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5   Varieties of Moral Agency: Lessons from Autism 

(and Psychopathy)

Victoria McGeer

The Roots of Moral Agency

What makes us moral creatures? What are our moral concerns? How do 
we come to make moral judgments and act from specifi cally moral motiva-
tions? These fundamental yet perplexing questions, once solely the prov-
ince of philosophers and theologians, have been pursued with increasing 
interest by psychologists, anthropologists, evolutionary theorists, etholo-
gists, and lately, cognitive neuroscientists, yielding new and often chal-
lenging insights into this critical aspect of our human condition.

We are unquestionably unique in the shape and quality of our moral 
experience and behavior—the “paragon of animals,” as Shakespeare has 
Hamlet say, “in action how like an angel! in apprehension how like a 
god!” And yet because of these qualities—i.e., specifi cally moral experi-
ences, projects, and concerns—we are likewise capable of immense and 
ingenious evil. Here, then, is a fi rst and familiar paradox of our moral 
existence: We could not be as ungenerous in our condemnations, as cruel 
in our fanaticisms, as self- or other-destructive in our pursuits, if our lives 
were not animated through and through with moral purpose and concern. 
Moral agency is a double-edged sword and seems inevitably so, no matter 
how much we trumpet the glories of our moral sensibility. Why should 
this be the case? Is it because our moral capacities are fundamentally rooted 
in our sentimental natures—as Hume or Smith would maintain—so that 
we depend on various affective states to move us to care appropriately for, 
and sometimes inappropriately about, one another? Or are our moral 
capacities fundamentally reason-based or “cognitive,” as Lawrence Kohl-
berg would say, where reason is given the dual job of arriving at appropri-
ate moral conclusions and of channelling our “affective forces” to ensure 
that we act in accord with our moral judgments (1971)?1 In this case, 
iniquitous behavior might stem from a failure of reason either to arrive at 
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appropriate moral judgments or to control our affect in a morally accept-
able way.

The relation between reason, emotion, moral judgment, and behavior is 
an old and contested one, with paradigm and opposing positions associated 
with Hume on one side and Kant on the other. Central to this theoretical 
division is the role of what is now often called “empathy”2 in generating 
the kind of concern for others that motivates and regulates paradigmatic 
instances of our moral behavior. Hume, in keeping with his view that “the 
ultimate ends of human actions can never  .  .  .  be accounted for by reason, 
but recommend themselves entirely to the sentiments and affections of 
mankind” (Hume, 1777/1975, p. 293), argued that the capacity to feel with 
and like another—to enter sympathetically into their cares and concerns—
was critical for developing and maintaining an other-regarding moral 
agency. Kant, by contrast, was deeply disdainful of the moral importance 
of empathy and/or sympathy, favoring a moral psychology motivated in its 
purest form by a rational concern for doing one’s duty:

If nature had implanted little sympathy in this or that man’s heart; if (being in other 

respects an honest fellow) he would be cold in temperament and indifferent to the 

sufferings of others—if such a man (who in truth would not be the worst product 

of nature) were not exactly fashioned by her to be a philanthropist, would he not 

still fi nd in himself a source from which he might draw a worth far higher than any 

a good-natured temperament can have?  .  .  .  For love out of inclination cannot be 

commanded; but kindness done from duty—although no inclination impels us—is 

practical not pathological love, residing in the will and not in the propensions of 

feeling, in principles of action and not of melting compassion; and it is this practical 

love alone which can be the object of command. (Kant, 1785/1948: 398–389, as 

cited in Kennett, 2002, pp. 352–353; emphasis in original)

One fruitful way to pursue this debate in a contemporary context is by 
looking at the moral capacities of individuals in various clinical popula-
tions. There we may expect to discern how particular abnormalities in 
cognitive and/or affective capacities compromise moral agency. Two popu-
lations of particular interest in this regard are autistic individuals and 
psychopathic individuals. Both these populations seem to lack empathy 
in some sense of that word, and yet psychopathic individuals are well 
known for their lack of moral concern whereas individuals with autism 
can have strongly felt moral convictions despite the fact that their moral 
judgments are often impaired by the diffi culties they have in understand-
ing other points of view. What accounts for this difference?

In trying to resolve this puzzle, I begin by reviewing how the debate on 
empathy has unfolded in light of lessons that theorists have taken from 
the study of psychopaths. I then turn to the problem of autistic moral 
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concern, basing my discussion on an insightful and challenging paper by 
Jeanette Kennett. Here I will agree with Kennett that even though a focus 
on empathy has yielded important insights into our moral nature, such 
an approach is also restricted in how much it can explain. However, pace 
Kennett, I resist the Kantian conclusion that “reverence for reason is the 
core moral motive” (Kennett, 2002, 355). Rather, I will conclude that the 
concern with affect has been too narrowly focused on empathy, and that 
this has stemmed in part from a persistent tendency in philosophy and 
other academic inquiries to try to locate the essence of our moral nature 
in a single cognitive capacity or affective disposition. This tendency is not 
as strong as it once was, but nevertheless it continues to shape contempo-
rary debate.

Still, while old habits die hard, the evidence from development, psycho-
pathology, cross-cultural studies, and even primate studies has been 
pushing us in a different direction for some time (Haidt, 2001; Shweder & 
Haidt, 1993; Shweder, Much, Mahapatra, & Park, 1997). And I think the 
evidence from autism supports this trend, for here I think we fi nd some 
persuasive indication that our moral nature is shaped by (at least) three 
different tributaries of affectively laden concern which I tentatively label 
as follows: (1) concern or compassion for others, growing out of the attach-
ment system and fostered mainly by a capacity for emotional attunement 
between self and other, although later also supported by perspective-taking 
skills; (2) concern with social position and social structure, growing out of 
the need to operate within a hierarchically organized communal world 
and fostered by our highly developed perspective-taking skills; and fi nally, 
(3) concern with “cosmic” structure and position, growing out of the need 
to bring order and meaning to our lives and fostered by our capacity to 
view ourselves in intertemporal terms. Although I won’t be able to elabo-
rate on these three spheres of affective concern in any great detail, my view 
is that they are responsible for producing the cross-cutting systems of value 
that give shape to our moral being, a shape that can be differentially infl u-
enced by affective and/or cognitive impairments that target any or all of 
these spheres of concern. This is what we see in both individuals with 
autism and individuals with psychopathy, even though the nature of their 
impairments gives rise to very different moral psychological outcomes.

The Importance of Empathy: Lessons from Psychopathy

Psychopaths have long been known for their apparent amoralism, specifi -
cally for their deep indifference to the cares and sufferings of others, 
leading them to act in cruel and often criminal ways.3 Theorists have posed 
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the following question: Is this primarily an emotional defi cit that prevents 
psychopaths from empathizing or affectively experiencing the world from 
other points of view and so from taking account of how their activities 
may negatively affect others? Or is it some kind of cognitive defi cit that 
makes psychopaths unable to see why the cares or concerns of others 
should matter to them, even though they are perfectly well aware of these 
cares and concerns?4

One noteworthy feature of psychopathic individuals is their apparent 
facility with mental state attribution. In sharp contrast to individuals with 
autism, for instance, they seem remarkably adept at reading the minds of 
others, if only to manipulate them. They are glib and frequent liars, passing 
themselves off with an easy charm that speaks to a ready, though perhaps 
superfi cial, understanding of social norms and expectations (Cleckley, 
1955; Hare, 1993). This clinical impression is borne out by their normal 
performance on standard and advanced theory of mind tests (R.J.R. Blair, 
Sellars, Strickland, Clark, Williams, Smith, & Jones, 1996). Consequently, 
they appear to have no cognitive defi cit in understanding others’ states of 
mind, including their beliefs and desires, motives and intentions, cares and 
concerns. In one straightforward sense of this term, they have no diffi culty 
with perspective taking (Nichols, 2002a).

In contrast with this cognitive capacity, psychopathic individuals have 
been found to be notably abnormal in their affective profi le. Clinical 
reports indicate that they show “a general poverty of major affective reac-
tions, particularly those that would be triggered by the suffering of others 
(remorse, sympathy), condemnation by others (shame, embarrassment), or 
attachment to others (love, grief)” (Haidt, 2001, p. 824; cf. Cleckley, 1955; 
Elliott, 1992; Hare, 1993). They have trouble recognizing some facial 
expressions of emotion, especially fear and sadness (R.J.R. Blair, Colledge, 
Murray, & Mitchell, 2001b; Stevens, Charman, & R.J.R. Blair, 2001). They 
also show an abnormal autonomic reaction to these emotions, responding 
to the distress cues of others (facial and vocal expressions) as if they were 
affectively neutral (R.J.R. Blair, Jones, Clark, & Smith, 1997). What impact 
might this lack of affective responsiveness, especially to distress, have on 
their moral capacities?

James Blair has argued that it likely has a signifi cant impact, explaining, 
for instance, why psychopaths fail to distinguish between moral and con-
ventional transgressions (R.J.R. Blair, 1995). Making such a distinction is 
now viewed as a critical indicator of moral capacity—of being able to 
regard activities in a specifi cally moral light and to make judgments about 
those activities that have a specifi cally moral character (Nucci, 2001; 
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Smetana, 1993; Turiel, 1979, 1983; Turiel, Killen, & Helwig, 1987; but for 
criticism, see Kelly, Stich, Haley, Eng, & Fessler, 2007). It is a distinction 
that is made cross-culturally (Hollos, Leis, & Turiel, 1986; Nucci, Turiel, & 
Encarnacion-Gawrych, 1983; Song, Smetana, & Kim, 1987) and begins to 
emerge in normally developing children from around the age of 39 months 
(Smetana, 1981). In normal populations, moral transgressions are charac-
teristically regarded as rule or authority independent, i.e., they are viewed 
as wrong whether or not there is a rule proscribing them, whether or not 
someone in authority licenses them. Conventional transgressions, by con-
trast, are normally regarded as wrong only because the acts are proscribed 
by rules of acceptable social behavior; if the rules were changed or sus-
pended, the proscribed acts would no longer count as wrong (Turiel, 
1983).5 One explanation for this is that moral transgressions are normally 
regarded as wrong—and more seriously wrong (less permissible) than other 
sorts of transgressions—because they provoke a strong affective response 
in us (Haidt, Koller, & Dias, 1993; Nichols, 2002b, 2004b). Thus, for 
instance, we code those transgressions that result in victims, individuals 
who suffer either physically or psychologically, as paradigm moral trans-
gressions because of our affective response to the victims’ imagined dis-
tress, something to which the psychopath is apparently blind. Hence, they 
fail to distinguish these sorts of moral transgressions from those that 
merely break the accepted rules of social life.6

In sum, this work on psychopaths seems to support the view that the 
capacity for moral thought and action is strongly dependent on our affec-
tive natures and in particular the capacity to respond empathetically to 
others’ affective states, to experience a vicarious emotional response to 
how they affectively experience the world, and especially to feel some 
distress at their distress and suffering (see also Nichols, 2004b). This 
seems to speak to a Humean rather than a Kantian view of the roots 
of moral understanding and moral motivation. We develop a special 
concern for others and for their well-being because, as Hume says, “the 
minds of all men are similar in their feelings and operations.  .  .  .  As in 
strings equally wound up, the motion of one communicates itself to the 
rest; so all the affections readily pass from one person to another” (Hume, 
1740/1978, pp. xix, 743). Or, in the words of contemporary psychologists 
Andrew Meltzoff and Keith Moore, “We ‘do unto others’ in a special way 
because there is a deeply felt equivalence between self and other. Without 
a sense of like-me-ness, we do not think our folk psychology and moral 
judgments would take the form that they do” (Meltzoff & Moore, 1999, 
p. 11).
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The Limits of Empathy in Explaining Moral Agency: Lessons from Autism

Many people with autism are fans of the television show Star Trek. I have been a 

fan since the show started. When I was in college, it greatly infl uenced my thinking, 

as each episode of the original series had a moral point. The characters had a set of 

fi rm moral principles to follow, which came from the United Federation of Planets. 

I strongly identifi ed with the logical Mr. Spock, since I completely related to his way 

of thinking.

I vividly remember one old episode because it portrayed a confl ict between 

logic and emotion in a manner I could understand. A monster was attempting to 

smash the shuttle craft with rocks. A crew member had been killed. Logical 

Mr. Spock wanted to take off and escape before the monster wrecked the craft. The 

other crew members refused to leave until they had retrieved the body of the 

dead crew member. To Spock, it made no sense to rescue a dead body when 

the shuttle was being battered to pieces. But the feeling of attachment drove the 

others to retrieve the body so their fellow crew member could have a proper funeral. 

It may sound simplistic, but this episode helped me fi nally understand how I was 

different. I agreed with Spock, but I learned that emotions will often overpower 

logical decisions, even if these decisions prove hazardous. (Grandin, 1995, 

pp. 131–132)

This passage, written by Temple Grandin, a remarkably able individual 
with autism, articulates a puzzle for the view of moral agency that has been 
emerging thus far. For here and in other writings she combines her sensi-
tivity and attraction to the existence of a moral order with her acknowledg-
ment that she lacks the normal emotional profi le of other human beings, 
specifi cally “the feeling of attachment” that drives others, for instance, to 
endanger themselves for the sake of a comrade, dead though he may be. 
Could it be that individuals with autism are lacking the basic kind of 
empathetic connection with others so far identifi ed as being critical to the 
development of an other regarding moral concern? If so, why are they not 
like psychopaths in their callous disregard of others or, at the very least, 
in their insensitivity to the moral domain? Yet, on the contrary, as far as 
they are cognitively able, individuals with autism seem remarkably prone 
to view their own and others’ behavior in moral terms; i.e., in terms of 
duties or obligations that ought to be binding on all people, even if their 
sense of the nature of these duties and obligations can seem naïve or 
bizarre from our point of view.

Consider, for example, the case of a young man with perfect pitch and 
a passion for pianos who could not fathom how anyone could be happy 
without a well-tuned piano. Upon discovering that there were people who 
in fact didn’t have pianos, or who kept them out of tune, he thought there 
should be a constitutional amendment requiring every home to have a 
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well-tuned piano (M.A.  Dewey, 1992, discussed in Kennett, 2002). His aim 
was clearly not to benefi t himself, but rather to improve the lives of those 
around him and thereby make the world a better place. Of course, his 
moral priorities are dramatically affected by his autism. Nevertheless, from 
this and many other such examples, it seems clear that individuals with 
autism can and often do have a strongly developed moral sensibility or, 
as Kant would say, a concept of duty deriving from “consciousness of a 
moral law” (Kant, 1797/1991, p. 400). Where does this moral conscious-
ness come from?

In her groundbreaking paper, Jeanette Kennett (2002) argues that the 
fact that individuals with autism are often deeply motivated to do the right 
thing should make us rethink how critical the capacity for empathy is to 
the development of moral agency. For, as she says, they seem in many 
ways even worse off than individuals with psychopathy regarding their 
ability to connect with other people. Psychopaths at least have relatively 
intact perspective-taking skills, readily surpassing even the most able autis-
tic individuals in detecting others’ states of mind. And although psycho-
paths may have trouble seeing other people as fully real (Elliott, 1992, 
p. 210), perhaps because they lack any deep understanding of the range of 
emotions that animate them, the outsider status they experience in con-
sequence seems less dramatic than what autistic individuals have reported 
about themselves, often saying that they feel like aliens beamed in from 
another planet, or, in the words of Temple Grandin, like “an anthropolo-
gist on Mars.”

Of course, there are large individual differences among people with 
autism. Characterized as a spectrum disorder, autism can be diagnosed in 
individuals who are relatively low functioning (their autism is combined 
with other mental handicaps) all the way through to those who are rela-
tively high functioning (with normal to high IQ, often good, although 
characteristically abnormal language skills, and often compensating cogni-
tive strategies for coping with their autistic disabilities). However, despite 
this wide range of ability, individuals with autism show a characteristic 
triad of impairments, according to which a diagnosis is made. This includes: 
(1) a qualitative impairment in reciprocal social interactions, including a 
marked lack of awareness of others’ feelings, abnormal comfort-seeking 
behavior at times of distress, impaired imitation, aversion to or abnormal 
physical contact, and lack of social play and peer friendships; (2) a qualita-
tive impairment in nonverbal and verbal communication, including lack 
of eye gaze and facial expressions to initiate or modulate social inter-
actions, abnormal prosody, echolalia, extreme literal-mindedness, and 
general diffi culties with conversational pragmatics; and (3) impairments in 
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imaginative abilities, including lack of pretend (especially role-taking) play 
in childhood, highly restricted and repetitive interests, and an obsessive 
insistence on routine and environmental stability.

Although autism is not usually diagnosed until around 18 months, what 
makes it particularly noticeable is the relative absence of all those behav-
iors by which typically developing children normally register their sense 
of the vast difference between people—i.e., subjectively animated creatures 
“like me”—and other things in their environment. Such behaviors include 
joint attention; reciprocal imitation games; social referencing behavior, 
where toddlers use the affective expressions on others’ faces to guide their 
interactions with unknown objects, and so on (for a general discussion and 
review, see Baron-Cohen, Tager-Flusberg, & Cohen, 2000; Frith, 1989; 
Happé, 1994b). Indeed, this missing recognition of others “like me” can 
be so deep that one high-functioning adult would later remark: “I really 
didn’t know there were other people until I was seven years old. I then 
suddenly realized that there were other people. But not like you do. I still 
have to remind myself that there are other people. I could never have a 
friend. I really don’t know what to do with other people, really” (Hobson, 
1992, p. 165, cited in Kennett, 2002).

What, then, is the source of autistic moral concern, since empathy in 
the sense of affective attunement with other people seems clearly beyond 
the scope of their experience?7 Kennett suggests that the answer can be 
found in focusing on autistic rationality, specifi cally autistic individuals’ 
susceptibility to and deep interest in the sense-making pull of reason. 
Indeed, she proposes that their “moral feelings are of a Kantian, rather 
than a Humean, cast” (2002, p. 352) since they seem to derive from a 
deeply felt practical concern to do the right thing, whatever that should 
turn out to be. We saw evidence of this Kantian sensibility in the Grandin 
passage quoted earlier, in which she explains that her liking for Star Trek 
is based on two things: fi rst, that the characters in the show had “a set of 
fi rm moral principles to follow”; and, second, that she could identify with 
one of the characters in particular, the logical Mr. Spock, whose recom-
mendations and behavior are guided by reason, not emotion. Grandin and 
other high-functioning individuals with autism seem particularly commit-
ted to the Kantian idea that their behavior (and everyone else’s) should 
conform to a principle of reason that includes them in its scope. Thus, 
they are prepared to see other people’s interests as reason giving in the 
same way as their own, even though, as Kennett says, their problems with 
perspective taking give them “great diffi culty in discerning what those 
interests are” (2002, p. 354). Still, their apparent need to fi gure out the 
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“right” thing to do based on taking the concerns and interests of others 
into account leads them to make quite extraordinary efforts to understand 
those concerns and interests. For instance, Temple Grandin writes of 
having built up a “tremendous library of memories of experiences, TV, 
movies, and newspapers” that she consults in order to understand what 
others might be up to and so guide her social behavior appropriately 
(Grandin, 1995, p. 137). Another very able individual, Jim Sinclair, writes 
of his need to develop a “separate translation code for every person I meet” 
(Sinclair, 1992, p. 300).

From such examples we seem to have clear evidence that even though 
a lack of empathy makes it extremely challenging for individuals with 
autism to act in morally appropriate ways, it does nothing to undermine 
their interest in so acting; it does nothing to undermine their moral 
concern. Yet if we turn our attention to psychopathic individuals once 
again, it now seems puzzling that their apparently less dramatic lack of 
empathy should so gravely undermine their capacity for moral concern. 
This puzzlement can be dispersed, Kennett suggests, once we recognize 
that contemporary theorists have become overly focused on the affective 
dimension of moral life, thanks no doubt to the tremendous importance 
of empathy in guiding normal human relations. For just as the pull of 
reason can explain the autistic individual’s moralism, it seems likely that 
the psychopathic individual’s amoralism might well be explained in terms 
of a failure of reason to operate in him with its normal motivational force 
(for a similar approach, see Maibom, 2005). Thus, Kennett proposes: “It is 
not the psychopath’s lack of empathy, which (on its own, at any rate) 
explains his moral indifference. It is more specifi cally his lack of concern, 
or more likely lack of capacity to understand what he is doing, to consider 
the reasons available to him and to act in accordance with them” (2002, 
p. 354).

This failure of reason may seem surprising. After all, our image of the 
psychopath is of a person who is rather good at serving his own interests 
without care or concern for the damage he does to others; hence of 
someone who is rather good at thinking and acting in instrumentally 
rational ways. However, as Kennett argues, this image is misleading, ignor-
ing the dramatic ways in which psychopaths are also compromised in their 
ability to make sound prudential judgments. As Carl Elliott observes: 
“[W]hile the psychopath seems pathologically egocentric, he is nothing 
like an enlightened egoist. His life is frequently distinguished by failed 
opportunities, wasted chances and behavior which is astonishingly self-
destructive. This poor judgment seems to stem not so much from the 
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psychopath’s inadequate conception of how to reach his ends, but from 
an inadequate conception of what his ends are” (Elliott, 1992, p. 210, cited 
in Kennett, 2002). Thus, in Kennett’s view, the psychopath is not able to 
regard others’ interests as reason giving for him because he is not able to 
sustain a sense of why any interests should be reason giving, apart from 
the very short-term impulses that drive him from one action to the next. 
Perhaps it might be better to say that while the psychopath may have 
action-guiding impulses, he has no impulse-controlling interests since he 
has no “extended and coherent conception of his own or others’ ends” 
from which such interests could be rationally derived (Kennett, 2002, 
p. 355). In this respect, high-functioning individuals with autism seem far 
better off. Their disabilities may make it diffi cult for them to form a clear 
or sophisticated conception of their own or others’ ends, but they show a 
clear drive to give rational shape and meaning to their lives and to their 
interactions with other people. Hence, Kennett suggests, insofar as indi-
viduals with autism have “a basic conception of justifi cation and of inter-
ests as reason-giving,” (2002, p. 355) we can fi nd in their psychological 
makeup a suffi cient basis for moral agency, even if their lack of affective 
attunement leaves them rather unskilled in the moral domain.

Here, then, is the general conclusion to which Kennett thinks we are 
driven. On the one hand, if we focus on the moral limitations of individu-
als with autism, then it seems quite right to insist with the Humeans that 
affective attunement is hugely important for the development and opera-
tion of “autonomous, responsive, moral agency in human beings” (p. 357). 
Without any real sensitivity to the wide variety of pains, pleasures, and 
other emotions individuals experience under the myriad circumstances 
constituting normal social life, individuals with autism are seriously dis-
advantaged in developing a sophisticated understanding of the moral 
domain, either of the kinds of rules that ought to govern one’s moral 
behavior (witness the young man with the passion for pianos) or indeed 
of the way rules ought to be applied, sometimes even set aside, to serve 
deeper moral ends. On the other hand, if we look at the moral capacities 
of individuals with autism, then it seems we must conclude that affective 
attunement is not necessary for the development of a genuine moral sen-
sibility. Thus, Kennett suggests, “the story of how we normally get to be 
moral agents and the story of what is required for moral agency is not the 
same” (2002, p. 357). The social-cognitive abnormalities that distinguish 
autism from other developmental disabilities ensure a developmental 
trajectory that is not just delayed but deeply eccentric compared with a 
typical developmental trajectory. Nevertheless, at least among high-
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functioning individuals with autism, their relatively intact reasoning abili-
ties, coupled with a drive for order and a need to make sense of their own 
and others’ behavior, seems to support the emergence of a sense of duty 
or conscience that is, by contrast, entirely lacking in the psychopathic 
population. Thus, a comparison between these two atypical groups of 
individuals suggests to Kennett that it is Kant, not Hume, who has put his 
fi nger on “the essence of moral agency, the concern to act in accordance 
with reason which animates agency and which we cannot do without” 
(2002, p. 355). To be empathetically insensitive to others is to be seriously 
disadvantaged in the moral domain, but to be insensitive to reason—that 
is, insensitive to reason as generated and sustained by various self-organiz-
ing ends—is to fall out of the moral domain altogether. Hence Kennett 
concludes in keeping with Kant that “reverence for reason is the core moral 
motive, the motive of duty” (p. 355).

Reply to Kennett: Does Autistic Moral Agency Show Us that Reverence 
for Reason Is the “Core” Moral Motive?

There is no doubt that Kennett raises an important issue for a broadly 
Humean account of the roots of moral agency. In particular, she makes 
clear to us that any account of moral agency must attend to what I will 
call the “agential” side of these capacities as much as to their moral side. 
That is to say, for anyone to be a moral agent, they must at least be a 
certain kind of rational agent—an agent who is capable of controlling their 
immediate impulses in the service of some larger end; hence an agent to 
whom reason speaks. However, in Kennett’s view, such an agent is the 
kind of agent in which reason has its own motivational force: “[O]nly 
individuals who are capable of being moved directly by the thought that 
some consideration constitutes a reason for action can be conscientious 
moral agents” (2002, p. 357). This is a strong conclusion, perhaps stronger 
than it needs to be in order to preserve Kennett’s critical insight about the 
agential side of moral agency. So, in this section, my aim is to review some 
further evidence from autism to bolster a certain aspect of Kennett’s insight 
(that responsiveness to reason may be necessary for moral agency), while 
at the same time questioning the Kantian spin she puts on it (that respon-
siveness to reason is suffi cient for moral agency). At the very least, I will 
argue that Hume’s emphasis on various kinds of affect must not be aban-
doned too quickly if we are to understand how certain ends become salient 
enough to compel our reason, thereby giving it some long-range appetitive 
control.
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I begin with a word of caution. I have suggested that Kennett’s conclu-
sion may be overly strong in the modality of its claim about reason. There 
is another way in which it may be overly strong; namely, in its generality. 
Consider the form of Kennett’s argument: (high-functioning) individuals 
with autism are unlike psychopaths in manifesting some degree of moral 
concern; therefore, despite the diffi culties they have with moral judgment 
and moral behavior, individuals with autism must have some quality or 
capacity psychopaths lack that is “essential to the nature of [moral] agency” 
(2002, p. 357). The more general interpretation of this argument, intended 
by Kennett, is that a consideration of autistic moral capacities shows us 
something about the basic structure of moral agency simpliciter. Specifi -
cally, as she says, it shows us that a “reverence for reason is the core moral 
motive, the motive of duty” (p. 355). That is to say, anyone who is lacking 
in this reverence for reason will fail to be a moral agent. However, there 
is a less general interpretation of this argument that merits attention; 
namely, that a consideration of autistic moral capacities shows us some-
thing about the special structure of autistic moral agency. Specifi cally, it 
shows us that a certain reverence for reason can go some way toward 
compensating for the lack of empathetic attunement that is essential for 
the development of a typically structured moral agency. That is to say, 
anyone who is lacking in empathetic attunement and who lacks this rever-
ence for reason will fail to be a moral agent. The more general interpreta-
tion says that reverence for reason is the core moral motive for all 
individuals. The less general interpretation says it plays a particular kind 
of compensating role in individuals with autism.

Why favor the less general interpretation? Consider a close analogy. As 
we have already noted, autistic individuals are greatly handicapped in the 
social domain. One way of characterizing their primary defi cit is in terms 
of an inability to represent others’ and possibly even their own mental 
states. They lack what is often termed a natural theory of mind; i.e., a dis-
position, fi ne-tuned through development, for simply reading off from 
others’ expressions and (contextually situated) behavior the mental states 
that motivate and direct them. One classic way in which this defi cit is 
manifested is in the so-called false-belief task, where subjects are required 
to attribute a false belief to a character in a story in order to predict what 
she will do next. Normally developing children begin to pass this test by 
the time they are 4 years old and developmentally delayed children by the 
time they have reached a corresponding mental age. This is not true of 
children with autism. They continue to experience diffi culty with this task 
even at a much greater mental age. For instance, from a large sample of 
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seventy autistic children compared with seventy normally developing chil-
dren, Francesca Happé has shown that normally developing children have 
a 50 percent chance of passing false-belief tasks by the verbal mental age 
of 4, whereas autistic children have a 50 percent chance of passing only 
by the verbal mental age of 9.2 years (Happé, 1994b, pp. 71–73). Still, even 
though children with autism take more than twice as long to reach the 
same probability of success on this task as typically developing children, 
a “talented minority” will eventually pass, signaling that they have some 
capacity to represent others’ mental states.

How can these results be explained? One possibility is that these talented 
children with autism have developed, after much delay, a relatively normal 
capacity for reading other minds. However, as many theorists have noted, 
the autistic capacity does not generalize easily to naturalistic settings. Fur-
thermore, it is hard to say the capacity is still simply immature, since the 
kind of mistakes in mental state attribution that these individuals continue 
to make are very unlike the mistakes made by typically developing children 
at a much earlier age (Happé, 1994a). Hence, the more likely explanation 
of autistic “mindreading” is that some intellectually gifted individuals are 
able to use their advanced reasoning skills to “hack out” a solution to the 
puzzle of other minds, even while they continue to have no immediate or 
natural perception of others’ mental states. As Temple Grandin says, “I 
have had to learn by trial and error what certain gestures and facial expres-
sions mean” (Grandin, 1995, p. 135). In sum, the social cognition of indi-
viduals with autism remains extremely limited, with frequent and bizarre 
errors demonstrating a far from normal (albeit delayed) developmental 
trajectory. Thus, learning about the mechanisms of autistic social cogni-
tion tells us more about what the mechanisms of normal social cognition 
are not than about what they actually are. Perhaps the same will be true 
for the mechanisms underlying autistic moral concern.

Now let us look more closely at the abilities and disabilities of individuals 
with autism. What evidence might suggest that their moral sensibility is 
structured quite differently than the moral sensibility of typically develop-
ing individuals? To begin on a slightly downbeat note, recall that one 
feature of the autistic profi le is an infl exibility of behavior that stems from 
an obsessive regard for rules and routines. Individuals with autism seem 
to have a great need to impose order on the world, no doubt because of 
neurological abnormalities that give rise to a disorienting, highly compli-
cated, anxiety-inducing range of experiences. Clinical observations coupled 
with persistent subjective reports testify to an array of sensory abnormali-
ties (auditory, tactile, olfactory, visual, nocioceptive) in many individuals 
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with autism that make interacting with their environment extremely chal-
lenging. Indeed, they often fi nd the mere physicality of other people’s 
presence and/or social demands oppressive, such as being required to meet 
another’s gaze or putting up with a “terrifying” embrace. On top of that, 
their diffi culties in processing social and expressive cues make other peo-
ple’s behavior unpredictable and often overwhelming. Unsurprisingly, 
then, high-functioning individuals who can talk about what their autistic 
experience is like commonly report that fear and anxiety are their domi-
nant emotions (Grandin, 1995, pp. 87–89). In eloquent testimony of this, 
Therese Jolliffe writes,

Normal people, fi nding themselves on a planet with alien creatures on it, would 

probably feel frightened, would not know how to fi t in and would certainly have 

diffi culty in understanding what the aliens were thinking, feeling and wanting, and 

how to respond correctly to these things. That’s what autism is like. If anything 

were suddenly to change on this planet, a normal person would be worried about 

it if they did not understand what this change meant. That’s what autistic people 

feel like when things change. Trying to keep everything the same reduces some of 

the terrible fear. (Jolliffe, Lansdown, & Robinson, 1992, p. 16)

Rules and routines help keep things the same, making the world emo-
tionally and cognitively more approachable. To this end, autistic individu-
als are highly motivated to follow rules and are very concerned that others 
do so too. My downbeat suggestion, then, is that a good part of the behav-
ior we identify as manifesting moral sensibility among individuals with 
autism may stem from a need to abide by whatever rules they have been 
taught without sharing our understanding of the ends those rules are 
meant to serve. In other words, for many such individuals, it may well be 
an open question as to how deeply their “moral” judgments and behavior 
are genuinely guided by moral concerns.

This issue is nicely illustrated by the following anecdote reported in one 
of the few studies of moral reasoning among autistic adults: “A young man 
with autism was participating in a board game called ‘Scruples’ which 
involves listening to stories and telling what you would do in each situa-
tion. He was given a scenario in which a store owner saw a woman stealing 
a small amount of food from his store. The store owner knew that this 
particular woman had no job, no one to support her, and several young 
children. The young man with autism was asked what he would do in the 
situation. He replied, ‘Everyone has to go through the checkout line. It is 
illegal not to go through the checkout line. She should be arrested’” (Keel 
1993, p. 49). Was this autistic man simply unable to comprehend the 
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woman’s need-driven motivation and hence incapable of seeing that a 
milder response was called for? Keel, who reports the case, favors this 
interpretation. She writes,

This reply certainly seems cold and uncaring. However, it refl ects this young man’s 

social cognitive defi cits in perceiving the intent behind another’s actions. Certainly, 

he had never been in a situation where he could not afford his groceries. He goes 

to the grocery store weekly and always goes through the checkout line. Additionally, 

he has always been taught not to steal. Without the ability to appreciate the perspec-

tive of another or to consider intent as well as consequence, he appeared unable to 

give any other answer. (1993, p. 49)

It is surely true that this young man lacked suffi cient perspective-taking 
skills to understand the woman’s probable state of mind. Yet the interest-
ing question remains: How deep is his understanding of the prohibition 
against stealing? Does it rise to the level of a genuinely moral understand-
ing, where rules are followed not just because they are rules, but rather 
because they serve some deeper moral end? There may be reasons to doubt 
this. For instance, it seems relatively clear from the anecdote that, even 
without perspective-taking skills, the young man knew that the woman 
had children to feed and no money to buy food. From a general knowledge 
of social norms, he might also have inferred that, as a mother, she had a 
moral obligation to feed them. Thus, he might also have inferred that this 
is a situation in which two moral imperatives are brought into confl ict. 
However, he seems to have shown no awareness of this at all, concluding 
simply that the woman should be arrested because “it is illegal not to go 
through the checkout line.” Thus, his judgment might have stemmed from 
nothing more than a constrained and routinized concern with situational 
rule following.

Of course, more would need to be established to come to any fi rm con-
clusion in this case. For instance, if the confl ict between these two moral 
imperatives were explicitly laid out for the young man, would he show 
more hesitancy in his judgment about what should be done? Still, the 
general lesson remains that just as knowing intent can matter for making 
appropriate fi rst-order moral judgments (was the woman malicious or 
desperate?), so it matters for determining whether fi rst-order moral judg-
ments genuinely refl ect any moral understanding on the part of the person 
making the judgments. The rule-following judgments and behavior of 
some individuals with autism may be too unrefl ective for that.

I have emphasized this aspect of autistic disorder—obsessive desire for 
sameness, hence a need for rules and routines—for two different reasons. 



242    Victoria McGeer

First, as I have already indicated, I do think some caution needs to be 
exercised in interpreting the “moral” behavior of individuals with autism. 
It may well be that their particular abnormalities give rise to a simulacrum 
of naïve or innocent moral sensibility when in fact this sensibility can 
hardly be attributed at all. However, I don’t wish to be entirely downbeat. 
It is certainly true, as Kennett points out, that the passion for rules and 
routines—hence for order in the world—already sets autistic individuals 
dramatically apart from psychopaths. They are prepared, as psychopaths 
are not, to discipline their own behavior and to judge others’ behavior 
according to rules that they regard as universally binding. Moreover, it is 
diffi cult to say at what point having the mere simulacrum of moral sensi-
bility shades into having a naïve or innocent moral sensibility where this 
involves having some understanding of the point of the rules one follows 
(for instance, to avoid harming others). Equally, it is diffi cult to say at what 
point having a naïve or innocent moral sensibility shades into the begin-
nings of a more sophisticated and genuinely autonomous moral sensibility 
where this would involve understanding such rules as answering to a prin-
cipled moral sense of how things ought to be (for instance, as with the 
Amish teenagers (see note 5), that harming others is wrong in itself and 
hence to be avoided). Finally, since we know that autism is a spectrum 
disorder, with individuals varying widely in their abilities and disabilities, 
it should be no surprise to discover that individuals with autism vary sig-
nifi cantly in the degree to which they are able to develop a genuine moral 
sensibility. So, despite the cautionary note I have sounded by emphasizing 
autistic rule-boundedness, I agree with Kennett that many high-function-
ing individuals do become autonomous moral agents; i.e., they become 
able and willing to govern their own behavior and to judge the behavior 
of others by reference to a deeper, more refl ective consideration of the ends 
such behavior might be thought to serve.

Nevertheless, my second and larger point in emphasizing the predilec-
tion for rules and routines among individuals with autism is this: The need 
to impose order as a way of managing their environment predisposes high-
functioning individuals with autism toward using their reason in a particu-
lar way. Specifi cally, it predisposes them toward discovering easy-to-follow 
principles behind whatever system of rules they fi nd in place, even if those 
principles may be rather idiosyncratic from a nonautistic point of view. 
This point I think is nicely illustrated by Temple Grandin’s refl ections on 
her own rule-following behavior, which she sees as characteristically 
autistic:
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For people with autism, rules are very important, because we concentrate intensely 

on how things are done.  .  .  .  Since I don’t have any social intuition, I rely on pure 

logic, like an expert computer program, to guide my behavior. I categorize rules 

according to their logical importance. It is a complex algorithmic decision-making 

tree. There is a process of using my intellect and logical decision-making for every 

social decision. Emotion does not guide my decision; it is pure computing.

Learning a complex decision-making process is diffi cult. I had a strict moral 

upbringing, and I learned as a child that stealing, lying, and hurting other people 

were wrong. As I grew older I observed that it was all right to break certain rules but 

not others. I constructed a decision-making program for whether rules could be 

broken by classifying wrongdoing into three categories: “really bad,” “sins of the 

system,” and “illegal but not bad.” Rules classifi ed as really bad must never be 

broken. Stealing, destroying property, and injuring other people are in this category, 

and they were easy to understand. The “illegal but not bad” rules can often be 

broken with little consequence. Examples would be slight speeding on the freeway 

and illegal parking. The “sins of the system” category covers rules that have very 

stiff penalties for seemingly illogical reasons. Using my system has helped me nego-

tiate every new situation I enter. (Grandin, 1995, pp. 103–104)

Grandin’s “sins of the system” is a particularly interesting category, both 
for the kinds of norms or rules she classifi es as such and for her attitude 
toward such rules. They tend to be rules having to do with social propriety 
or maintaining social order, and her attitude toward them is that these 
rules should be carefully observed even though she doesn’t see the logic 
behind them. So why does she think they should be kept? The answer is 
probably mixed. At some level, she seems to manifest some concern for 
the social order as such, even though, as she often reports, it is also an 
order that she fi nds strangely alien. I discuss this possible motivation more 
in a later section. However, at another level, her motivation seems rather 
more expedient. For instance, she claims that in high school she regarded 
sex and smoking as the two greatest “sins of the system” and soon worked 
out “through careful observation and logic” that the teachers would give 
her considerable free rein as long as they were convinced that she would 
never engage in these prohibited activities (1995, pp. 102–103). In later 
life, her attitude toward sex and the social norms surrounding it has 
remained instrumentally cautious: “I still consider sex to be the biggest, 
most important ‘sin of the system’.  .  .  .  It has caused the downfall of many 
reputations and careers.  .  .  .  I’ve remained celibate because doing so helps 
me to avoid the many complicated social situations that are too diffi cult 
for me to handle” (p. 133). Thus, we see in much of Grandin’s rule-
following behavior a rationally driven response to her persisting need to 
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simplify, to order, to maintain clarity and control, even at the cost—if it 
is a cost—of avoiding what others consider to be morally loaded terrain 
(“carrying stiff penalties for seemingly illogical reasons”). Moreover, even 
in cases where she may evince a deeper understanding of why certain 
prohibitions exist, the need for clarity and control seems to play an impor-
tant role in motivating her to toe a relatively “pure” moral line. For 
instance, with respect to lying she writes:

Autistic people tend to have diffi culty lying because of the complex emotions 

involved in deception. I become extremely anxious when I have to tell a little white 

lie on the spur of the moment. To be able to tell the smallest fi b, I have to rehearse 

it many times in my mind. I run video simulations of all the different things that 

the other person might ask. If the other person comes up with an unexpected ques-

tion, I panic. Being deceptive while interacting with someone is extremely diffi cult 

unless I have fully rehearsed all the possible responses. Lying is very anxiety-

provoking because it requires rapid interpretations of social cues to determine 

whether the other person is really being deceived. (Grandin, 1995, p. 135)

It may be premature to base any strong conclusions about the basic 
structure of autistic moral agency on these observations about their rule-
following behavior and the motivation behind it. Still, they do suggest that 
we must be cautious in assuming too much commonality, or at least com-
monality at the wrong level, between individuals with autism and typically 
developed individuals. However, it still seems fair to ask with respect to 
autistic individuals if reverence for reason might not be the core moral 
motive in them?

For reasons I will come to in the next (and concluding) section, I hesitate 
to speak of a core moral motive, even in individuals with autism. Still, I 
do agree with Kennett that in comparison with the moral agency of typi-
cally developed individuals, autistic moral agency seems far less permeated 
by affect and more deeply governed by reason. As Grandin says repeatedly 
of herself, navigating in the social world is a “strictly logical process.” Now 
we might ask, why does reason speak with such force in autistic individu-
als? Why are they so prone to organize and judge their own and others’ 
behavior in terms of rules they are willing to treat as universally binding, 
even if they have no direct affective insight into the rationale for at least 
some of these rules? The answer I am suggesting is that individuals with 
autism have an unusual (arational) passion for order, and it is this passion 
for order that both motivates their rule-oriented behavior and encourages 
them to such virtuoso displays of reason in trying to enlarge their under-
standing of the kind of order that exists in the social world so that they 
might participate in it.8



Varieties of Moral Agency    245

If the passion for order is as dominant in individuals with autism as this 
proposal suggests, then we might expect to see it manifested in all sorts of 
ways over and above their rule-following behavior. Indeed, there is good 
evidence for this. For instance, there are many reports of unusual play 
behavior in very early childhood. Specifi cally, children with autism are 
noted for lining their toys up in rows, or treating all the objects they 
encounter in a particular way (e.g., trying to make them spin). As they 
grow older they often develop unusual interests that may be quite idiosyn-
cratic but which nevertheless have a certain taxonomic or ordering quality 
in common. For instance, there are reports of individuals with autism 
becoming obsessed with timetables, bus routes, birth dates, door colors, 
and even types of vegetables. Happé gives the example of one young man 
who learned the name of every type of carrot, of which there are more 
than fi fty, just to be able to name them; he had no other interest in carrots 
(Happé, 1994b, p. 37). Grandin herself manifests her own passion for order 
in a number of remarkable ways. For instance, when she was a high school 
student learning about entropy, she claims to have “hated the second law 
of thermodynamics because I believed that the universe should be orderly” 
(1995, p. 193). This led in turn to a “totally logical and scientifi c” belief 
in God as “an ordering force that was in everything” (p. 193). Moreover, 
she has made a hobby over many years of collecting “many articles about 
spontaneous order and pattern formation in nature” because “I want sci-
entifi c proof that the universe is orderly” (p. 192). In sum, we see this 
passion for order manifested in many different ways among individuals 
with autism and at all cognitive levels. Furthermore, among those who are 
relatively high functioning, it should be no surprise to see a peculiar rever-
ence for reason in them, since reason is a tool par excellence for discover-
ing or imposing order in the world, especially in the social world, which 
we know they fi nd especially challenging.

Let me now return to the questions I raised at the beginning of this 
section and draw some provisional conclusions. First, I do agree with 
Kennett that being a moral agent requires one to have certain agential 
capacities, in particular the capacity to control one’s impulses in the service 
of some larger ends (i.e., ends that trump one’s parochial and immediate 
interests), the capacity to fi nd value in these larger ends, and the capacity 
to put one’s reason to work in the service of attaining such ends (mini-
mally, through impulse control and more substantially through means-end 
refl ection as well as refl ection on the relative value of potentially compet-
ing ends). In my view, this makes reason, and the capacity to respond to 
the reasons one has, a prerequisite for moral agency. However, something 
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must explain what motivates one to respond to the reasons one has, and 
indeed to use reason to refl ect on the relative values of one’s ends. Here I 
think affect does play a critical role along the lines that Hume proposed; 
that is, certain ends become particularly salient for us because of our (pos-
sibly idiosyncratic) affective investment in them. Hence they become ends 
that compel our rational attention, giving reason a platform from which 
to speak.

My second conclusion, then, speaks against Kennett’s Kantianism, as far 
as I understand it. Reverence for reason is not the core moral motive; 
indeed, I doubt it is much of a motive at all, at least on its own, as some-
thing pursued for its own sake. Rather, in my view, respect for reason 
(which in some individuals may rise to reverence) derives from the practi-
cal (so not necessarily consciously endorsed) recognition that it is one of 
the most useful tools we have for prioritizing and accomplishing whatever 
ends we fi nd affectively salient or compelling, whether they be fi nding and 
imposing order in the world, promoting our own or others’ interests, or 
whatever. Thus, affect must play a critical role in moral agency, i.e., affect 
that is something apart from mere reverence for reason.9 Moreover, pace 
Kennett, I take this rather Humean conclusion to be supported by a con-
sideration of autistic moral agency. While autistic individuals may be 
lacking in the kind of empathetic attunement that provides the backbone 
of a typically developed moral agency, they do have a strong affective 
interest in living in the kind of world that is orderly, predictable, and, 
indeed, respectful of individual space. They like clear boundaries and prefer 
social transactions that are aboveboard and explicit. Thus, it is no surprise 
that we fi nd in them an interesting and substantial variety of (genuine) 
moral agency.

My third and fi nal conclusion of this section is therefore a pluralist one. 
I say that it is thanks to the predominating affective concerns of autistic 
individuals that many of them are able to develop a genuine kind of moral 
agency. It is genuine so far as it goes beyond a mere predilection toward 
rule-following for rule-following’s sake. However, it is a distinctive kind of 
moral agency as far as the affective profi le that underpins autistic valuing 
of certain ends and that consequently ensures a respect for others and their 
modes of life is substantially different in many ways from the affective 
profi le that characterizes a more typical form of moral agency. Here I agree 
with Kennett, this time against Hume, that sympathy is not the only pos-
sible source of moral concern. However, Kennett is wrong, I think, to 
suggest that Humean sympathy must be replaced by some single funda-
mental source of moral concern that autistic individuals and normally 
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developed individuals share in common. Yes, they do share a certain agen-
tial capacity for responding to reason, a capacity that high-functioning 
individuals are particularly prone to cultivate. And Kennett may be quite 
right to suggest that psychopaths are seriously impaired in this regard. 
However, the agential capacity for responding to reason is rooted in the 
capacity for valuing certain ends, and valuing certain ends is fundamen-
tally rooted in the depth and quality of one’s affective life. Since the affec-
tive lives of autistic individuals are substantially different from the lives of 
normally developed individuals, we should expect to see differences in the 
sort of ends that are valued and in the priorities assigned to these ends.

This accounts, I think, for the diffi culties sometimes evinced in giving a 
consistent assessment of autistic moral behavior relative to the norm. On 
the one hand, it is sometimes claimed that individuals with autism display 
a kind of moral purity or innocence in their interactions with others that 
approximates a sort of moral ideal; but, on the other hand, they can also 
display rigidity, insensitivity, and even callousness toward others that 
makes their behavior fall rather short of any ideal. In my view, this incon-
sistency is to be expected. The truth is that autistic moral behavior must 
always be a mixed bag relative to the norm since it is driven by affective 
concerns that are rather different from the norm. This is not to say there 
is no common ground in these different varieties of moral agency, as I will 
next try to show. Rather, it is to say that a family resemblance in surface 
behavior need not imply the existence of identical or even substantially 
similar cognitive and/or affective profi les. We have already learned this 
lesson in the social cognitive domain as a consequence of trying to explain 
how high-functioning individuals with autism are sometimes able to 
reason about others’ mental states despite impairments in their so-called 
theory of mind abilities. Perhaps it is time to learn this same lesson and 
explore its implications in the domain of moral psychology.

Varieties of Moral Agency: Speculative Refl ections

I began this chapter by asking what makes us moral creatures. How do we 
come to make moral judgments and act from specifi cally moral motiva-
tions? What are our moral concerns? As the foregoing discussion ought to 
make plain, I think some general answers can be given to these questions, 
answers that acknowledge the importance of reason in our moral lives but 
which nevertheless give special attention to the central role of affect. Spe-
cifi cally, I claim in a broadly Humean way that we human beings are moral 
beings—and indeed the kind of moral beings we are—because of our 
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affective natures. Our moral intuitions are generally grounded in a range 
of emotions that are part of the way we experience the world. Moreover, 
we develop our capacity for heeding the dictates of reason just because the 
ends for which our reason speaks are affectively charged; hence they 
become the ends we are able to value over our immediate or parochial 
interests. I will not say more in defense of this general position, for now 
my interest is in exploring, in a purely speculative way, the proposal I have 
made with respect to autistic moral agency: that the range of emotions in 
which their moral intuitions are grounded departs substantially from what 
might be considered the typical or normal range, producing in them a 
genuinely distinctive variety of moral agency. As I see it, this proposal faces 
a conceptual challenge that I would like to address briefl y in this conclud-
ing section: namely, in what sense could the affective profi le of autistic 
individuals be that different from that of typically developing individuals 
while still supporting what is recognizably a genuine, albeit distinctive, 
variety of moral agency? In other words, how can there be enough com-
monalities among the differences, and enough differences among the 
commonalities, to give rise to this possibility?

To sketch an answer to this question, I begin by noting that a preoccupa-
tion with empathy in the domain of moral psychology can narrow our 
focus unduly when it comes to identifying the range of affective states that 
normally underlie our moral lives. Even when we understand empathy to 
be not an emotion in itself, but rather a disposition to be affectively 
attuned to, and even appropriately responsive to, another’s affective states, 
it often carries a connotation of being compassionate, caring, or concerned 
for the well-being of another. However, as Jonathan Haidt has argued, not 
all morally relevant emotions can be understood in these terms. As he says, 
“there is more to morality than altruism and niceness. Emotions that 
motivate helping behavior are easy to label as moral emotions, but emo-
tions that lead to ostracism, shaming and murderous vengeance are no less 
a part of our moral nature” (Haidt 2003b, p. 855). To arrive at this more 
inclusive understanding of the moral emotions, Haidt recommends that 
we take a functional approach to their identifi cation. That is, even though 
we normally classify emotions such as anger, fear, sadness, joy, and so on 
according to their distinctive facial expressions, physiological changes, and 
phenomenological tone, we count certain manifestations of these as moral 
just in case they have particular kinds of eliciting conditions and give rise 
to particular kinds of action tendencies.

The rationale for this approach can be made evident once we follow 
Haidt in regarding all emotions as action-priming “responses to perceived 
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changes, threats or opportunities in the world” (Haidt 2003b, p. 853). Of 
course, as he points out, many of these responses are concerned with our 
own self-interests narrowly conceived. However, we are perhaps unique 
among other species in expending a remarkable portion of our emotional 
energy reacting to events that have no direct impact on such interests, but 
are rather seen to affect the overall shape and structure of our (social) world 
and the other creatures (especially other people) in it. The philosopher 
P. F. Strawson is well known for making a similar point, observing that 
many of our “reactive attitudes”—a subset of emotions provoked by the 
activities of responsible agents—are felt precisely on behalf of others; i.e., 
they are felt in consequence of our perceiving someone else to be harmed 
or benefi ted by another person, even if we are not directly harmed or 
benefi ted ourselves. Strawson calls such reactive attitudes “impersonal,” 
“generalized,” or “vicarious,” noting that there are particular emotions, 
such as indignation, that are particularly apt for being provoked in this 
way (Strawson, 1974). More interestingly still, we have many “self-reac-
tive” attitudes by which we approve or disapprove of our own behavior as 
far as we regard that behavior as producing benefi ts and harms to others. 
Here pride, shame, and guilt are prime examples. In line with these obser-
vations, Haidt proposes a general scheme in which we classify our emo-
tional reactions as moral to the degree that (1) they have “disinterested 
elicitors”; i.e., they are provoked by events touching concerns that reach 
beyond our narrow self-interest and (2) they have disinterested “action 
tendencies” (Haidt calls these “prosocial”); i.e., they prime us (motivation-
ally and cognitively) to act in ways that benefi t others or that uphold or 
benefi t structures that we value, such as the “social order.”

There is much to be said in defense of Haidt’s functional characterization 
of the moral emotions. It is intuitively plausible, theoretically well moti-
vated, and conceptually attractive in its simplicity and generativity. My 
only complaint, if it is a complaint, concerns Haidt’s (understandable) 
tendency to focus exclusively on our more socially oriented interests. Thus, 
by way of a preliminary defi nition, he suggests that moral emotions are 
“those emotions that are linked to the interests or welfare of society as a 
whole or at least of persons other than the judge or agent” (Haidt, 2003b, 
p. 853). This is fi ne as far it goes. I agree with Haidt that in general we fi nd 
in human beings two primary—and I would say distinct—spheres of dis-
interested concern.10 These are a concern with others’ well-being and a 
concern with the structure and maintenance of the social order, giving 
particular attention to how individuals fi nd and occupy appropriate social 
roles. I call these distinct spheres of disinterested concern because I would 
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argue they are rooted in quite distinct affective-cognitive systems, the fi rst 
being the attachment system and the second being a system devoted to 
the production and distribution of social goods.

This fi rst system has been much discussed in the developmental litera-
ture, and it makes sense from an evolutionary point of view if only because 
human neonates need to be strongly attached to particular signifi cant 
others to ensure their own survival and development. As for the second 
system, it too makes sense from an evolutionary perspective since, like 
other social mammals, we are highly dependent on structured cooperative 
relations for acquiring and distributing resources. Thus, we are programmed 
to care about how those relations are maintained; we are programmed to 
care about how we and others fulfi ll our social roles, as well as what our 
particular social roles with their own rights and responsibilities should be. 
Still, important and predominating as these two spheres of concern are, I 
think there is yet a third sphere of disinterested concern that is also most 
likely rooted in a distinct cognitive-affective system. I tentatively label it 
(3) a concern with “cosmic” structure and position.

Why think there is such a distinct sphere of disinterested concern? To 
begin at the purely behavioral level, it seems clear that human beings are 
uniquely preoccupied with questions about the meaning of life, about the 
origin and fate of the universe, about our place in the great scheme of 
things, and about whether or not there is any great scheme of things at 
all. Moreover, these are not simply intellectual preoccupations. We care 
passionately about there being order in the universe, about there being 
some entity or entities—for instance, the Judeo-Christian God—that gives 
meaning and shape to it all, indeed, fi nding in such passions remarkable 
reservoirs of faith for systems of belief that otherwise have very little 
evidential support. Even among that small minority of individuals whose 
intellectual predilections and/or training prohibit any comfortable accep-
tance of belief on faith, many profess feelings of awe or wonder at the 
beauty science reveals in the ordering laws and patterns at all levels of 
nature, and even of deep contentment in the recognition that we human 
beings have our own place in all of that.

Why should the existence of such cosmic order matter to us so deeply? 
Why do we fi nd it cognitively and aesthetically so appealing? Why does 
it inspire such reverence? And why do we feel a deepseated need to secure 
our own place in it? My answer to these questions must be incomplete and 
provisional. However, I suggest that these affectively laden concerns are at 
least partially rooted in pattern-seeking cognitive machinery that is 
uniquely well developed in Homo sapiens and which is dedicated to impos-
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ing order and meaning on our interactions with the physical world across 
time, making it seem a more stable place to us and locating for us a stable 
place within it. Once these points of reference are in place, we are moti-
vationally primed to engage in long-term planning that leads to better 
success in navigating our environment. If this extremely sketchy account 
is on the right track, then at least there is an obvious evolutionary explana-
tion for why a disinterested and deeply felt concern for cosmic structure 
and position is present in our species. Even if it isn’t, the fact that we have 
such cosmically oriented affective concerns cannot be denied; and it 
becomes an interesting open question as to why we should have them, 
given that they seem unrelated to either our concern for the well-being of 
others or our concern for the social order.

Here, then, in a nutshell is my speculative proposal about the different 
varieties of (human) moral agency. I begin by summarizing what I think 
they share in common. To wit: all forms of human moral agency are rooted 
in affect. We are the kind of moral beings we are because we have powerful 
emotional reactions to certain kinds of events or situations; namely, events 
or situations that touch upon various disinterested concerns. Furthermore, 
in all human beings there are three distinct varieties of disinterested 
concern, rooted, I suggest, in distinct cognitive-affective systems: (1) a 
concern for the well-being of others, (2) a concern with social structure 
and social position, and (3) a concern with cosmic structure and cosmic 
position. Given these concerns, various events or situations will provoke 
different kinds of emotional responses, priming us to take different kinds 
of action. Sometimes, of course, our concerns will lead to emotional 
responses that are mutually reinforcing. For instance, I may feel indignant 
about someone causing another person harm both because it is socially 
disruptive and because it compromises the other’s well-being. However, 
this won’t always be the case. For instance, given my concern for the well-
being of others, I may be inhibited in causing someone else distress. Yet, 
given my concern for social structure and position, I may feel angry with 
that person for offending against a social norm, provoking a desire to 
punish them and so cause them distress. In other words, these different 
spheres of concern can lead to emotional responses that pull in different, 
sometimes even confl icting directions. How we resolve such confl icts may 
well depend on which kind of concern is most dominant in us.

So here is my fi rst suggestion: Moderately different varieties of moral 
agency can emerge as a consequence of how these three spheres of disin-
terested concern develop and interact in a given person, varying according 
to individual differences as well as under the sway of different cultural 
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infl uences. Still, in typically developing individuals, we can expect to see 
a close family resemblance among these varieties of moral agency, for it 
seems to be a near-universal feature of the human affective profi le that we 
are very much dominated by our concern for maintaining social order, 
hence for policing the ways individuals succeed or fail in playing their 
appropriate social roles. I say this because we have developed specialized 
skills for operating in the social world—our much-vaunted mindreading 
abilities—and we have a well-developed range of emotional responses that 
are very much adapted to the intricate patterns of our social interactions. 
Thus, we have other-condemning emotions such as anger, contempt, and 
disgust; self-condemning emotions such as shame, embarrassment, and 
guilt; other-praising emotions such as admiration, humility, and respect; 
and fi nally self-praising emotions such as pride and self-respect. Of course 
these emotional responses may be moderated in various ways by our com-
passion or sympathy for others, since we must, by many accounts, have 
rather well-developed empathetic capacities if we are to develop the 
advanced social-cognitive skills that support our intricate social interac-
tions. Thus, we should expect to fi nd in typically developing individuals 
a fairly well-entrenched concern for others’ well-being, particularly for 
those with whom they are personally connected. Of course, the concern 
for cosmic order may be rather well developed too, although this seems to 
be the sphere of concern most deeply affected in typically developing 
individuals by cultural (including educational) infl uences. In any case, I 
think it is the dominance of our concern for social place and the extensive 
range of emotional responses we have developed as a consequence that 
explain the familiar paradox with which I began this chapter: that our 
capacity for cruelty as much as our capacity for kindness is rooted in our 
moral being.

I turn now to the question of autistic moral agency. How can it be such 
a distinctive variety of moral agency while still being distinctively human? 
My proposal is that what makes autistic moral agency distinctively human 
is that, just as with typically developing individuals, these three spheres 
of disinterested concern are operative in individuals with autism: concern 
with others’ well-being, concern with social order, and concern with 
cosmic order.

This claim may seem surprising. After all, with regard to the fi rst concern, 
a marked lack of empathy has traditionally been cited as a diagnostic 
feature in autistic spectrum disorder. Children with autism do not seem to 
tune into other people at all, seemingly even from the earliest stages of 
postnatal development. And yet, despite this fact, various studies show 
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that a signifi cant portion of children with autism do manifest some (maybe 
unusual) form of attachment behavior (Capps, Sigman, & Mundy, 1994; 
Dissanayake & Crossley, 1996, 1997; Rogers, Ozonoff, & Maslin-Cole, 
1991; Shapiro, Sherman, Calamari, & Koch, 1987; Sigman & Mundy, 1989; 
Sigman & Ungerer, 1984). Furthermore, although their reactions are typi-
cally muted compared with those of normally developing children, there 
are children with autism who are able to recognize that others are in dis-
tress, and some even offer gestures of comfort (Bacon, Fein, Morris, Water-
house, & Allen, 1998; Dissanayake, Sigman, & Kasari, 1996; Sigman, Kasari, 
Kwon, & Yirmiya, 1992; Haviland, Walker-Andrews, Huffman, Toci, & 
Alton, 1996). Based on his data, Blair has argued that children with autism 
do make the moral-conventional distinction, and this is because they are 
sensitive—unlike psychopaths—to the distress of others (R.J.R. Blair, 1996). 
For instance, they appear to show heightened autonomic response to pic-
tures of distressed faces compared with pictures of neutral faces (R.J.R. Blair, 
1999). Thus, some basic concern for the well-being of others is indepen-
dent, Blair suggests, of advanced mindreading skills (R.J.R. Blair, 1996). 
However, given their very deep impairments in tuning into others and so 
developing advanced mindreading skills, it is no surprise that this basic 
concern with the well-being of others should remain fairly basic.

It is even less surprising that autistic individuals have a very unelabo-
rated emotional repertoire relating to the most dominant of our concerns; 
that is, a concern for the social order and one’s place within it. Neverthe-
less, I suggest that this concern is operative, at least at a basic level, in 
individuals with autism. Thus, we see many high-functioning individuals 
express a desire to fi t in despite their rather heartbreaking awareness of 
their own inability to do so. “Passing for normal” and so observing the 
forms of social life is something with which they are greatly pre-
occupied.

Finally, we come to the concern for cosmic order. Here I think we fi nd 
a sphere of concern that is underpinned by a relatively intact cognitive-
affective system. Thus, it is this sphere of concern that dominates in autis-
tic moral agency, and dramatically so. In consequence of this, we see the 
emergence of an entirely distinctive style of human moral agency, where 
the usual order of dominance among spheres of disinterested concern is 
completely inverted. Indeed, it is more than inverted; concern for social 
place and, to a much lesser extent, concern for the well-being of others 
have only the crudest of roles to play in shaping the emotional responses 
of autistic individuals to the kinds of situations that elicit such 
responses.
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Because these are speculative proposals, I will not elaborate in any more 
detail. However, I want to close with a word about psychopathy. As men-
tioned in note 3, DSM-III replaced the term “psychopathy” with “antisocial 
personality disorder,” a term that is still used in DSM-IV and DSM-IV-TR 
to refer to this disorder. Researchers and clinicians have questioned the 
validity of the diagnostic criteria associated with this change of label, 
claiming that too much emphasis has been placed on behavioral traits over 
far more indicative personality traits (R.J.R. Blair, Blair, Mitchell, & 
Peschardt, 2005; Hare, 1996b). In addition to this complaint, I fi nd the 
new label somewhat ironic. On the one hand, I agree with Kennett that 
individuals with psychopathy are most likely seriously impaired in their 
capacity to use reason at all. However, in my view, this is because they 
have limited capacities for making any affective investment in ends that 
transcend their immediate and parochial interests. In other words, the 
three spheres of disinterested concern that are normally operative in 
human beings do not seem to be operative in them, owing to an overall 
fl attening in the affective tone of their cognitive operations.

Now for a wild speculation: If concern for social place is strongly domi-
nant in us and is supported by specialized skills in mindreading, then one 
might expect to see some faint semblance of at least this concern operating 
in individuals with psychopathy, especially given the fact that they seem 
to be relatively good at mindreading. Indeed, I think this may be the case. 
Individuals with psychopathy do show some concern with the social 
world, at least as far as that extends to getting the better of others whom 
they imagine to be trying to get the better of them. It is of course a seri-
ously distorted concern with social position and social order, not tempered 
in the least by other sorts of disinterested concerns (for others’ well-being, 
for cosmic structure and position) or even by a well-elaborated social 
emotional repertoire. Nevertheless, there is something characteristically 
human—indeed, something not unrelated to normal moral agency—that 
explains the psychopath’s quest for dominance in the social world. Perhaps 
this also explains why they often do a much better job than autistic indi-
viduals at passing for normal (Babiak, 1995; Hare, 1996b).

Notes

1. In Kohlberg’s own words: “We are claiming  .  .  .  that the moral force in personality 

is cognitive. Affective forces are involved in moral decisions, but affect is neither 

moral nor immoral. When the affective arousal is channelled into moral directions, 

it is moral; when it is not so channelled, it is not. The moral channelling mecha-

nisms themselves are cognitive” (Kohlberg, 1971, pp. 230–231).
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2. A word of caution: The term “empathy” is used in a wide variety of ways in the 

philosophical and psychological literature, so its meaning cannot be assumed. Often 

it is used to identify a particular other-regarding or other-directed emotion. Candi-

dates are (1) concern for another’s well-being, although I prefer the term “compas-

sion” for this, and (2) distress at another’s distress, more clearly designated by the 

acronym DAAD. However, the term has been better used, I think, not for a single 

emotion, but rather for an other-regarding disposition toward feeling or being affec-

tively moved by the emotional state of another, whether that state be distress, joy, 

anger, or whatever (Eisenberg, 1991). This other-regarding disposition may be closer 

to what Hume meant by “sympathy,” although certain passages suggest he might 

have thought sympathy in the sense of a particular emotion—i.e., compassion or 

concern—is necessary for having the dispositional capacity to respond in an affec-

tively appropriate way to the feelings of another: “No quality of human nature is 

more remarkable, both in itself and in its consequences, than that propensity we 

have to sympathise with others, and to receive by communication their inclinations 

and sentiments, however different from and even contrary to our own” (Hume, 

1740/1978, p. 743).

3. Psychopaths are now subsumed under what many researchers consider to be a 

more general (and less valid) diagnostic category: “antisocial personality disorder” 

or ASPD (see, for instance, DSM-IV-TR, 2000, p. 702). In the words of Robert Hare, 

“most psychopaths (with the exception of those who somehow manage to plow 

their way through life without coming into formal or prolonged contact with the 

criminal justice system) meet the criteria for ASPD, but most individuals with ASPD 

are not psychopaths” (Hare, 1996b). ASPD is diagnosed primarily on the basis of 

behavioral criteria, e.g. criminal behavior, so it is no surprise that ASPD is common 

in criminal populations. Psychopathy, on the other hand, has been more narrowly 

defi ned in terms of measurable interpersonal and affective characteristics, i.e., sus-

tained personality traits, that will often produce criminal behavior. Such character-

istics include “egocentricity, deceit, shallow affect, manipulativeness, selfi shness, 

and lack of empathy, guilt or remorse” (Hare, 1996b). While it is no surprise to see 

such traits in the criminal population, Hare cautions that not all psychopaths will 

engage in obviously criminal behavior: “[P]sychopaths have little diffi culty infi ltrat-

ing the domains of business, politics, law enforcement, government, academia and 

other social structures” (Hare, 1996b, p. 40). Since my aim is to focus on this popula-

tion, I will continue to use the term “psychopath” in this chapter, rather than 

“individuals with ASPD.”

4. See the chapters by Kiehl and Kennett and Fine in this volume.

5. A particularly nice example of the authority dependence versus authority inde-

pendence of different sorts of transgressions can be found in Nucci’s study of Amish 

teenagers: 100 percent of those tested claimed that if God made no rule against 

working on Sunday, it would not be wrong to work on Sunday. By contrast, more 

than 80 percent claimed that if God had made no rule against hitting someone, it 
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would still be wrong to hit (Nucci, 1986). This brings to mind Socrates’ Euthyphro 

question: Is an act just because the gods love it, or do the gods love it because it 

is just? Apparently for Amish teenagers, the answer depends on the nature of 

the act.

6. It is interesting that Blair’s work on psychopaths shows that while they fail to 

make a signifi cant moral-conventional distinction, they tend to process all transgres-

sions as moral, at least as far as the criterion of authority jurisdiction is used. That 

is, the psychopaths tested tended to claim that both moral and conventional trans-

gressions would be wrong independently of whether or not the acts in question 

were prohibited by someone in authority. However, when they were asked to 

explain why the acts would be wrong, the test subjects made signifi cantly less refer-

ence to others’ welfare or the existence of potential victims even in cases (typically 

identifi ed as moral transgressions) where harm to the victim was clear. Hence Blair 

concludes that the assimilation of conventional to moral transgressions on the cri-

terion of authority jurisdiction might well be an artifact of the population tested. 

That is, all the test subjects were “incarcerated and presumably motivated to be 

released. All wished to demonstrate that the treatments that they were receiving 

were effective. They would therefore be motivated to show that they had learned 

the rules of society” (R.J.R. Blair, 1995, p. 23) and presumably they would give assur-

ances that they were prepared to abide by the rules, come what may. In any case, 

as Blair rightly points out, these test subjects were not able to make the distinc-

tion normally, in marked contrast to the control group (nonpsychopathic fellow 

inmates).

7. Actually, there is evidence that some autistic children do experience “empathy” 

in the less complicated sense of feeling distress at another’s distress. I return to this 

issue later.

8. Kennett also takes note of the passion for order found in many autistic individu-

als (Kennett 2002, pp. 350–351), but seems to tie this to their reverence for reason. 

However, even if one places reverence for reason on the appetitive side of human 

psychology (see note 9), it seems to me that the passion for order is something quite 

distinct. Rationality may involve a preoccupation with certain kinds of order (e.g., 

consistency in one’s beliefs), but there may be many kinds of order (e.g., lining up 

ducks in a row or ensuring that one takes a walk at precisely the same time every 

day) that serve no rational purpose at all. There is ample empirical evidence that 

autistic individuals care about order in this larger extrarational sense.

9. One complicating feature in my disagreement with Kennett is this: Contrary to 

the standard, and perhaps caricatured, contrast between Kant and Hume, Kennett 

maintains that moral feeling plays an important role in Kant’s account of moral 

psychology. To wit, that we would not be moral creatures were we not affectively 

moved to respond to the dictates of reason. Hence, it seems that, according to 

Kennett’s Kant, what motivates us to respond to the reasons there are is the sui 
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generis desire to think and act rationally. If this is an accurate representation of 

Kennett’s (and/or Kant’s) view of how human beings are psychologically structured, 

I am happy to be somewhat concessive. Indeed, Kennett cites some interesting 

empirical evidence on cognitive dissonance to support the claim that we are natu-

rally and normally endowed to like acting in accord with reason and to dislike acting 

against it (2002, p. 354). (Rationalization, as Kennett points out, is a handy way to 

overcome our affective distaste for contravening the dictates of reason.) Still, my 

claim is that while the desire to think and act rationally may be deeply rooted in 

our (normal) human nature, I do not think it is suffi cient on its own to account for 

moral thought and action, even in individuals with autism.

This is not to say I am taking a stand on the conceptual issue of whether it is 

possible for there to be creatures endowed simply with the desire to think and act 

rationally that are ipso facto moral creatures. Philosophically, I think this is a diffi -

cult thesis to defend, but my claim here is more modest. If you like, it is to deny a 

certain sort of existence proof: that autistic individuals exemplify such a type. It 

may be that autistic individuals do evince a stronger desire to think and act ratio-

nally than is normally found among typically developing human beings; there is 

some evidence of this. It may be that in autistic individuals the desire to be rational 

is experienced less as a means to other goals and more as an end in itself than in 

typically developing individuals; I think there is less evidence for this. Still, the 

question remains: What kind of affectively loaded interests do autistic individuals 

have—apart from being rational—that play a signifi cant, indeed critical, role in the 

development of their moral sensibility? I have identifi ed their passion for order as 

one such interest, but in fact I think this is only part of the story. I say more about 

the affectively laden interests of autistic individuals in the concluding section.

10. I follow Haidt and indeed many others in the literature in using the term “dis-

interested concern” to talk about interests that are not narrowly concerned with the 

self, either in terms of their focus or in terms of their playing into a calculus of costs 

and benefi ts accruing exclusively to oneself. Here the term is not meant to imply 

what it often does, namely, an emotionally neutral preoccupation, perhaps sup-

ported by reason alone.





5.1  Reasons, Reverence, and Value

Jeanette Kennett

In her chapter Victoria McGeer argues compellingly that the story of what 
makes us moral creatures is a more complex one than either Hume or Kant 
or their respective philosophical descendants have acknowledged. I think 
she is right that the terms of the debate between rationalists and sentimen-
talists must be modifi ed. Recent evidence on moral development from the 
social and cognitive sciences and from psychopathology does not endorse 
the philosophers’ traditional distinction between the affective and the 
cognitive, or their attempts to locate morality wholly in one or other 
domain. Indeed, I would argue that such evidence helps us to see that 
Humeans and Kantians have for the most part been talking past each other. 
Hume’s account of morality is a descriptive, psychological account. Kant’s 
is largely conceptual and normative. Once we acknowledge this, the pos-
sibility of reconciliation opens up. I take McGeer to be offering a contribu-
tion to such a conciliatory project.

The question of what, developmentally or in situ, makes us human 
beings sensitive to morally charged situations, such as another’s suffering, 
is not the same question as the one Kant was centrally concerned with; 
namely, what it means to take those situations as generating normative 
reasons for action, as we must if our actions are to count as moral. In Kant, 
“reverence for reason” is not just another contingent motive that moral 
agents might do without. It is better described as the disposition that con-
stitutes us as full agents, the disposition to act in accordance with our 
reasons as we understand them. In my 2002 paper, I argued in effect that 
it is the capacity to take some considerations as normative, as providing 
reasons that are independent of our desires of the moment, that psycho-
paths lack and that at least some autistic people possess. Perhaps this 
capacity is causally dependent in humans on affective responsiveness to 
others’ distress, which again psychopaths lack and autistics possess to some 
degree (e.g., R.J.R. Blair, Colledge, Murray, & Mitchell, 2001b; R.J.R. Blair, 
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Jones, Clark, & Smith, 1997; R.J.R. Blair, 1999; Corona, Dissanayake, 
Arbelle, Wellington, & Sigman, 1998). However, I do not take this to 
undermine Kant’s central claims, for his point is that one must move 
beyond simple emotional responsiveness to others in order to count as a 
moral agent.

McGeer acknowledges that reason has an essential role in constituting 
us as moral agents. However, her description of the role of reason is along 
the lines of Bernard Williams’s sub-Humean account. She doubts that 
reason could itself be motivating. The main purpose of her chapter is thus 
to trace the tributaries of affectively laden concern that feed into moral 
agency and which might explain the differences we fi nd between the moral 
profi le or personality of autistic agents and other moral agents. She claims 
that we are moral beings, and indeed the kind of moral beings we are, 
because of our affective natures. Autistic individuals with defi ciencies in 
empathy have a markedly different affective profi le than normals. McGeer 
agrees that they share with other moral agents an agential capacity for 
responding to reason but argues that this capacity is rooted in their capac-
ity to value certain ends and that valuing certain ends is fundamentally 
rooted in the depth and quality of one’s affective life. Where Hume and 
his followers have gone wrong is in focusing exclusively on the role of 
empathy. Empathy may be the route to morality that most of us take, but 
it is not the only one. McGeer rightly reminds us that not all valuing is 
social in nature and that morality may be based in other concerns, includ-
ing a concern for what she terms “cosmic order and meaning.”

I will return to this last point later. First I want to clarify what I take to 
be the role of the motive of duty or reverence for reason and relate this to 
the capacity to value certain ends, because this may help to close the dis-
tance between McGeer’s account and my own. Her ultimate rejection of 
Kantian accounts is based upon doubts that reason could be motivating 
and a justifi ed concern that an adequate account of morality must take 
proper account of our affective natures. I think an adequate account of 
rationality must do the same. However, just as McGeer characterizes 
empathy as a disposition to respond to other’s feelings, and not as a par-
ticular emotion such as compassion, so I think it is more accurate to char-
acterize Kantian reverence for reason, not as a single motive, but as a 
disposition to seek and respond to normative considerations—which in 
normal circumstances will involve the disposition to feel and act accord-
ingly. Once we have allowed that there are broad dispositions of this kind, 
I think there is no particular problem in talking of reason as motivating 
or seeing how it can incorporate our affective concerns.
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Barbara Herman (1981) argues that for Kant duty is not a fi rst-order 
motive; it is for the most part a regulating or limiting motive, acting to 
limit what we may do in pursuit of the ends that our desires, passions, 
principles, or practical interests may suggest to us. The question is whether 
these various incentives to the will provide genuine reasons for action. 
What, if anything, does my anger or pity or love of nature or interest in 
sport give me reason to do? In David Velleman’s account of agency, our 
rational dispositions play a deep role in setting our ends. If we are to satisfy 
our agential motives—for self-understanding, self-knowledge, and so 
forth—deliberation needs to have a broad focus. It cannot just be about 
means. For intelligible ends can imbue our lives with a rationale and 
meaning and make us more intelligible to ourselves and others (Velleman, 
1989, chap. 10).

What I am leading to is the suggestion that an affectively laden concern 
for cosmic order and meaning may be a manifestation of, or perhaps a 
further development of, the basic rational disposition to understand what 
we do, and to do what we can understand ourselves doing. Disorder, either 
in ourselves or in the world, may block the fulfi llment of these concerns. 
It seems to me that empathy and concern for hierarchy or social structure 
are evolutionarily prior to any recognizably moral concern because they 
are prior to agency. We see them in animals. However, this third affective-
cognitive system, named by McGeer as the one to focus upon in the case 
of autism, seems inextricably bound up with our capacity to be moral 
agents, not because it is specifi cally concerned with what most of us would 
take to be the content of human morality, but because it depends upon 
the capacity to see ourselves and others and the world in which we fi nd 
ourselves diachronically, and this is fundamental to agency and to the 
valuing peculiar to agents.

It is plausible that we can value in simple ways without engaging in 
normative thought. Any animal with an attachment system can be thought 
of as a simple valuer. Normative valuing is more complex. Nonagents may 
in some sense value food, warmth, play, dominance, and routine, but they 
cannot value a happy marriage, a career, the composing of a symphony, 
the making of a garden, or the rule of law.

Normative values are only available to agents and indeed help constitute 
us as agents. The process of becoming an agent is the process of both cog-
nitively and behaviorally transcending the present moment, of grasping 
and acting upon reasons that extend over time.

The recent surge of philosophical interest in the moral-conventional 
distinction has focused on the emergence of moral judgment in young 



262    Jeanette Kennett

children and has tended to overlook its cooccurrence with social and con-
ventional judgment and prudential judgment. I think that what studies of 
the moral-conventional distinction most signifi cantly and fundamentally 
track is the emergence of normative thought and normative concepts in 
children. I argue that the capacity for moral judgment is not separable 
from this general capacity for normative thought, which one can charac-
terize in Kantian terms as a concern with, and responsiveness to, reasons. 
This is what (at least some) high-functioning autistic individuals possess 
and what psychopaths largely lack.

McGeer doubts that the passion for cosmic order and meaning is the 
same as a Kantian concern for reason. In the case of autism she convinc-
ingly argues that sensory and social confusion lead to a prominent concern 
for order, and this can explain autistic behavior across domains. Strict rules 
and routines make for a more predictable and manageable environment, 
even if the routine or activity is otherwise pointless.1 Autistic individuals 
may thus become concerned that rules governing behavior be universally 
adhered to. However, as she says, this is not of itself moral concern and 
may never rise to it if the individuals concerned do not see the real point 
of moral practice. Nevertheless, an emerging concern and capacity to make 
sense of oneself and the world is plausibly, I think, the transition point 
between the simple valuing that arises directly from various affective 
responses and agential or normative valuing, and this at least some autistic 
people engage in. The same sense-making concern in a person who is at 
home in the social world, for whom the social world is easily explicable, 
will not fi nd expression in the development of the explicit and fi rm rules 
that autistic individuals such as Temple Grandin use to guide their social 
behavior. So I agree with McGeer that our affective natures shape our moral 
profi le and that the unusual pattern of affective concern seen in autism 
explains autistic moral distinctness.

Where we might still disagree is in whether there is some one funda-
mental concern that moral agents must possess and whether this concern 
can be characterized in any way that does not rely upon our agential 
capacities. I have argued here that a concern for reasons or, in Kantian 
terms, “reverence for reason” functions as a disposition to be motivated in 
the same way that empathy does. Is it “a” or “the” core moral motive? 
Here I readily concede that this concern is not peculiar to morality nor do 
we perform particular moral actions for the sake of acting in accordance 
with reason. Rather, it is a core or grounding motive of agents as such. 
However, I think that once we are, as agents, in the business of fi nding 
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and responding to reasons, we cannot help but fi nd that some of those 
reasons are moral reasons.

This last claim might be doubted and I do not have space to defend it 
here. I will return instead to the question of whether and how the other-
regarding content of morality might be arrived at through routes other 
than empathy. What enables autistic individuals to see the point of much 
of moral practice in the absence or the signifi cant muting of that empathic 
transference of concern between persons without which, Hume argued, 
morality could not get off the ground? How can they come to see other 
people’s interests as reason giving? Interestingly, I think Blair’s own work 
(R.J.R. Blair, 1996) suggests that moral judgment may be often enough 
arrived at through routes other than empathic identifi cation.

One of the moral scenarios Blair used to test for the moral-conventional 
distinction, a child smashing a piano, does not have a direct victim. Autis-
tic children with defi cits in pretend play are unlikely to see the piano in 
the role of victim, as something that could experience harm, and they are 
equally unlikely to perform the imaginative feat of seeing others who 
might have enjoyed the piano as secondary victims and view the wrong-
ness of the action as deriving from this harm. Indeed, it seems unlikely 
that normal children view the wrongness of smashing a piano in this way 
either. So something other than the perception of a victim must mediate 
the moral conventional distinction in cases such as these. The judgment 
that smashing a piano is wrong, even in the absence of a rule forbidding 
it, may arise directly from the perception of the piano as intrinsically valu-
able. Such ascriptions of value are common enough and include those 
based on aesthetic responses to music, art, and the natural world, all of 
which may underpin moral judgments related to their treatment. People 
often feel that these things matter, independently of them and of their 
connection to either welfare or convention. For autistic people, the judg-
ment that other persons matter and the consequent taking of their inter-
ests as reason giving may thus arise independently of empathic identifi cation 
with them. It may arise from a more disinterested contemplation of the 
complexities and capacities of the “piece of work” (to quote Hamlet) that 
is man.

This is speculation of course. The data may bear other interpretations, 
but they fi t quite nicely with McGeer’s speculation about the nature of the 
concern that most prominently shapes the autistic moral profi le while 
leaving open the question of what account of morality is best supported 
by it.
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Note

1. I doubt that McGeer believes that some of the repetitive behaviors and rote learn-

ing seen in autism qualify as being generated from an affectively laden concern for 

cosmic order and meaning. Therefore, the examples she gives do not count against 

my interpretation of this concern, insofar as it could underpin morality as being a 

part of, or generated by, a more general sense-making drive that agents must 

possess.



5.2  The Will to Conform

Heidi Maibom

The morality of people with mental disorders has received much attention 
recently, the hope being that it will help resolve the recently revived debate 
between sentimentalism and rationalism. We have relatively good knowl-
edge of what psychological capacities are affected in different mental ill-
nesses; thus, it is easier to determine the relative contribution of reason 
and emotion to morality. For instance, sentimentalists have argued that 
psychopathy favors their case since psychopaths are highly immoral, have 
profound emotional defi cits, but have no rational impairments to speak of 
(Haidt, 2001; Nichols, 2002a). Rationalist sympathizers have retorted that 
psychopaths do have impaired practical reason, suffi cient to undermine 
their moral capacities (Duff, 1977; Kennett, 2002; Maibom, 2005).

People with autism have poor social understanding and ability 
and impaired empathy, yet appear to have no moral defi cits to speak of. 
This would not be puzzling if it were not for the fact that the most 
commonly quoted cause of psychopaths’ immorality is that they have 
no empathic ability. The fact that people can have relatively intact moral-
ity while having impaired empathy raises important questions about tra-
ditional sentimentalism. Jeanette Kennett has argued that what is intact 
in people with autism is their capacity to be “moved directly by the 
thought that some consideration constitutes a reason for action” (Kennett, 
2002, p. 357). Psychopaths, on the other hand, lack a proper conception 
of their own and others’ ends.1 McGeer’s chapter is a reaction to this 
defense of rationalism. She agrees that empathy is not the source of moral-
ity, but she thinks it is a mistake to think of autistic morality as springing 
from a proper appreciation of reason-giving interests. Instead, she suggests 
that there are at least three different sources of morality: (1) concern for 
the well-being of others, (2) a concern with social structure and social 
position, and (3) concern with cosmic structure and cosmic position (this 
volume, pp. 229 and 251).
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Although people with autism seem to have a largely intact capacity to 
regulate their behavior in accordance with moral norms and make appro-
priate moral judgments, their morality is somewhat peculiar. They cleave 
to rules in an unusual way. Taking exception to one—even when it seems 
justifi ed—is something they are loath to do. It is tempting to conclude that 
they lack a deeper understanding of the reasons behind moral norms. 
McGeer is right to point out that this might be true of some autistic indi-
viduals, even though it is not true of all. In contrast to psychopaths, 
autistic individuals appreciate the moral signifi cance of hurting others 
(R. J. R. Blair, 1996). Nevertheless, following rules takes on a life of its own 
in people with autism. Their knowledge of and concern with rules is not 
well connected to an appreciation of the original reasons behind them, 
with the result that they are not fl exibly applied. McGeer calls this fi xation 
“passion for order.” Passion for order is an extreme manifestation of her 
third source of morality: concern with cosmic structure and position 
(henceforth, cosmic concern), which she claims is the most spared source 
of morality in people with autism. The overreliance on it gives rise to the 
peculiarities that are characteristic of autistic morality.

What is concern for cosmic structure and position? McGeer claims that 
both an admiration of ordered laws in the sciences and the need for reli-
gion to bring meaning and shape to the world are manifestations of this 
concern. The two certainly seem connected in the writings of Temple 
Grandin, an extraordinarily gifted person with autism:

My favorite of Einstein’s words on religion is: “Science without religion is lame. 

Religion without science is blind.” I like this because both science and religion are 

needed to answer life’s great questions.  .  .  .  I am deeply interested in the new chaos 

theory, because it means that order can arise out of disorder and randomness. I’ve 

read many popular articles about it, because I want scientifi c proof that the world 

is orderly.  .  .  .  I hated the second law of thermodynamics because I believed that the 

universe should be orderly. (Grandin, 1995, pp. 191–192)

The idea that humans seek a greater meaning behind things is familiar. 
The degree to which that amounts to seeking order is, I think, an open 
question. For life or the world to make sense does not seem to require the 
sort of order that people with autism are concerned with. Seeking order is, 
of course, very different from creating order. Even if we grant McGeer that 
people seek not just meaning, but cosmic order, she must still explain how 
seeking such order is action guiding in the way that morality is. It is cer-
tainly true that the urge to fi nd meaning in life has behavioral effects; if 
we are to believe Albert Camus, the failure to fi nd it can cause one to 
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commit suicide (Camus, 1955). However, cosmic concern seems more 
abstract and intellectual than practical concerns generally. It is not clear 
what moral actions this concern would motivate. Seeking enlightenment 
or salvation is often a very ego-centered enterprise that is only tenuously 
connected with the sort of concern for others that we traditionally connect 
with morality.2 It may be that cosmic concern culminates in moral motiva-
tion through respect for a deity—the ordering force of the universe—whose 
desires must be obeyed. Now the question becomes, is some action morally 
good because God wants us to perform it, or does God want us to perform 
it because it is morally good? Even the intuitions of strict religious people 
speak in favor of the latter. When there is an overlap between what God 
commands and moral norms, the overwhelming majority judges that 
morally prohibited actions would still be morally wrong if God had not 
issued a prohibition against them. Indeed, the majority judges that God 
cannot change what is morally right or wrong (Nucci & Turiel, 1993). The 
moral realm appears to be relatively autonomous.

Even if what is right or wrong is independent of God’s commands, there 
is still a distinctive motivation connected with religion, namely, the 
concern to obey the commands of God generally. If this concern is pre-
eminent in people with autism, it is hardly surprising that their morality 
differs from ordinary morality. Autistic individuals should regard all moral 
transgressions as religious people regard the transgressions of God’s com-
mands. They are rules that must be followed, but not rules that have some 
ulterior justifi cation (other than God wanting it so). However, this is the 
sort of downbeat interpretation that McGeer claims is not true of all autis-
tic morality.

There is an additional reason for thinking that cosmic concern won’t 
guide action in the way that moral concerns usually do. If McGeer is right 
about the role of cosmic concern in autistic morality, it must be that 
cosmic concern gives rise to the passion for order. Nevertheless, it is not 
clear why cosmic concern would manifest itself in a concern that the little 
things be done in the right way, e.g., that shoelaces are always tied in the 
same way and in the same order. Grandin’s concern that the second law 
of thermodynamics not unsettle the order of the cosmos makes her study 
chaos theory, etc. She does not think that she can affect the order of the 
universe by changing her own or other people’s behavior. This should lead 
us to look for a different origin of the passion for order. McGeer says one 
of the reasons that people with autism give for their obsession with order, 
routines, and rules is that it helps them understand what happens around 
them better and reduces their anxiety in social situations.
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It is not hard to see that having to function in a society whose workings 
one does not comprehend can be anxiety inducing. Insisting that one’s 
close social sphere be ordered in such a way that it is comprehensible and 
predictable is a way of managing those anxieties. In this case, however, a 
passion for order is an extreme manifestation of a more pedestrian human 
need: the need to understand others in order to be able to function socially. 
This looks much more like social concern, McGeer’s second source of 
morality, than cosmic concern. Cosmic concern explains nothing about 
passion for order that social concern does not already explain. I do not see 
that cosmic concern, if indeed there is such a distinct motive, will serve 
as a source of morality. If social concern is what gives rise to passion for 
order, and passion for order is what characterizes autistic morality vis-à-vis 
ordinary morality, then social concern must be a source of moral value.

Social concern initially seems like a bad candidate for moral value, since 
moral norms are usually assumed to be authority-independent. However, 
McGeer follows Jonathan Haidt in thinking that what characterizes moral-
ity is its disinterestedness, not its independence of authority. As a senti-
mentalist, McGeer takes the source of morality to be in the emotions, and 
what makes an emotion moral is that it has disinterested elicitors and dis-
interested action tendencies (Haidt, 2003b). There are virtues to allowing 
a closer link between authority and moral motivation, even if they are not 
linked through the emotions. Obeying authority and conforming to per-
ceived social demands are powerful motives for most people. I am thinking 
about the Milgram and the Stanford prison experiments (Milgram, 1963; 
Haney, Banks, & Zimbardo, 1973).

In Stanley Milgram’s experiment, experimental subjects were paired with 
other subjects who, unbeknownst to them, were confederates of the experi-
menter. The former took the role of teachers and the latter that of students, 
and they were placed in different rooms. The students were given a test, 
and the teachers’ role was to administer shocks increasing in intensity from 
mild to extremely severe for each wrong answer that the student produced. 
At the instigation of the experimenter, who instructed them to continue 
when they were hesitating, 26 out of 40 people went on to administer the 
highest possible shock to the students. All but 5 subjects continued to do 
so even after screaming, moaning, and kicking were heard from the room 
where the student was located and the student had ceased responding 
altogether. Of the subjects who refused to administer further shocks before 
reaching the maximum, not a single one ran to the aid of the student, nor 
did they insist that the experimenter do so (Zimbardo, Maslach, & Haney, 
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2000). Milgram took the experiment to demonstrate the extraordinary 
lengths ordinary people will go to, to obey an authority fi gure. Obedience, 
in the Milgram experiment, trumps competing moral considerations. The 
subjects had every reason to think that they were causing great pain and 
harm to another person. Nevertheless, they could be induced to do so rela-
tively easily.

The Stanford prison experiment was an attempt to study prison behav-
ior. A number of students, who had been screened for any psychological 
abnormalities or peculiarities, were chosen to play either prisoners or 
prison guards. Neither group was given instructions about how to behave, 
with the exception that the prison guards were told not to physically harm 
the prisoners. As situations started arising in the prison, the guards were 
merely instructed to handle the situation on their own. The experimenter, 
Philip Zimbardo, played the role of the prison superintendent and only 
intervened in the grossest moral violations. Within only 36 hours, the fi rst 
student-prisoner had to be released owing to extreme psychological dis-
tress. He was crying, swearing, screaming, and his speech was incoherent 
and irrational (Zimbardo et al., 2000, p. 201). After 6 days the experiment 
was cut short because the moral viability of completing it was in serious 
doubt.

The prison guards had quickly become extremely abusive toward the 
prisoners. The abuse seemed to have begun as a response to a revolt by the 
prisoners, who were upset at their dehumanizing imprisonment experi-
ence. As a result the guards stripped the prisoners naked; put some of them 
in solitary confi nement; deprived them of meals, pillows, or blankets; and 
forced them to do jumping jacks, pushups, and other meaningless activi-
ties. The most sadistic guards made the prisoners get up several times each 
night in order to count them. The ostensible purpose of the exercise was 
for the prisoners to learn their identifi cation number, but the guards would 
also taunt, punish, and toy with the prisoners (Zimbardo et al., 2000, p. 
201). The guards’ abuses continued unabated after the revolt was crushed. 
Prisoners were made to clean dirty toilets with their bare hands, were 
refused access to toilet facilities, were forced to relieve themselves in 
a bucket that sometimes was not emptied, and so on. According to 
Zimbardo, it took all of one day for the student prison guards to settle 
into their roles. As in the Milgram experiments, the guards that were not 
abusive did nothing to prevent or stop the abuses of the other guards. Here 
it is not so much obedience to authority as conformity to perceived social 
roles that outcompetes concerns for human decency. The guards perceived 
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themselves as being in a social role with the responsibility of managing 
rebellious prisoners, which to them justifi ed countless transgressions of 
ordinary human decency and competing moral norms.

What can we learn about sources of morality from the Milgram and 
Stanford prison experiments? At a minimum, the experiments help us see 
how motives to obey authority and conform to social roles or expectations 
are extremely powerful. They also meet the criteria for being sources of 
morality for McGeer, since their elicitors are disinterested, as are their 
action tendencies. It is irrelevant that they confl ict with moral motives in 
the two experiments since it is certainly possible for moral motives to 
confl ict, and it is not hard to see how obedience and social conformity can 
serve moral ends. If obedience and the desire to conform are manifesta-
tions of social concern, and this capacity is relatively spared in people with 
autism by comparison with their empathic ability, it is easy to see why 
autistic morality would be peculiar by comparison with ordinary morality. 
The motive to conform to social rules and regulations would tend to blind 
people with autism to other morally signifi cant factors that empathy is 
more likely to highlight: the effects of such rules on the well-being of par-
ticular individuals. As a consequence, the young man McGeer talks about 
judges that the unemployed single mother should be arrested for shoplift-
ing. By contrast, psychopaths tend to regard social regulations as arbitrary 
and have no compunction about fl outing them should the regulations 
confl ict with what they want. Psychopaths tend to be highly antisocial. 
They also have a low tolerance for routine tasks and activities (Hare 1991, 
1993).

Finding that they are largely absent in a group of people that is thought 
to be amoral provides good support for the idea that there are several 
sources of morality. With the added evidence of the strong motive to obey 
authority and to conform to perceived social demands found in ordinary 
people, McGeer has a strong case for social concern as a source of morality. 
Of course, being obedient or conforming to social norms does not itself 
appear to be morally praiseworthy. McGeer thinks that what characterizes 
moral agency is that one has “the capacity to control one’s impulses in 
the service of some larger ends (i.e., ends that trump one’s parochial and 
immediate interests), the capacity to fi nd value in these larger ends, and 
the capacity to put one’s reason to work in the service of attaining such 
ends” (this volume, p. 245). It therefore seems that it is the ability to put 
one’s own interests aside that is fundamental to morality. To that extent, 
social concern as I have described it, in terms of obedience to authority 
and social conformity, is moral because it is an expression of us being 
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willing to subordinate our will to interests other than narrowly selfi sh 
ones.

The proposal so far does not seem to go far enough in imbuing the 
sources of morality with the right kinds of concerns. Having dismissed 
cosmic concern as a bona fi de source of morality, we are left with empathy 
and social concern. Leaving empathy to the side, McGeer’s view implies 
that the behavior exhibited by the subjects in both the Milgram and the 
Stanford prison experiments stems from a moral source. The subjects sub-
ordinate their will to immoral but nonselfi sh ends. Here a source of good 
is also a source of evil. Perhaps it is impossible to fi nd a source of morality 
that does not have this problem—a story could no doubt be told of how 
empathic concern for others might lead to evil or immoral acts—but 
should we not search further? Kant might have located the moral law in 
pure practical reason, but he fl eshed it out in terms of universalizability 
and concern for others as ends in themselves (Kant 1785/1993). This brings 
us closer to something that looks like a source of morality. Might some-
thing like this be derived from social concern? I think it might. When I 
characterized social concern in terms of obedience to authority and social 
conformity, I did not do full justice to McGeer. Social concern includes, 
for her, concern with others’ intentions. Where this sounds more morally 
relevant, it also sounds more Kantian, for what makes concern with others’ 
intentions morally good cannot simply be that we are concerned to fi gure 
out what they intend. Even psychopaths are concerned with others in this 
sense. What makes this kind of concern relevant to morality is presumably 
that it consists of a recognition that others’ ends generate reasons, reasons 
for me to act. This is, as far as I can see, Kantian rationalism in sentimen-
talist clothes. It is arrived at by adding affect to the reverence for reason 
that Kennett (2002) talks about. What reason does McGeer give that social 
concern is a superior way of thinking about these matters compared to 
respect for the moral law?

McGeer complains that “reverence for reason is not the core moral 
motive; indeed, I doubt it is much of a motive at all, at least on its 
own.  .  .  .  [R]espect for reason  .  .  .  derives from the practical  .  .  .  recognition 
that it is one of the most useful tools we have for prioritizing and accom-
plishing whatever ends we fi nd affectively salient or compelling” (this 
volume, p. 246). However, McGeer’s social concern looks like a simple 
transformation of the content(s) of the categorical imperative into affective 
ends. We are now concerned with others’ intentions as reason giving in 
the right way. Without knowing how she can help herself to this form of 
motivation, it is unclear how this is much of an improvement on the 
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sentimentalism versus rationalism debate. What is an improvement, I 
think, is that McGeer brings out the social character of morality. The way 
that we are constituted as social creatures cannot be underestimated when 
trying to understand the psychology of morality. Much of what we do we 
do because authorities or social structures and regulations make certain 
demands on us. It seems churlish to insist that our actions or intentions 
can never be morally praiseworthy in these cases. I doubt that even the 
most extreme Kantian would insist that a motive must be derived directly 
from a categorical imperative for it to be moral. If that were true, hardly 
any of us would be moral hardly any of the time. In principle, however, 
the motives that have moral worth can be derived in this way. An agent 
who acts out of obedience or social conformity can be morally praisewor-
thy as long as she or he is responsive to the moral law. She or he must 
have a general conception of the content and force of the categorical 
imperative and regard her moral judgments and motives as being related 
to them in the right way. Were she to realize that her motives to obey or 
conform confl icted with what the moral law required of her, her motiva-
tions would shift. If all this is true of the agent, it seems fair to say that 
her propensity to obey authority and conform to social roles, structures, 
and rules plays an important role in her morality.

Focusing on the social aspect of morality is necessary for understanding 
it correctly, and McGeer’s chapter helps us see that more clearly. I think 
additional considerations can be added: lessons from the Milgram and 
Stanford prison experiments. Whereas it does not seem to be right to locate 
a source of morality directly in obedience and social conformity, recogniz-
ing what role these play when they are appropriately related to other 
sources of morality is of great importance.

Notes

1. Kennett overstates the extent to which people with autism are incapable of 

empathizing. Autistic people are capable of some form of empathy, thus they 

present a poor case against sentimentalism (R.J.R. Blair, 1996; Sigman, Kasari, Kwon, 

& Yirmiya, 1992; Yirmiya, Sigman, Kasari, & Mundy, 1992). To my mind, people 

with frontal lobe damage are a better example of people who are by and large moral, 

but who are incapable of experiencing empathy (Damasio, 1994; Kaszniak, Rem-

inger, Rapcsak, & Glisky, 1999). They show that moral motivation does not require 

the ability to feel empathy.

2. See William James (1902/1972) for an excellent exposition of the egocentricity 

of sainthood.



5.3  Autism, Morality, and Empathy

Frédérique de Vignemont and Uta Frith

“Do unto others as you would have them do unto you” (Matthew 7:12). 
The golden rule of most religions assumes that the cognitive abilities of 
perspective taking and empathy are the basis of morality. According to 
Goldman (1995), you simulate what you would like to happen if you were 
in the situation of another and act accordingly. One would therefore 
predict that people who display diffi culties in those abilities, such as people 
with psychopathy and autism, are impaired in morality. This seems to be 
confi rmed by studies on psychopaths, who show defi cits in both empathy 
and morality (R.J.R. Blair, Mitchell, & Blair, 2005). However, Kennett (2002) 
and McGeer in her chapter here suggest that in autism, the defi cit of 
empathy does not lead to a defi cit of morality. McGeer attempts to solve 
this paradox by investigating the roots of moral agency. She distinguishes 
a Kantian rational view of morality and a Humean emotional view of 
morality. She concludes that even if reason plays a key role in morality, 
this role is merely instrumental. Only emotions can constitute the motiva-
tion for moral behaviors. However, according to her, one should not 
reduce emotional motivation for morality solely to empathy. Other kinds 
of emotions may also play a role—emotions that would be available to 
people with autism.

This interesting chapter raises a major question that is challenging both 
for moral philosophy and cognitive neuropsychiatry. Why do autistics 
have a sense of morality while psychopaths do not, given that they both 
display a defi cit of empathy? We would like here to refi ne some of the 
views on autism and morality. In order to do so, we will investigate 
whether autism really challenges a Humean view of morality. We will then 
provide a new conceptual framework based on the distinction between 
egocentric and allocentric stances, which may help us to make some pre-
dictions about the autistic sense of morality.
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Autism: A Challenge for a Humean View of Morality?

Autism raises the following paradox:

(a) Humean view: Empathy is the only source of morality.
(b) People who have no empathy should have no morality.
(c) People with autism show a lack of empathy.
(d) People with autism show a sense of morality.

To solve this paradox, McGeer refutes premise (a) and its consequence 
(b). She concludes that empathy is not a necessary condition for morality. 
However, there may be other possible ways to solve the paradox, by refut-
ing either (c) or (d). We will review these possibilities based on experimen-
tal work. However, we should keep in mind that both psychopathy and 
autism are heterogeneous, and impairments can range from severe to 
hardly perceptible. In addition, it is necessary to make allowances for 
comorbidity between the two disorders. For our present purposes we will 
consider here individuals with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) who have 
normal or superior intellectual ability and who show the following fea-
tures: diffi culty in reciprocal social interaction, communication impair-
ments, a lack of fl exibility with obsessive tendencies, and a single-minded 
pursuit of narrow interests.

A Lack of Empathy?
According to McGeer, the common factor between autism and psychopa-
thy is the lack of emotional empathy (premise c). One possibility is that 
the empathy disorder results from abnormalities in emotion recognition 
and emotion matching in ASD (P. Hobson, 1986). However, in studies 
where the verbal mental age was matched, children with autism have not 
been shown to be impaired in emotion recognition (Adolphs, Sears, & 
Piven, 2001; Ozonoff, Pennington, & Rogers, 1990; Prior, Dahlstrom, & 
Squires, 1990; Castelli, 2005). They have intact autonomic responses when 
viewing pictures of people who are sad or afraid. Furthermore, most of the 
tasks used to evaluate empathy in ASD require both cognitive and affective 
skills (e.g., empathy quotient, Baron-Cohen & Wheelwright, 2004). Con-
sequently, the tasks are unable to test emotional empathy per se. Emotion-
processing abnormalities in autistic disorders cannot be properly understood 
in terms of a lack of emotions, but rather in terms of less complex emo-
tions, less regulation of emotions, and less ability to refl ect on one’s own 
emotions (E. Hill, Berthoz, & Frith, 2004). Individuals with ASD have dif-
fi culties in integrating the cognitive and affective facets of another person’s 
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mental states (Shamay-Tsoory, Tomer, Yaniv, & Aharon-Peretz, 2002). 
None of these limitations rules out automatic emotional empathy. We 
assume that at least a subgroup of individuals with ASD may have emo-
tional empathy, at least to some degree, even if they may not be able to 
refl ect on their emotions.

The parallel drawn between psychopathy and autism based on a common 
lack of empathy does not seem to be fully justifi ed. While psychopathy 
indeed is defi ned as severe disturbances in emotional empathy, it is less 
clear that individuals with ASD are unable to empathize (Blair, 2005). If 
we distinguish here between cognitive and emotional components of 
empathetic behaviors, we would claim that only the former is impaired in 
ASD, but not necessarily the latter. We attribute the lack of empathe-
tic behavior claimed by a number of authors (Gillberg, 1992; Yirmiya, 
Sigman, Kasari, & Mundy, 1992) to mentalizing defi cits (Batson, Fultz, & 
Schoenrade, 1987). One may suggest that the partial integrity of the 
emotional component in people with ASD might explain why they 
show apparently preserved moral behaviors, in contrast to people with 
psychopathy. However, do they really display a moral sense?

A Sense of Morality?
According to McGeer, if psychopathy and autism share the same lack of 
empathy, they differ at the level of morality. Based on several quotations 
from Temple Grandin, McGeer argues that moral sensibility would be 
partially preserved in ASD (premise d). How can we go beyond introspec-
tive reports and test morality experimentally? Moral rules can be used both 
to guide our own actions and to judge other people’s actions. It is diffi cult 
to evaluate moral behaviors in ASD because several irrelevant factors can 
interfere with individuals’ actions, preventing them from acting according 
to moral rules (e.g., executive disorder, for review see E.L. Hill, 2004). Here 
we will limit ourselves to moral judgments, which are more amenable to 
experimental investigations. Two distinctions are particularly useful: 
moral-conventional and wrong-bad.

The distinction between conventional and moral has been a major 
breakthrough in the study of morality (Turiel, 1983; Smetana, 1985). 
Having a moral sense means being able to distinguish between a moral 
violation (e.g., pulling someone’s hair) and a conventional violation (e.g., 
chewing gum at school). The distinction is made from the age of 39 
months and is cross-cultural (Smetana & Braeges, 1990; Song, Smetana, & 
Kim, 1987). In folk psychology, a moral violation is considered as universal 
and objective (Nichols & Folds-Bennett, 2003). A conventional violation 
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is merely a question of context and authority. A moral violation is less 
permissible than a conventional violation. When asked why this is so, 
children’s replies refl ect the belief that a conventional violation depends 
on social order while a moral violation involves someone being hurt. 
According to Blair, the sense of morality ultimately derives from a violence 
inhibition mechanism (VIM) that is activated by distress cues. However, 
the story may not be so simple.

Not all the phenomena that lead to someone being hurt can be consid-
ered a consequence of a moral violation. Indeed, it is necessary to make 
the distinction between judging that something is wrong and judging that 
something is bad (Nichols, 2002b). An earthquake that kills thousands of 
people can cause severe distress and pain and as such is bad, but it is not 
wrong. Furthermore, if by hurting someone you help her, then the act 
cannot be considered a moral violation. One should temper the temporary 
pain or distress with the global happiness or good for the person. The act 
cannot be evaluated in itself without its background and its consequences, 
which may or may not justify it. Punishment is thought to be appropriate 
only for moral and conventional transgressions, but not for nontransgres-
sions (see Davidson, Turiel, & Black, 1983; Zelazo, Helwig, & Lau, 1996).

There are thus at least three components in a moral violation: (1) it is a 
transgression of a normative rule, (2) this rule is not conventional or 
contextual, and (3) the transgression involves someone suffering without 
further moral justifi cation. The question now is whether people with ASD 
can detect a moral violation.

Blair (1996) tested the capacity to draw a distinction between moral and 
conventional violations in children with ASD. The subjects were asked 
about the permissibility, the seriousness, and the authority jurisdiction of 
the violation. Individuals with ASD were not signifi cantly different from 
controls on any of these questions. They were able to distinguish between 
moral and conventional violations despite their impairment in theory of 
mind. Blair concluded that individuals with ASD were able to detect dis-
tress in others. However, there are at least two problems here.

First, another study about recognition of faux pas seems to refi ne the 
previous results. A faux pas occurs when someone says something that he 
should not say because it may disturb or hurt someone else’s feelings. 
Shamay-Tsoory et al. (2002) showed that two Asperger individuals were 
able to detect the faux pas, but not to understand them. It is interesting 
that they were not able to provide an appropriate explanation of why it 
was a faux pas. They referred to violations of rules (e.g., you are not sup-
posed to do that) rather than to the fact that the victim of the faux pas 
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was hurt. This result is consistent with another study in which the subjects 
had to judge culpability in different stories (Grant, Boucher, Riggs, & 
Grayson, 2005). Children with ASD were able to judge the culpability of 
children in the stories but were not able to justify why by appealing to the 
pain caused. We would like to suggest that people with ASD are able to 
detect someone’s distress but are more interested in normative rules than 
in emotions.

A second problem comes from the classical task used by Blair. The critical 
question in distinguishing between moral and conventional violations 
concerns the authority jurisdiction: Would it be okay for a child to do X 
if the teacher says that the child can? The rule is moral if the child should 
not do X even if the teacher says that the child can do X. However, to 
understand that does not mean that one understands that it is a moral 
violation. Indeed, it merely means that it does not depend on the teacher’s 
authority; it is beyond his or her jurisdiction. It could depend on someone 
else’s authority, like one’s parents. If so, it would still be a conventional 
violation.

In conclusion, we are not convinced that there is as yet suffi cient evi-
dence to rule out the possibility that individuals with mentalizing impair-
ments have an intact moral sensitivity. It rather seems that they are able 
to detect a transgression of a normative rule and detect someone else’s 
distress, but not necessarily to relate them to each other. Furthermore, 
there is no convincing evidence that they can understand that some rules 
are not conventional. Indeed, the introspective self-reports provided by 
McGeer can all be interpreted as the consequence of an acute sense of 
normative rules, but they do not provide any clue about the sense of moral-
ity. McGeer reports that Temple Grandin has no social intuition. The 
question is, does she have moral intuitions? Or is she merely an “expert 
computer program” as she claimed to be? We would like now to provide 
a new conceptual framework that may help to interpret the sense of moral-
ity in ASD patients.

Egocentrism and Allocentrism in Social and Moral Cognition

We suggest that it is misleading to characterize ASD as a lack of empathy 
associated with a preserved sense of morality. The limitations in social and 
moral cognition in ASD individuals require a more subtle conceptual 
framework that takes into account the difference between two kinds of 
attitudes. We would like here to introduce a distinction between egocen-
trism and allocentrism in social cognition, based on the distinction that 
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is made in visuospatial perception (Frith & de Vignemont, 2005). 
We propose that it makes a difference whether the other person can be 
understood using an egocentric stance (“you”) or an allocentric stance 
(“he/she/they”).

The distinction between egocentric and allocentric representations was 
fi rst made in spatial cognition (for a review, see Jacob & Jeannerod, 2003). 
The spatial location of the same object can be encoded either in its per-
ceptual relation to the agent (egocentric representation) or in its relation 
to other objects independently of the agent (allocentric representation). 
Each of these representations plays a specifi c role. The egocentric represen-
tation is directly linked to the actions that the agent can perform toward 
the object. The allocentric representation relates objects together and 
allows comparing them with each other. Similarly, one can have two dif-
ferent attitudes toward the same person. When we adopt an egocentric 
stance, the other person is understood in her relationship with the self. 
This relationship can be based on more or less direct interactions (e.g., the 
person I am talking to), but also on social status (e.g., a member of my 
family or a colleague). What the other feels, thinks, or does is relevant for 
the self. It is necessary to know the other according to an egocentric stance 
if one wants to interact with the other and to locate oneself in the social 
world. When we adopt an allocentric stance, the other person is under-
stood in her relationship with other people independently of the self. The 
allocentric stance allows you to understand that people exist outside their 
interactions with you. It is necessary for understanding the mutual rela-
tionships among people. The allocentric stance is detached from interac-
tions with people, while the egocentric stance is immersed in social 
interactions and directly connected to them.

Egocentric and allocentric representations are normally in permanent 
interaction. Allocentric social knowledge is based on inferences drawn 
from memories of past egocentric interactions. Conversely, the egocentric 
stance is infl uenced by a wider allocentric knowledge of people. We suggest 
that this interaction is broken in Asperger syndrome.

Consequently, individuals with Asperger syndrome display extreme ego-
centrism, disconnected from allocentrism. Their social world is self-focused. 
They may forget, for instance, that people have their own life, outside their 
interaction with them. They often report being the victim and seem to be 
less sensitive to other people’s suffering. One example of the ambivalence 
of morality in ASD individuals comes from the study of the sense of fair-
ness using social economic games in simple one-to-one situations in autism 
(Sally & Hill, 2006). These games included the ultimatum and dictator 
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games, where one partner can either offer or refuse a share of a given 
amount of points. High-functioning individuals with autism were using 
the same “irrational” principles as controls; that is, they refused to accept 
amounts given to them that were lower than about a third of the total and 
likewise offered amounts that were somewhat less than half the given 
amount. People with ASD are sensitive to whether they are being treated 
fairly or not. This is consistent with egocentrism. It is interesting that in 
the dictator game, the distribution of the offers differed for ASD individu-
als. Normal adults shaded their offers so that they could get one or two 
extra points for themselves. In contrast, adults with autism seemed to obey 
one of the two following rules: make a perfectly equal offer or keep every-
thing. In this situation, there is no fl exibility or degrees of fairness in ASD 
individuals, unlike normal adults. The rule used in the dictator game is 
mathematical and rigid. This is the consequence of an abstract allocentrism 
disconnected from egocentrism. People with ASD do not provide any 
description of how people do behave, but rather how people should behave. 
They live in a normative social world. We suggest that the so-called moral 
behaviors in ASD result from abstract allocentrism. These individuals thrive 
on the idea of rules, as noticed by McGeer. This is shown whenever autism 
spectrum individuals talk about rules that other people might follow in 
their social interactions that they feel they have worked out by logical 
analysis.

Baron-Cohen, Richler, Bisarya, Gurunathan, and Wheelwright (2003) 
showed that individuals with ASD had a higher score in systemizing quo-
tient. Systemizing is defi ned as the drive to analyze, identify underlying 
rules, and build systems. People with ASD do not necessarily appeal to 
emotions or other mental states to understand the social world; they 
merely predict other people’s behaviors on the basis of regularities among 
inputs, operations, and outputs:

There is a process of using my intellect and logical decision making for every social 

decision. Emotion doesn’t guide my decision; it is pure computing. (Grandin, 1995, 

p. 103)

People with ASD have social knowledge and are able to see social struc-
tures and relationships in a detached way that can give rise to a reputation 
of being cold and distanced. However, their personal logic for how the 
social and the moral world should work may be formal and far from reality. 
It is even more diffi cult for them that ordinary people do not always follow 
the rules in their daily practice or can create their own rules (M. Dewey, 
1991):
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There are days when just trying to make sense of the rules for social interaction is 

too diffi cult. It is especially so when we take into account that individuals often 

write their own rules! For example, it’s fi ne to take your clothes off to have a bath, 

but only a model takes her clothes off for the photographer; or you can laugh at 

that story, even though it’s about a fat lady, because it’s a joke. (Lawson, 2001, 

p. 98)

The human saga is just not reliable enough for me to predict. (Willey, 1999, 

p. 85)

It is not surprising that individuals with ASD are sensitive to normative 
rules, given that these rules are only way they have to cope with their lack 
of social intuitions. Still, it does not mean the rules they obey are nothing 
more than conventional for them.

We tentatively suggest that most individuals with ASD are not insensi-
tive to the distress of other people. However, their emotional empathy may 
not go far enough and does not necessarily explain why they are able to 
make normative judgments and indeed genuinely act in a law-abiding way. 
We suggest that they are more interested in normative rules than in emo-
tions because of an abstract allocentrism disconnected from egocentric 
interactions with others. It is diffi cult to understand whether the norma-
tive rules they obey are merely conventional, extracted from their abstract 
analysis of their surrounding, or properly moral. Only in the latter case 
would they believe that moral rules (as opposed to conventional rules) are 
objective and universal beyond anybody’s jurisdiction. Only then can we 
decide whether autism really does challenge a Humean view of morality.



5.4   The Makings of a Moral Sensibility: Replies to 

Commentaries

Victoria McGeer

I am grateful to my commentators for their thoughtful responses to the 
speculative ideas explored in my chapter. These ideas are largely speculative 
because, despite a recent surge of interest in atypical moral psychology, it 
remains a largely uncharted area of interdisciplinary research. Hence, there 
are very few studies on which to base solid conclusions and very many ques-
tions—both empirical and conceptual—still left to answer. Nevertheless, 
what makes even the modest body of research in this area so tantalizing is 
the diffi cult issues it raises on two separate but related fronts. The fi rst is 
more general, relating to long-standing philosophical debates about the 
nature of moral judgment and moral motivation. The second is more par-
ticular, relating to the specifi c diffi culties involved in investigating atypical 
cognitive-affective profi les such as those found in autism and psychopathy. 
I say these two sets of issues are interrelated because our sense of what it is 
to have a moral sensibility is very much shaped by our understanding of the 
so-called normal case, sometimes making unusual departures from this 
norm quite diffi cult to characterize. In consequence, certain disagree-
ments—for instance, about whether autistic individuals have a genuine but 
“impaired” moral sensibility—may not in the end turn on facts about spe-
cifi c cognitive and/or affective capacities, but on whether such capacities, 
and the behavior they motivate, constitute a genuine variety of moral 
agency. This brings us back to more general philosophical debates about the 
nature of moral judgment and moral motivation.

In this context, it seems fi tting to ask about what we really gain philo-
sophically by studying atypical moral psychology. After all, if we could 
simply take the presence or absence of a moral sensibility as (detectably) 
given, then it would make sense to investigate what cognitive and/or affec-
tive capacities are “spared” or “impaired” in particular disorders so as to 
determine what grounds this sensibility. Maybe this would even go some 
way toward settling the philosophical debate between sentimentalists and 
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rationalists. Such has been the presumption, at any rate, on the basis of 
which many of the discussions about psychopathy and autism—including 
my own—have proceeded. However, in working on my own contribution 
to this volume, I came to realize that the issues raised by these populations 
are much more interesting and complex than this straightforward argu-
mentative strategy suggests. Thus, I was led by degrees into a more com-
plicated exploration of what in particular could be going on in autism, and 
also a more general exploration of what it takes to have any variety of 
moral sensibility at all.

My suggestions have no doubt raised more questions than they have 
answered, but I hope one of the virtues to be found in my chapter is at 
least a satisfying response to the question of what we gain philosophically 
by studying atypical moral psychologies. The answer is quite simple. Real 
cases—especially diffi cult real cases—often force increasing conceptual 
sophistication where no amount of thought experiments will do the same. 
Hence, we may not gain so much an answer to long-standing philosophical 
debates as a realization that more traditional accounts are misconceived 
in important ways. If we are lucky, we also begin to see the direction in 
which, conceptually speaking, we need to move in order to amend these 
accounts; and with these amendments we likewise gain a better under-
standing of the kinds of empirical questions we have yet to pose.

With this apologia in place, I turn now to more specifi c replies to the 
three commentaries on my chapter. Although I can’t address all the issues 
raised, I will do my best to respond to at least a substantial few so far as 
these fall into the two categories already mentioned: (1) those concerned 
with more general philosophical questions (chiefl y from Kennett and 
Maibom), which are discussed fi rst; and (2) those concerned more specifi -
cally with autism (chiefl y from de Vignemont and Frith), discussed in the 
second section.

What Makes Us Moral Agents: Philosophical Considerations

I am particularly grateful to Kennett for succinctly stating and thus empha-
sizing the bottom-line philosophical position toward which the arguments 
of my chapter have tended. To wit: “[T]he terms of the debate between 
rationalists and sentimentalists must be modifi ed. Recent evidence on 
moral development from the social and cognitive sciences and from 
psychopathy does not endorse the philosophers’ traditional distinction 
between the affective and the cognitive, or their attempts to locate morality 
wholly in one or other domain” (this volume, p. 259). Indeed, let me say 
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again in my own voice that what matters for our being moral agents—that 
is, for being the sort of moral agents we are—is that we are reasoning crea-
tures with a certain range of affectively determined concerns. Take away 
either the affective component or the reasoning component and you take 
away our capacity for moral agency. However, this statement, which is true 
in its way, is also somewhat misleading. It continues to suggest that these 
components are related in such a way that it might be possible to subtract 
one or the other of them; that it might be possible to fi nd one “spared” and 
the other “impaired,” say, in autism or psychopathy. This certainly has 
been one popular way of characterizing these disorders. Empirical investiga-
tion, however, shows that each of these disorders involves impairments of 
both reasoning and affect, albeit impairments of different sorts. This sug-
gests that we should shift our theoretical focus away from making too much 
of the divide between reasoning and affect and toward understanding why 
particular impairments of reasoning are bound up with particular impair-
ments of affect—and, beyond that, why particular cognitive-affective pro-
fi les seem particularly detrimental to moral agency (e.g., as in psychopathy), 
whereas others seem to be less so (e.g., as in autism).

That said, I see nothing wrong with the conceptual project of trying to 
clarify analytically what each of these components contributes to the 
making of a moral sensibility. Here again I am grateful to Kennett for 
stressing the difference between (1) the empirical project of understanding 
how human beings are psychologically structured to be aware of and 
responsive to morally charged situations (Kennett suggests this was Hume’s 
primary concern) and (2) the conceptual-normative project of understand-
ing what it means for an agent to take a situation as morally charged, as 
generating normative reasons for action, reasons of the form “I ought 
(morally) to φ” (Kennett suggests this was Kant’s primary concern). Of 
course these projects are not unrelated, since the former must surely act 
as a kind of negative constraint on the latter. Whatever we think is 
conceptually necessary, psychologically speaking, for taking situations as 
morally charged had better be instantiated by those human beings we 
count as moral agents. However, it may be that those human beings we 
count as moral agents are only a subset of the possible psychological types. 
So one consequence of pursuing the conceptual-normative project is that 
we gain a better understanding of the range of moral-psychological possi-
bilities, and with that a better understanding of the kinds of individuals 
we should count as genuine moral agents.

What, then, are the psychological requirements for seeing situations as 
morally charged? Here again I am sympathetic to Kennett’s claim that it 
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is not enough to have immediate desires or feelings (as animals might) 
that simply push and pull us about. That sort of psychology would make 
situations seem attractive or unattractive. Yet it would not allow for the 
kind of refl ective and behavioral regulation that makes possible either (1) 
layering “I ought to φ” judgments (or cognates) over more immediate “I 
want to Ω” judgments (or cognates), which is required for moral evalua-
tion; or (2) having “I ought to φ” judgments triumph over “I want to ϕ” 
judgments in producing action, which is required for moral behavior. By 
contrast, the kind of psychology that would allow for such feats of refl ec-
tive regulation is one that according to Kennett incorporates a Kantian 
reverence for reason, which she takes to mean a regulating or limiting 
disposition to “seek and respond to normative considerations” (this 
volume, p. 260) or, alternatively, to “act in accordance with our reasons as 
we understand them” (this volume, p. 259). This kind of psychology would 
take situations in a normatively thick way, as generating reasons—what 
we might call regulative second thoughts—for thinking and acting in one 
way, even though our immediate desires, impulses, or feelings may some-
times pull us in a different direction altogether.

So far, so good. Now what precisely is involved in taking situations as 
generating reasons (regulative second thoughts) for us to act one way or 
another? One obvious point is that we must have certain look-ahead 
capacities, we must be able to calculate the consequences of doing (or not 
doing) different things. Yet that obviously is not enough. Even if we 
excelled at mapping out sets of consequences, we must be invested in 
certain particular outcomes for these calculations to eventuate in reasons 
to do (or not to do) the various things we contemplate. In a word, we must 
have future-directed ends—ends to which we are committed, ends that 
have the psychological power, therefore, of dictating what we ought to be 
doing, even sometimes against some current contrary impulses. Of course 
it stands to reason (hence, to the reason of reasoning agents) that the more 
coherent our ends, the stronger our reasons will be for or against doing 
any particular thing in the present. This is because the strength of our 
reasons will partly depend on their not speaking against one another—on 
their pulling as one in the same (or compatible) direction(s). Thus, so far 
as we are reasoning agents dispositionally structured to “seek and respond 
to normative considerations,” it would not be surprising to fi nd in us, in 
addition to the particular ends in which we invest, an interest in, or even 
a drive toward, making those ends as coherent as possible.

We now come to the nub of the issue: how to explain the fact of human 
beings coming to invest in particular future-directed ends, and especially 
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in those ends that are relevant to moral agency. Kantians have traditionally 
emphasized reason as a critical component; Humeans (and other sentimen-
talists) have traditionally emphasized affect. In the spirit of rapproche-
ment, I agree with Kennett that both are necessary. Investment in particular 
ends, whether short or long term, whether involving the self or involving 
others, is for us an affective phenomenon, and the degree of our invest-
ment indicates the strength of our feeling, our care, for those particular 
ends. However, I certainly agree that such feelings are not just the crude 
affective buzzes we may sometimes get in our moment-by-moment interac-
tions with the world. Rather, they constitute a new level of feeling, shaped 
and reshaped by refl ection, in light of experience and anticipation, and 
continually subject to the pressures of becoming part of a coherent profi le. 
We could call such feelings “refl ective feelings” in order to acknowledge 
the shaping role of reason. However, this is not to suggest that, phenom-
enologically speaking, such “refl ective” feelings need be experienced as any 
less “hot,” any less immediate, any less strong than their more basic coun-
terparts. If anything, given their etiology, such feelings will have more 
staying power; they are not mere whims of the moment. More important, 
they will have a regulative authority that stems from the way they survive 
in us refl ectively, as part of the process of reasoning about the ends toward 
which we are affectively drawn.

Our next question is, what are the ends relevant to moral agency? What 
sort of cares and concerns must we have in order to regulate our short- and 
long-term behavior according to “oughts” that have a recognizably moral 
fl avor?

Obviously, as Maibom insists, concern or compassion for others must be 
of central importance. This striking feature of human psychology has been 
well researched under the omnibus rubric of “empathy.” I think this term 
is unfortunate since there are a variety of cognitive-affective phenomena 
ambiguously designated by it. For instance, what is sometimes called 
“empathy” is not care or compassion for others at all, but rather 
perspective-taking skills, which, to my way of thinking, can support and 
enhance our concern for others but are not fundamental to the existence 
of such a concern. Research on psychopathy and autism has been particu-
larly useful in emphasizing the need for some disentanglement, since both 
disorders have been characterized as involving impairments of empathy, 
although obviously these impairments are of very different types. In fact, 
I think theorists might be well advised to abandon the notion of empathy 
altogether as a well-defi ned (or defi nable) construct in cognitive research. 
Failing that, we need to exercise considerable caution in treating it as a 
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unitary phenomenon usefully characterized as “spared” or “impaired.” In 
any case, I have tried in my chapter to replace the notion of empathy with 
terminology that is no doubt still too crude, but which aims to be more 
precise in targeting the variety of concerns relevant to moral agency. So 
let me return now to a list of those concerns.

I begin, as I said, with care or compassion for others. I have speculated 
that this concern has its source in a distinct cognitive-affective system 
that develops naturally out of mechanisms responsible for early attach-
ment and for the early recognition and attunement of emotions, but I 
agree that it is signifi cantly enhanced by our more advanced perspective-
taking skills. However, apart from this concern or compassion for particular 
others, I think there is another kind of concern for others that can some-
times look rather similar, namely, the concern that they be treated with 
the respect they deserve, given their place—or what ought to be their 
place—in the social order. Following Jonathan Haidt and other like-minded 
psychologists, I embrace the observation that many of our moral emo-
tional responses are provoked by seeing individuals (including ourselves) 
undermining or supporting what we take to be the appropriate social order 
(guilt, shame, outrage, indignation, resentment, embarrassment, pride, 
complacency, and so on). Such emotional responses count as moral in this 
way of thinking because, as Haidt puts it, they have disinterested elicitors 
and disinterested action tendencies. In these cases, we react as we do, not 
because of our care or concern for particular others per se, but rather 
because we care about how individuals operate as social beings in a well-
defi ned social structure. In a word, we care about the social structure in 
and of itself. We care that it is supported and maintained, and we are 
willing to punish and accept punishment when that social order is endan-
gered or undermined. This strikes me as a different kind of concern from 
our care or compassion for particular others, and I speculate that it origi-
nates in quite a distinct affective-cognitive system, with its own particular 
phylogenetic and ontogenetic developmental history. Furthermore, 
although this concern is also supported and dramatically enhanced by our 
perspective-taking skills, I don’t think such skills account for its existence 
any more than they do for the existence of our concern for particular 
others.

Does this exhaust the range of concerns that motivate specifi cally moral 
judgments and behavior? I have suggested not. Once we accept the idea 
that moral emotions should be functionally defi ned as emotional responses 
that have disinterested elicitors and disinterested action tendencies, then 
it seems clear that there is a range of such responses that manifest a 
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concern for something even beyond the social order—a concern with 
maintaining something like what I have called cosmic structure and posi-
tion. This is the concern that my commentators (both offi cial and unoffi -
cial) have found most puzzling. This is not surprising because it’s the one 
most underspecifi ed in my chapter and so most in need of further elabora-
tion and defense. This is a future project, but let me just mention a few 
considerations that favor the idea.

Many moral codes, perhaps more prominently in ancient and nonwest-
ern cultures, have a number of prohibitions or exhortations about how to 
live in harmony with a universal order. The concept of such an order is of 
something impersonal and transcendent, a lawful way of being that governs 
the whole of the cosmos, including the workings of the natural world and 
all of the entities (gods, humans, or otherwise) that might exist within it. 
A nice example comes from the writings of Pythagoras: “Themis in the 
world of Zeus, and Dike in the world below, hold the same place and rank 
as Nomos in the cities of men; so that he who does not justly perform his 
appointed duty may appear as a violator of the whole order of the uni-
verse” (Cornford, 1957, p. 12). This idea of there being a morally relevant 
order in the universe is not unique to ancient Greece. It is also contained, 
for instance, in the ancient Egyptian concept of Maat, the Persian concept 
of Asha, the Chinese concept of the Tao, the Vedic Indian concept of Rita, 
as well as the Hindu concept of Dharma. In all of these traditions there is 
a moral imperative laid upon human beings to understand and follow the 
precepts of the universal way as these pertain to the peculiarities of human 
existence. Thus, there are specifi c prescriptions about how to organize 
one’s daily routines and rituals, including how and what to eat, what to 
wear, how to bathe, how to treat others, and so on and so forth—all sup-
posedly derived from a proper understanding of this universal order. 
Hence, I disagree with both Maibom and Kennett that the human preoc-
cupation with cosmic structure and position is not especially conducive to 
adopting precepts with specifi cally moral content. If anything, many 
actions that are taken to fall outside the moral domain in some cultures 
(e.g., our own) are moralized by others precisely because of the way they 
prioritize this sort of concern (e.g., cleansing rituals, vegetarianism, or 
treating the environment in a certain way).

How, more specifi cally, should we characterize the affective-cognitive 
system in which our concern with cosmic structure and position is rooted? 
Why should we have such a concern in the fi rst place? In my chapter I 
suggested that it stems from the need to locate ourselves in a spatiotem-
poral order of things. In my conception, this need parallels the need to 
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locate ourselves in the social order of things and grows out of our uniquely 
human capacity to see the world (including ourselves) as extended in time. 
Now, it is interesting that even though Kennett doubts that the capacity 
for intertemporal perception is “specifi cally concerned with what most of 
us would take to be the content of human morality” (this volume, p. 261), 
she suggests that it may actually be fundamental to moral agency, since 
this is the capacity that allows us to conceptualize ends in the fi rst place—
ends in which we become affectively invested. I like this suggestion, but 
still I’m inclined to push it a bit further in order to explain why this inter-
temporal capacity can lead to a substantively moral worldview. In my 
conception, while this capacity gives us certain abilities, it also creates in 
us a particular need; namely, the need to make sense of ourselves in the 
larger scheme of things and hence to “discover” (i.e., impose) a cosmic 
order on things, just as we “discover” (i.e., impose) a social order on our 
immediate interpersonal environment. Moreover, as in the social case, the 
“discovery” (i.e., imposition) of cosmic order will encourage the formation 
of many rituals and routines geared toward supporting and maintaining 
that order. Thus, we see throughout human history the birth of many 
substantive cosmic moral orders.

Now here’s an interesting possibility: If this account is on the right track, 
then it may help clear up a phenomenon that is otherwise quite mysteri-
ous. Prima facie, our concern with particular others and our concern with 
social order have the most immediate moral content; but then doesn’t it 
seem odd that such concerns are frequently and blatantly sacrifi ced for the 
sake of some greater good? What greater good could there be? My answer 
is: maintaining the cosmic order. Following Kennett’s suggestion, I propose 
that the reason we are so committed to serving such an end has much to 
do with the fact that the affective-cognitive system in which this concern 
is rooted is fundamental, in evolutionary and developmental terms, to our 
very existence as moral agents. As a result, it has a kind of priority that 
cannot be easily overruled.

Before leaving the topic of the variety of affective concerns that I say go 
into the makings of a (typically human) moral sensibility, let me clear up 
one important source of confusion. Maibom, in her comments, worries 
that my proposal is too inclusive in the following sense: Many thoughts 
and actions that would count as morally motivated in my view are in fact 
deeply immoral by most intuitive measures. For instance, citing the evi-
dence of the Milgram and Stanford prison experiments, she points out that 
our powerful drive to conform to social roles, perhaps out of an abiding 
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concern for the social order, can lead us into “countless transgressions of 
ordinary human decency and competing moral norms” (this volume, 
p. 270).1 Thus, Maibom questions whether it is really appropriate to count, 
for instance, our concern with social order as a genuine source of morality.

My response is that there seems to be an elision here between two dif-
ferent projects, and I’m grateful to Maibom for giving me the opportunity 
to disentangle the two. One project, which I take to be my own, is to 
explore what it takes to be any kind of moral agent at all, whether good 
or bad, i.e., the kind of agent that is an appropriate target for moral praise 
or blame. Such an agent, I claim, is one who must have certain capacities, 
both ratiocinative and affective, in order to be regulable by considerations 
that trump immediate and narrow self-interests. Such an agent must be 
capable of reasoning about ends toward which her activities tend, and she 
must be affectively invested in ends that make something other than her 
own well-being the focus of concern. A second project, refl ected in 
Maibom’s objection, is to consider what it takes for an agent to arrive 
at objectively correct moral judgments. What are the concerns an agent 
ought to have, or what should be the order among these concerns, for that 
agent to think and act in morally justifi ed or praiseworthy ways? The latter 
project is concerned with delivering a substantive moral theory, whereas 
the former project is merely concerned with identifying the sorts of agents 
to whom such a moral theory could be appropriately addressed.

Now one might argue that unless an agent is moved to think and operate 
in accord with the correct substantive moral theory, she shouldn’t count 
as a moral agent at all. This extreme view, which simply collapses the dis-
tinction between the immoral and the amoral, seems no more justifi ed 
than an analogous view in the case of reasoning that would collapse the 
distinction between reasoning badly and not being in the game of reason-
ing at all. Of course, in the reasoning case, we can easily see that reasoning 
badly is an important phenomenon to investigate, especially from the 
perspective of understanding how the capacity for reasoning exposes less-
than-ideal reasoners to certain kinds of liabilities that are entirely lacking 
in nonreasoning creatures. As George Eliot (echoing Hobbes) compellingly 
reminds us, it is “the power of generalising that gives men so much the 
superiority in mistake over the dumb animals” (Eliot, 1874/1996, p. 556). 
Likewise in the moral case, as I emphasize in my chapter, it is important 
to understand why our specifi cally moral interests and motives often drive 
us to acts of cruelty and destructiveness that have no place among the 
dumb animals.
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Autism and Moral Agency: Conceptual and Empirical Considerations

Although my chapter in this volume was sparked by considering the 
problem of autistic moral agency, I will not say much on that topic here. 
In part this is because I agree so strongly with some of the points my com-
mentators make, and in part because responding to certain other points 
would take me too far afi eld. For instance, in regard to the latter, de 
Vignemont and Frith make some fascinating remarks introducing a distinc-
tion between allocentric and egocentric representations of an agent’s rela-
tionships with others, suggesting that both are involved in normal moral 
agency, but that the interaction between them has been “broken” in 
Asperger’s syndrome. Consequently, individuals with this syndrome may 
display extreme egocentrism in their dealings with others, or extreme 
allocentrism (which I guess explains an apparently infl exible and disinter-
ested commitment to rules, no matter what the consequences), but no 
shades of gray in between. That is to say, autistic individuals show little 
sign of motivating and modulating their rule following with the kind of 
egocentrically represented other-caring feelings that can be generated in 
particular situations because of how the plight of other affects the autistic 
person. In de Vignemont and Frith’s account, it seems to be this sort of 
motivation and modulation that is necessary for genuinely moral behavior. 
As I said, I fi nd this an interesting suggestion, but hesitate to comment in 
depth about how this proposal connects with my own without seeing a 
more detailed version. More mundane, I think, are the points on which I 
agree with de Vignemont and Frith, and I begin with these if only to bring 
the differences between our views into sharper focus.

As a way of introducing their own proposals, de Vignemont and Frith 
make the following summary claim: “it is misleading to characterize ASD 
as a lack of empathy associated with a preserved sense of morality” and, 
thus, explaining “the limitations in social and moral cognition in ASD 
patients require[s] a more subtle conceptual framework” (this volume, 
p. 277). Since this is precisely how I would summarize my own position, I 
take us to be engaged in similar kinds of exploratory conceptual projects, 
driven by the realization that received ways of characterizing autistic 
abnormalities are inadequate to what researchers are beginning to discover. 
Of course, we may have different views about the nature of the sophistica-
tions required: de Vignemont and Frith seem to favor a more purely cogni-
tive approach to advancing our understanding of autistic motivation and 
behavior (i.e., by appealing to the need for a distinction between different 
types of representation), whereas I have suggested a need to develop our 
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views in both affective and cognitive dimensions (i.e., by broadening our 
understanding of the range of concerns relevant to moral life and by seeing 
how these may be differently affected through an unusual profi le of cogni-
tive assets and defi cits). Still, we agree on both these aspects of their 
negative claim: that autism should not be characterized as involving an 
“impaired” capacity for empathy, and/or a “spared” capacity for moral 
agency. Nevertheless, are the reasons for our agreement the same?

I have already voiced my own objection to any continued and unquali-
fi ed use of the omnibus and ambiguous notion of empathy, so here just 
let me reiterate that it’s precisely the kind of data that de Vignemont and 
Frith cite in connection with autism (and also psychopathy) that forces 
theorists to develop more precise theoretical constructs adequate to the 
task of distinguishing among the kinds of abnormalities manifested by 
these different populations; e.g., cognitive impairments in perspective-
taking skills (as found in autism) versus impairments in at least some 
aspects of base-level affective responsiveness (as found in psychopathy). 
Perhaps it would be acceptable to retain the notion of empathy as long as 
theorists distinguish carefully enough between what de Vignemont and 
Frith refer to as the “cognitive and affective components of empathetic 
behaviors.” This seems to be the preferred strategy adopted so far in the 
literature (for a review, see Hansman-Wijnands & Hummelen, 2006). 
However, I don’t favor it myself because I think it encourages a tendency 
to characterize each of these components now as straightforwardly “spared” 
or “impaired.” My bet is that this will also prove to be an unhelpful over-
simplifi cation insofar as normal empathetic development depends on the 
normal development of perspective-taking skills, and vice versa. Conse-
quently, in my own positive account I have preferred simply to acknowl-
edge that autistic individuals are, at some basic level, responsive to others’ 
emotions, and then try to use this fact to account in part for the regulative 
concerns discernible in their refl ection and in their activities.

Now what about the claim that autistic individuals show a “preserved 
sense of morality”? Once again, I agree with de Vignemont and Frith that 
this claim is misleading, and for many of the reasons they cite. As I point 
out in my chapter, autism is a spectrum disorder with individuals varying 
widely in terms of abilities and disabilities, even without factoring in issues 
of comorbidity; and for the very disabled end of the spectrum, it seems 
clear that no question of moral agency sensibly arises. What about those 
individuals who are relatively high functioning, i.e., where their autism is 
not associated with widespread and generally debilitating cognitive impair-
ments? Here, too, I have argued in agreement with de Vignemont and Frith 
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that we need to be careful in attributing this to a “spared” moral sensibil-
ity, since behaviors that appear to be characteristic of moral judgment and 
moral motivation may be underpinned by rather different kinds of cogni-
tive and/or affective processes. (This indeed was my point in observing 
that merely “passing” contrived theory-of-mind tests is no indication of a 
“spared” theory-of-mind capacity, since very able individuals may use 
compensating cognitive strategies for “hacking out” a correct solution to 
these sorts of problems—strategies which, by the way, do not fare so well 
in more naturalistic settings.) Thus, I agree that even though we see in 
many autistic individuals a drive to discover and follow various sorts of 
rules operative in our society, it remains an open question as to whether 
this drive indicates any deep understanding of why we have such rules, 
especially in those cases where typically developing individuals would 
understand the rules to have a specifi cally moral character. For many 
autistic individuals, I anticipate the answer would be “no,” but surely not 
for all, as indicated by the anecdotal evidence of autistic self-report.

Is the evidence suffi cient for reaching this sort of conclusion? Of course 
I agree with de Vignemont and Frith that speculations are not the same as 
conclusions based on broad-ranging and systematic studies. There are 
certain things we cannot say without having a great deal more data; for 
example, we cannot say much in a general way about autistic rule follow-
ing. Still, general conclusions are not the only ones worth making. If my 
arguments are persuasive about what constitutes a moral sensibility, then 
as long as the reported self-refl ections of someone like Temple Grandin are 
indeed her own refl ections (and not, for instance, ghost written by someone 
else), it seems we have all the evidence we need to conclude that at least 
some high-functioning individuals with autism have a variety of moral 
sensibility. Would I call this sense of morality “intact” or “preserved”? 
Once again, my preference is not to use terms like these simply because, 
to my ear anyway, they imply something like normal functioning, and, as 
far as we can judge from the anecdotal evidence, autistic moral sensibility 
(where it exists at all) is quite unlike the moral sensibility found in typi-
cally developing individuals.

In sum, my views are perhaps not so distant from de Vignemont and 
Frith’s as their commentary suggests. However, there are some critical 
points on which we do substantively disagree, and I would like to conclude 
by mentioning three of these. The fi rst two, which involve only quick 
observations, bear on de Vignemont and Frith’s conception of what con-
stitutes a moral sensibility. The third point requires somewhat fuller elabo-
ration because it involves their interpretation of certain data. All in all, 
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however, these remarks tend in the same direction, namely, toward more 
optimism than de Vignemont and Frith yet evince about the possibility of 
autistic moral agency.

What does it mean to be possessed of a moral sensibility, according to 
de Vignemont and Frith? One thing they explicitly mention is the ability 
to recognize, and of course respond to, violations of moral, as distinct from 
conventional, norms. But what are moral violations? They identify such 
violations with acts that lead to others’ suffering, but immediately qualify 
that equation by saying that the suffering so caused must not be morally 
justifi ed. My fi rst point of criticism is that this account of moral violations 
is circular. It doesn’t tell us how to recognize moral violations unless we 
already have a sense of what it is for certain acts to be morally justifi ed. 
The second criticism is related. If some acts that cause suffering in others 
are morally justifi ed, then this means that there are concerns other than 
concerns about others’ suffering that are morally relevant, concerns by 
reference to which these acts are presumably justifi ed. Thus, de Vignemont 
and Frith owe us a fuller account, even on their own terms, of the range 
of concerns properly involved in the manifestation of a genuine moral 
sensibility. Once these have been articulated, de Vignemont and Frith may 
actually fi nd that the normative preoccupations observed in autistic indi-
viduals are to some degree manifestations of such concerns, arguing in 
favor of these individuals possessing a genuine variety of moral sensibility 
despite their somewhat attenuated understanding of others’ suffering.

The third criticism that I want to make bears on de Vignemont and 
Frith’s interpretation of some data relevant to the question of why autistic 
individuals comply with certain norms. As background to this point, let 
me be clear that we all agree that some moral offenses are offenses because 
they cause (morally unjustifi ed) suffering in others, and equally we all 
agree that autistic individuals can be quite reliable in complying with 
norms that prohibit such harms. However, de Vignemont and Frith suggest 
that when autistic individuals comply with those norms, they most likely 
comply for the wrong reasons: not because of a true sense of suffering that 
those affected undergo, but rather because of a sort of unrefl ective norm 
worship—rule following for rule following’s sake. As I have said, I don’t 
rule out this possibility, but I worry that de Vignemont and Frith may be 
embracing this conclusion a little too quickly given their interpretation of 
some recent studies.

Consider their reaction to Blair’s 1996 study indicating that autistic 
individuals (unlike psychopaths) are able to make the moral-conventional 
distinction much like normal controls, thereby seeming to demonstrate an 
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understanding of the moral import of certain norms (R.J.R. Blair, 1996). 
De Vignemont and Frith worry that because the subjects were only asked 
about the permissibility, the seriousness, and the authority jurisdiction of 
norm violations, the study is limited in what it can show. Specifi cally, it 
fails to rule out the possibility that autistic individuals have simply cot-
toned on to the fact that some transgressions are worse than others without 
truly understanding why. Other studies support such a possibility. For 
instance, Shamay-Tsoory and colleagues have shown that autistic individu-
als can be quite good at detecting when someone makes a faux pas, but 
they evince no understanding of why a faux pas is bad; i.e., according to 
de Vignemont and Frith, they evince no understanding that faux pas cause 
others distress (Shamay-Tsoory, Tomer, Yaniv, & Aharon-Peretz, 2002).2 
This concern may be further supported by reference to Temple Grandin’s 
own case, where, in good anthropological style, she explicitly notes that 
some norm violations (which all involve social taboos) are treated more 
seriously than others, and despite the fact that she fails to understand the 
“logic” behind these prohibitions, she is committed to avoiding such “sins 
of the system.”

Now I agree that these sorts of examples provide evidence for claiming 
that autistic individuals have (1) an interest in detecting and following 
different kinds of rules no matter what the rationale, and (2) an incapacity 
to understand why (typical) human beings should care about making or 
following at least some of these rules. However, I don’t see that they 
support the stronger claim that autistic individuals are not capable of 
understanding the moral signifi cance of some norms as far as this relates 
to harming others. Certainly Grandin herself is sensitive to the special 
quality of certain norms—for instance, against stealing, destroying prop-
erty, and injuring other people. Even from a very young age she put these 
into a separate category from her so-called sins of the system.

Likewise, the faux pas study does not really support the idea of global 
autistic insensitivity to the wrongness of harming others. After all, even 
though others may suffer as a consequence of faux pas, there are really 
two counts on which one would not expect any deep understanding of 
this on the part of autistic individuals. The fi rst is that faux pas usually 
involve norm violations having to do with respect for privacy, for social 
standing, or for some other aspect of social life to which autistic individuals 
are quite oblivious (cf. Grandin’s failure to understand the rationale for 
certain social taboos, her “sins of the system”). The second count is that 
insofar as faux pas cause suffering, the sort of suffering in question is 
usually more psychological than straightforwardly physical, consisting in 
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a range of highly developed social emotions—guilt, shame, embarrass-
ment, and the like—that autistic individuals have little experience of 
themselves and diffi culty detecting in others. Thus, autistic individuals 
may well be insensitive to the specifi c phenomena of harms caused in 
certain situations, but this, to echo Jeanette Kennett’s earlier claims, says 
more about their incompetence as moral agents than it does about their 
being out of the game of moral refl ection and regulation altogether.

Notes

1. Maibom also raises some interesting questions about the morally questionable 

phenomenon of obedience. I agree with her that the evidence shows that typically 

human beings are psychologically geared to defer to authority and that such defer-

ence is a mixed blessing. Clearly it makes us capable of living together in social 

groups, conforming to expectations without the need for a lot of heavy-duty threats 

or other mechanisms of compliance. However, such deference also has a downside, 

as the Milgram and Stanford prison experiments make clear. Yet how is all this 

connected with moral agency? I think there is no simple answer to this question 

because following rules, or deferring to authority, can clearly be done in different 

ways (as I indicated in my discussion of autistic rule following). For instance, one 

might defer to a rule or to some authority “mindlessly,” as we might say; that is, 

one just automatically defers, no matter what (some autistic rule following may fall 

into this category). In my view, this is not the stuff of morally agential behavior, 

and perhaps what these experiments show is that even typically developed human 

beings are all too ready to abjure any semblance of such behavior.

However, when it comes to obedience, there are also other possibilities. 

Perhaps one defers on a particular occasion because one thinks it’s the “right” 

thing to do. Now we are getting into the area of morally agential behavior, but this 

too comes in degrees. For instance, one might think something is the right 

thing to do because someone in authority said so, and the right thing to do is to 

defer unquestioningly to authority. This is clearly less agential than thinking one 

ought to defer to authority on some occasion because that authority has better 

access to determining what is independently the right thing to do. Alternatively, 

also more agentially, one might defer to authority on some occasion because 

that authority happens to dictate what one independently thinks is the right 

thing to do. Or one might defer to authority on some occasion because one inde-

pendently values the sort of social structure in which authority is paid a certain 

amount of deference (within limits). I mention all these possibilities simply to 

emphasize the point that the relationship between obedience and moral agency is 

not straightforward, raising a host of interesting issues that are somewhat orthogo-

nal to the main themes of my chapter and deserve far greater attention than I can 

give them here.
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2. Are faux pas appropriately seen as wrong because they cause distress? I myself 

am sceptical of this analysis. I suspect that what makes such acts wrong is that they 

transgress socially accepted norms, and that whatever pain they cause is not primar-

ily a function of the acts in and of themselves but instead a function of the fact 

that these acts are seen to be socially transgressive. In other words, faux pas are 

instrumentally rather than constitutively distressing insofar as their distress-causing 

properties are contingent upon an individual’s understanding and acceptance of the 

social norms they transgress.
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