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An Account and Analysis of The Moral Instinct

Professor Steven Pinker’s New York Times magazine article The Moral Instinct (January 13, 2008), introduces a sixth sense that does not coincide with and is not renowned alongside the more well known five senses.  This “sixth sense” is the moral instinct.  The author claims that this sixth sense has been developed through an evolutional process but that what we view as moral depends on our own reasoning based on influencing and instinctive factors.  Through his article, Pinker attempts to capture his intended audience of those who have a high level of academic thinking, who would be able to get the purview of various claims dealing with right and wrong.  His intent is to encourage readers to broaden their minds on their personal moral views to allow them to see multitudinous outlooks.  Pinker does so by illustrating countless examples which might alter your perspective as to why your choice to believe something is moral or not or even amoralize an issue.  The author argues that it is our emotional and logical understandings that impact on our sixth sense.  In this paper, I will introduce aspects that deal with the thinking process involved with moral and immoral behaviors.  I intend to analyze the factors that influence varying ways of thinking among people.  Many people assume that morality is simply common sense but in fact it is much more complex and difficult to explain.

Throughout Pinker’s article, he organizes his text by first stating a major claim.  Pinker’s argues that “Moralization is a psychological state that can be turned on and off like a switch, and when it is on, a distinctive mind-set commandeers our thinking” (Pinker 4).  He points out that moral judgments are not synonymous to our personal regulative rules as to what we perceive are the appropriate actions for certain situations.  To explain his claims, Pinker uses a related, qualifying claim, that moral judgments are universal and that everyone could similarly identify something to be moral or immoral.  Pinker suggests that “One can easily say, ‘I don’t like brussel sprouts, but I don’t care if you eat them,’ but no one would say, ‘I don’t like killing, but I don’t care if you murder someone’” (Pinker 4).  He persuades his audience using examples that we can relate to and encourages us to think critically about the situation and how we ourselves would respond.  Basically, Pinker believes that there is a connection among people to know the basis of right and wrong.  We know killing is immoral and there is a feeling inside us similar to a “switch”, that when turned on, allows us to psychologically differentiate what is wrong on a global level.  Although Pinker is not directly making this statement, he supports this claim by asserting through this logos appeal that moral judgments can come instinctively, similar to a “gut feeling”. It is possible that we were taught right or wrong based on other’s views which enable us to realize the harm that can come from certain actions.  It seems that that these feelings that trigger us to believe whether something is wrong is embedded into a specific mind-set that Pinker laid out in his first central claim.  

            As another central claim, Pinker offers that “It’s not just the content of our moral judgments that is often questionable, but the way we arrive at them” (Pinker 4).  He suggests that people would like to believe that we arrive at judgments based on sincere intentions, but in actuality we are confused as to how we come to a rationalization about our decision making in agreement with morality. Pinker cites an outside source, psychologist, John Haidt, who uses examples of incest and animal harm to prove that we are unclear about the connection between convictions and justifications. Outside sources are introduced to give Pinker credibility and to bring in more information on the subject of morality. Haidt argues that “People don’t generally engage in moral reasoning,” but “they begin with the conclusion, coughed up by an unconscious emotion, and then work backward to a plausible justification” (Pinker 5).  Take the trolley problem for example, devised by psychologist Philippa Foot and Judith Jarvis, other outside sources.  They came up with a hypothetical situation of you coming across a trolley that is about to kill five men.  However you have the ability to pull a lever that will switch the tracks instead killing a single man.  Would you do it?  They found that most people would agree to do so but when asked whether the option to save the five men was instead to heave a fat man in front of the train to stop it, they opposed (Pinker 6).  When thousands upon thousand of people from hundreds of countries involved in this study were asked why their decision for the two situations differed, they could not explain.  Pinker then uses philosopher and neuroscientist, Joshua Greene to explain this phenomenon through scientific fact by stating that it is embedded in the human mind that emotion outweighs what you would lose in a particular situation.  Most people would unquestioningly not want to inflict harm or pain to others (Pinker 6).  Pinker tries to get us to understand from well learned professionals that the human mind works in ways that we may not comprehend but that we simply measure outcomes through our logic and emotion.  Through an ethos appeal, he explains that different parts of the brain handle situation making.  The frontal lobes deal with emotion and the dorsolateral lobes involve reasoning (Pinker 8).  All in all, it is the way our mind processes what to do in a certain instance.  It appears that perhaps only our emotional senses are triggered at one point or at other instances we do more analytical thinking.


To specify the factors that shape whether a situation is more emotional or logical, Pinker uses more of Haidt’s examples in his text.  The examples introduce universal themes that influence our moral judgments.  “Haidt counts five-harm, fairness, community (or group loyalty), authority and purity-and suggests that they are the primary colors of our moral sense” (Pinker 8).  These themes are the basis of our instincts that help us differentiate between what is moral or not.  This claim offers a closer look at what logic the people used in the trolley study which could not be explained.  They could select an outcome that they thought was the right thing to do but could not exactly put it into words with the feelings in their minds.  Haidt goes on to illustrate hypothetical examples regarding each theme.  He outlines different situations where each theme is applied to two situations, the first being more morally sound than the second.  For example, harm inflicted on yourself is different that causing harm to another person.  Or how it might be funny to slap your friend in the face with his consent during a skit but shocking to do so to a minister. It is the second examples that are not socially accepted.  We use our sense of emotion and logic to determine this, however it is the five underlying themes that we may think about subconsciously which help us make moral decisions.  However Pinker also claims that “the moral sense can be universal and variable at the same time” (Pinker 10).  What is important and valued to us when it comes to morals greatly depends on influencing cultural views.  For instance, Western views oppose nepotism in the work environment but in another countries, the practice may be perfectly acceptable.  Some of these moral spheres or themes may vary in order of importance in different areas of the globe.  Another influencing factor in deciding what is moral, are your surroundings, especially the people around you. 

Pinker rebuts this claim by questioning the possibility that we use our knowledge or morals and its’ underlying themes to our own advantage.  We might have other motives to perform moral actions.  One may question that although the human mind could be trained to differentiate between right and wrong, that self-interest could indeed be the motive.  People only do good things if there is something in it for them.  They could use their reasoning, emotions and five themes of morality all to benefit themselves.  But how about the general anecdote that Pinker offers?  Pinker observes that, “We all know of unrequited good deeds, like tipping a waitress in a city you will never visit again and falling on a grenade to save platoonmates.”  (Pinker 11)  What would be the motive there?  There are so many “good deeds” that we do that go unnoticed, but people still do them whether someone else is going to reciprocate favors or not.  Pinker urges that it is for everyone’s best interest to get rid of their egocentric views and to help others out.  We could, of course, work to our own advantage and just look out for ourselves but what if the tables were turned and it was us in need of help?  This ties in a third factor apart from emotion and logic, that morality is shaped by the how the world around us works.  

Morality overall is not easily defined.  What we each consider moral are based on our own views, what values are important to us and how our individual mind works. I found there were many varying components to what influences what we deem as right or wrong by looking deeper at our sixth sense.  Pinker’s argument was effective because it showed contrasting views of how people react in given events.  He brought up a topic that we could say was common sense but never really talked about, gave thought to before or could explain thoroughly or properly.  Pinker persuades us to analyze human intentions and the reasoning behind them.  He persuaded me to see why some things are moral and others are not and the difficulty to which sometimes our thought process cannot be explained.  His article opened my eyes to see there are explanations to things that may seem unexplainable.  I would have never put much thought into how we come to our judgments, thoughts about why we divide and classify actions as good or evil, or what goes through others’ minds when they rationalize.  The concept of having this sixth sense and being able to understand how it works was particularly powerful because of the complexity in explaining it.  I did not find anything weak in Pinker’s article because the amount of text and information provided was sufficient.  Further information would have been too much to process. In conclusion, as I stated earlier, based on the findings in Pinker’s text, the moral instinct in the sense of what we see as moral is universal.  However it is contradicted by the claim that we are individuals and can all see things differently.  What one views as moral could not be the case for another individual because we are all influenced by various factors and what may seem important to us, could be less significant to someone else.  From Pinker’s article The Moral Instinct, I came to believe that the interpretation of this sixth sense and the definition of morality is up to our own discretion.
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Morality The Universal Sixth Sense


From the time we were old enough to talk we were always given the choice of right or wrong, to give our ice cream money to a hungry homeless man or keep it for ourselves. Some how helping others has always triumphed above everything else and has fulfilled us with a sense of good that we have helped someone in need. Steven Pinker Professor of Psychology at Harvard University and author of  “The Language Instinct” and “Language as a Window into Human Nature” suggests in his article “The Moral Instinct” published in The New York Times, January 13th 2008, argues that humans have gained a sixth sense through evolution. Pinker built his argument by using cross-cultural surveys, professional opinions, and scientific studies to show that a universal moral instinct does exist in humans through out the world. In this paper I will analyze Steven Pinkers claims and prove through scientific research how morality does exist in human beings through the five spheres in which each individual ranks of importance according to their own beliefs.


Pinker persuades us to believe that the stirrings of morality emerge early in childhood, thus showing that morality is not a learned response. According to psychologists Elliot Turiel and Judith Smetana, preschoolers acknowledge the difference between societal conventions and moral principals. Pinker gave an example of four year olds who said it was not okay to wear pajamas to school (convention) and not okay to hit a little girl for no reason (moral principal). These same toddlers stated that if their teacher said it was okay to wear pajamas majority of the children agreed it would then be okay. However the four year olds still felt that even if given permission by their teacher to hit a little girl for no reason, they still felt it was wrong and would not do so. People who suffer from antisocial personality disorder and psychopathy have revealed signs of morality blindness, states Steven Pinker. Those same people as children abused animals, bullied others, lied continuously and showed no signs of remorse. As adults those people will continue to rip off the elderly of their savings, rape those who are incapable of fending for them selves and even commit murder. Pinker’s use of young of children and their knowledge of right from wrong and adult psychopathic behavior suggest that genes for morality do exist in human beings, however sometimes morality blindness does occur.


Morality is universal among all people regardless of gender, however acting moral is revised by ones own culture and religion. With different geographic regions and ethnicities morality does differ greatly. Gillian Gibbons a British woman teaching in Sudan allowed her students to name a teddy bear Muhammad after the most popular boy in class, however Muhammad bore the name of the founder of Islam. Gibbons was jailed for blasphemy and the public outside of the prison in Sudan demanded she be put to death. The people in Sudan felt Gibbons death would be justifiable for insulting the founder of their religion and would maximize their dignity. However to people in Britain and The United States such an act seems outrageous and unconventional. 


Pinker challenges us with the idea that we all have a moral switch in our brains and that, “Moralization is a psychological state that can be turned on and off like a switch and when it’s on, a distinctive mind set commandeers our thinking”. He claims this switch allows us to deem our actions immoral (“rape is wrong”), rather than other things being disagreeable (“I hate soda”) or even unfashionable (“One piece bathing suits are un-sexy”).  Pinker presents the idea that prohibitions of rape and murder are felt not to be matters of local custom but to be universally and objectively warranted. On the contrary, people feel that those who commit immoral acts deserve to be punished and that it is acceptable to inflict pain on a person who has broken a moral rule. Pinker claims, “People are untroubled in inviting divine retribution or the power of the state to harm other people they deem immoral”, which clarifies how humans are able to flip the moralization switch to what they deem “moral”. 


Jonathan Haidt a Professor of Social Psychology at the University of Virginia and an expert on morality and emotion, claims we have five moral spheres that are universal in every human being: sex, government, commerce, religion and diet. Haidt states that each culture weighs the five spheres differently based on importance, which creates differences amongst cultures and how we as individuals view right from wrong.  In our own county, The United States, Haidt found that liberals and conservatives are divided in culture by the ranking of the five moral spheres.  Haidt confirms with his large web survey that liberals have put a “lopsided moral weight on harm and fairness while playing down group loyalty, authority and purity”. On the other side conservatives placing a high weight on all five of the moral spheres. It seems that being on either side of the spectrum we are driven by “lofty ethical values” and “ bases are unprincipled”. 


If one is not convinced by now that morality does exist in all human beings, then we shall let the science of morality further clarify. Joshua Greene, a philosopher and cognitive neuroscientist has conveyed that evolution has equipped humans with revulsion to manhandling innocent people. Greene suggests that because we have the impulse against roughing up another human, it explains why people accept killing one person to save the lives of many or euthanizing a patient so that his organs can be harvested to save the lives of five different individuals. To prove Greene’s evolutionary theory he teamed up with cognitive neuroscientist Jonathan Cohen and several Princeton colleges to voyage into the mind of humans using an M.R.I machine. Greene and his colleges found that there was a conflict between brain areas associated with emotion and areas dedicated to rational analysis. Greene found that when a patient pondered the dilemma of killing someone with their own bare hands the surface area of the frontal lobes lit up which implicated non-moral reasoning, as well as the anterior cingulated cortex which registers conflict coming from one end of the brain and the advisory coming from the other. Those same test patient’s pondered hands off dilemmas that might occur in some freak accident. The scientists and Greene observed that only one area of the brain that deals with rational calculations lit up. Greene and his colleges concluded that our “ nonutilitarian intuitions come from the victory of an emotional impulse over a cost benefit analysis”. So maybe the idea that all humans have a sense of universal morality is not as unbelievable as it seems. 


Perhaps the next time we look in the mirror and peer into the depths of our soul or sit at a computer and ponder online personality quizzes to better understand who we truly are, maybe then we can understand why ourselves and any capable person would jump into the ocean to save a drowning child, or run into a smoldering hot burning building to save a elderly person from the grips of death. Yes, maybe then we can understand why the whole United States grieved together as one and mourned the people who lost their lives on September 11th.    With that we can finally understand that we’re not as different from each other as we think. Steven Pinker was correct because he understood that we all are born with a sense of morality, a morality we rank of importance upon Haidts five different spheres. From understanding morality and letting science advance moral sense we can better understand our selves and be united together with different cultures and geographic regions in peace. Anton Chekhov once stated, “Man will become better when you show him what he is like”.

