarrassing to one of the discussants and can alter the dis-
cussion accordingly. That much is unobjectionable. But notice how, in the passage 
quoted, Wright begins by claiming that mature moral agents know how to locate the 
morally relevant facts and ends by claiming that the mature moral agents see cruelty 
or injustice.  
 
One may defend the authors above by claiming that the distinction between moral and 
non-moral properties is not sharp, and that therefore there isn’t anything wrong with 
slipping from the claim that mature and sensitive moral agents can perceive discom-
fort to the claim that they can perceive cruelty to the claim that they can perceive in-
justice, badness or wrongness. 
 
There are two responses to this attempted defense. The first is to grant that there is not 
a sharp distinction, and to claim that even so it is a mistake to reason from the claim 
that we can perceive morally relevant properties to the claim that we can perceive the 
moral properties themselves. Consider, for instance, the difference between seeing 
that there are 3 books on a shelf and seeing that there are 300 books on a shelf. It is 
clear to me that I can see the 3 books on the shelf, but ‘seeing’ the 300 requires, for 
most people, counting them up. There may be no sharp distinction between those 
numbers of books that I can see directly and those that I cannot see directly, but that 
doesn’t mean it is right to reason from the claim that I can see 3 to the claim that I can 
see 300. 
 
The second response is to simply make the distinction between moral and non-moral 
properties sharp. In one popular formulation, moral properties are ‘reason implying.’ 
To judge that some action is wrong, for instance, implies that there is a decisive rea-
son against doing it. To judge that some state of affairs is good implies that there is 
some reason to bring it about. ‘Wrong’ and ‘good’ and other terms can also be taken 
in a non-moral sense, to mean roughly ‘what others judge to be wrong’ or ‘what oth-
ers judge to be good.’ Terms like ‘cruel’ or ‘unjust’ also have both moral and non-
moral senses, depending on whether or not ascription of the property implies the ex-
istence of reasons. Once the distinction is sharped in this way, we can say that the au-
thors above are reasoning from the claim that one can perceive cruelty in the non-
moral sense to the claim that one can perceive cruelty in the moral sense. But just be-
cause I can see the features of a situation that might imply the existence of reasons, 
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that doesn’t mean I can literally see the implication itself. 
 
The authors we’ve been discussing all think that an account of moral knowledge that 
leans heavily on a distinctively moral form of perception can better capture the expe-
riences of mature and sensitive moral agents. What I have been trying to show is that 
we needn’t posit a capacity to perceive moral properties to make sense of their exam-
ples. But there is one additional thing to notice about the aspirations of these authors. 
If it turned out that we could perceive moral properties, then our ability to perceive 
morally relevant properties would be much less important than it is normally taken to 
be. The central and least controversial way in which perception can be morally rele-
vant is by supplying the materials we need to deliberate and act well. But, if we could 
just see the injustice of a certain action then we wouldn’t need to see the features that 
make the action unjust. In the same way, if we could just see that it is going to rain 
tomorrow, we wouldn’t need to be able to detect empirically all the things that are 
normally taken to be evidence for upcoming rain. The ability to perceive moral prop-
erties directly would provide a kind of shortcut that would make the perception of 
morally relevant properties extraneous. 
 
This, I’d like to suggest, is an unwelcome result. The relationship between moral 
properties and the non-moral properties on which they are consequent is unlike the 
relationship between, for instance, a property like ‘being angry’ and the microphysical 
properties on which it is consequent. If someone were to judge that you were angry 
without an awareness of the microphysical properties on which your anger is conse-
quent, that wouldn’t be at all problematic. But if someone were to judge that you 
were, for instance, cowardly without awareness of the non-moral properties on which 
that moral property is consequent that would be problematic even if we grant that they 
really do perceive your cowardliness directly. 
 
Maybe the best way to see why it’s problematic is to think about the ways the follow-
ing conversation might resolve. Someone – maybe a romantic partner – says, “You’re 
the best.” And you ask, “Why am I the best?” If they have an answer – you’re so con-
siderate, you supported me in this way, you exhibited this or that admirable quality, 
you did this excellent deed – then all is well and good. They know what they’re talk-
ing about. But suppose they can’t give a reason. They just see it. How does that feel? 
 
Suppose Joan perceives that she ought to give up her seat on the train without noticing 
the elderly lady’s need to sit down. Suppose Levin knows that he ought not hire men 
under bond, but he can’t say what it is about hiring men under bond that makes it ill-
advised. Something isn’t right. Sensitive moral thinkers should be sensitive to a broad 
array of non-moral facts, and they should be able to say why various actions are right 
and others wrong. But the thesis that we can perceive moral properties seems to con-
trovert this fact. No doubt perception is morally relevant in a variety of important 
ways, but this does not mean we perceive moral properties. 
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