
Metaethics and the Grounds of Moral Feeling:
Unraveling the Mysteries of Human Morality
Metaethics, a branch of philosophy, seeks to understand the nature of ethics
itself. It delves into the underlying principles, concepts, and language used in
moral discussions. By exploring the grounds of moral feeling, philosophers
attempt to shed light on how we come to form our moral judgments and what
influences our decisions.

The Foundations of Metaethics

Before we dive into the grounds of moral feeling, let's take a brief look at the
foundations of metaethics. Metaethics explores the nature of moral statements
and considers questions like:

What is the meaning of moral terms such as "good," "bad," "right," and
"wrong"?

Can moral claims be objectively true, or are they merely subjective?

Are there any universal moral principles that apply to all cultures and
societies?

By unraveling these foundational questions, philosophers can then journey into
the grounds of moral feeling, attempting to understand the psychological,
evolutionary, and social factors that shape our moral judgments.
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The Psychological Basis of Moral Feeling

Psychologists have long been interested in understanding the psychological
processes behind moral judgment. Some argue that moral feeling arises from
innate intuition and emotional responses. Others believe these feelings emerge
through cognitive processes, such as reasoning and social learning. The ongoing
debate between these perspectives fuels further research and investigation.

Studies have indicated that moral judgments are influenced by a myriad of
factors, including empathy, moral reasoning, social norms, and cultural
upbringing. Neuroscientific research has also shown that certain brain regions are
consistently active during moral decision-making, further supporting the idea that
moral feeling has a foundation in our biology.

The Evolutionary Roots

Intriguingly, examining the evolutionary origins of moral behavior can shed light
on its grounds as well. Evolutionary psychologists argue that moral feelings are a
result of our ancestors' need to navigate social relationships and cooperation.
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They contend that through natural selection, humans developed a moral sense to
ensure the survival of the group. Behaviors such as fairness, reciprocity, and
altruism were likely advantageous for early human societies, leading to the
development of moral instincts that have persisted throughout generations.

Social and Cultural Constructs

While biology and evolution provide an important perspective, it is essential to
recognize the impact of social and cultural constructs on moral feeling. Societies
establish norms, values, and ethical frameworks that shape individuals' moral
judgments.

Norms can vary from one culture to another, leading to differences in moral
principles and ethical beliefs. Social conditioning and exposure to diverse moral
perspectives influence the grounds of moral feeling. As a result, individuals may
develop contrasting moral intuitions and judgments based on their unique
experiences and cultural backgrounds.

Challenges and Controversies

Although metaethics and the grounds of moral feeling have provided valuable
insights, many questions remain unanswered, and controversies persist.

One ongoing debate revolves around the objectivity of moral claims. Some
philosophers argue that moral truths exist independently of human opinions and
perceptions, while others contend that moral statements are mere expressions of
subjective attitudes.

Another challenge lies in reconciling different moral frameworks and resolving
conflicts between cultural norms. As societies become more interconnected,



understanding the diverse grounds of moral feeling becomes crucial for
promoting tolerance and bridging cultural gaps.

Metaethics and the exploration of the grounds of moral feeling offer a fascinating
journey into the depths of human morality. By understanding these underlying
foundations, we can gain insights into why we believe certain actions are right or
wrong, and how our moral intuitions are shaped by a complex interplay of
psychology, evolution, and culture.

Though many questions remain, ongoing research in metaethics continues to
expand our understanding of human morality, contributing to a more
comprehensive and nuanced discussion of ethics in our society.
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The Futility of Philosophical Ethics puts forward a novel account of the grounds of
moral feeling with fundamental implications for philosophical ethics. It examines
the grounds of moral feeling by both the phenomenology of that feeling, and the
facts of moral feeling in operation – particularly in forms such as moral luck,
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vicious virtues, and moral disgust – that appear paradoxical from the point of view
of systematic ethics.

Using an analytic approach, James Kirwan engages in the ongoing debates
among contemporary philosophers within metaethics and normative ethics.
Instead of trying to erase the variety of moral responses that exist in philosophical
analysis under one totalizing system, Kirwan argues that such moral theorizing is
futile. His analysis counters currently prevalent arguments that seek to render the
origins of moral experience unproblematic by finding substitutes for realism in
various forms of noncognitivism.

In reasserting the problematic nature of moral experience, and offering a theory
of the origins of that experience in unavoidable individual desires, Kirwan
accounts for the diverse manifestations of moral feeling and demonstrates why so
many arguments in metaethics and normative ethics are necessarily irresolvable.
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