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 Virtue has acquired a bad name. To young people it is the opposite of having fun, to older ones it is a symbol of lost virtue that politicians now exploit for partisan purposes, and to young and old alike it is a set of rules that well-meaning but intolerant bluenoses impose on other people.


Yet the daily discourse of ordinary people is filled with oblique references to morality. We talk constantly about being or not being decent, nice, or dependable; about having or not having a good character; about friendship, loyalty, and moderation or fickleness, insincerity, and addiction. When we overhear these conversations or read about these topics in magazines and novels, we sometimes say that people are preoccupied with personal relationships: the problems of mother and child, of wife and husband, of lovers, friends, and co-workers. This preoccupation is not simply about relationships, however; much of it is about what those relationships ought to be. This preoccupation, like the adjectives with which we express it—loyal, kind, or nice; disloyal, selfish, or rude—is with the language of morality, even though we often disguise it in the language of personality. It is the language of virtue and vice. It is the language that this book is about.


I wrote this book to help people recover the confidence with which they once spoke about virtue and morality. I did not write it in order to make a case for or against some currently disputed moral question, but rather to reestablish the possibility and the reasonableness of speaking frankly and convincingly about moral choices. In doing so I endeavor to show that mankind has a moral nature to which we commonly and inevitably appeal when trying to defend our moral arguments.


Why have people lost the confidence with which they once spoke publicly about morality? Why has moral discourse become unfashionable or merely partisan? I believe it is because we have learned, either firsthand from intellectuals or secondhand from the pronouncements of people influenced by intellectuals, that morality has no basis in science or logic. To defend morality is to defend the indefensible.


Our public discourse has been shaped, in ways we may be only dimly aware of, by the teachings, or the popular corruptions of the teachings, of the great thinkers of the modern age. Charles Darwin taught us, we suppose, that a person is the isolated product of a competition for survival among selfish genes coping with material circumstances; his or her morals are entirely utilitarian and selfcentered.1 Sigmund Freud taught us, we suppose, that guilt is an unhealthy expression of a repressed impulse; to live well we must overcome guilt. Karl Marx taught us, we suppose, that we are driven entirely by economic impulses; the societies we produce are based simply on the power relationships that result from class warfare. Scholars who have studied these thinkers know that their teachings were more complex and subtle than this and, at least in the case of Darwin, quite different. No matter; the spirit of the age will shape how any message is understood.


That spirit has been one of skepticism. Science has challenged common sense; one theory of science holds that we can never have knowledge, as opposed to mere opinions, about morality. Anthropologists have shown how various are the customs of mankind; the dominant tradition in modern anthropology has held that those customs are entirely the product of culture, and so we can conclude that man has no nature apart from his culture.* Philosophers have sought to find a rational basis for moral judgments; the dominant tradition in modern philosophy asserts that no rational foundation can be given for any such judgment. Whatever Darwin, Freud, and Marx may have said, the skeptical spirit has determined what we have remembered.


My understanding of our moral confusion is a bit different from that of many others. To some, the central problem is that modern man has lost his moral bearings or religious commitments so that he is now governed only by immediate impulse or calculating self-interest. Though examples of such a mentality abound, I do not think it is an accurate characterization of the general problem. I will argue in this book that most of us have moral sense, but that some of us have tried to talk ourselves out of it. It is as if a person born to appreciate a golden sunset or a lovely song had persuaded himself and others that a greasy smear or a clanging gong ought to be enjoyed as much as true beauty.


Many people have persuaded themselves that no law has any foundation in a widely shared sense of justice; each is but the arbitrary enactment of the politically powerful. This is called “legal realism,” but it strikes me as utterly unrealistic. Many people have persuaded themselves that children will be harmed if they are told right from wrong; instead they should be encouraged to discuss the merits of moral alternatives. This is called “values clarification,” but I think it a recipe for confusion rather than clarity. Many people have persuaded themselves that it is wrong to judge the customs of another society since there are no standards apart from custom on which such judgments can rest; presumably they would oppose infanticide only if it involved their own child. This is sometimes called tolerance; I think a better name would be barbarism. Some people have persuaded themselves that a child is born wicked and can only be beaten into decency. This is called discipline; I prefer to call it brutality and cannot imagine anyone embracing it who has watched an infant’s first smile.


It is difficult to say what effects have followed from this effort to talk ourselves out of having a moral sense. We may have abetted, by excusing, the few who have no moral sense; we may have harmed vulnerable children who ought to have received surer guidance from family and neighborhoods; we may have promoted self-indulgence when we thought we were only endorsing freedom. I am tempted to say that people who have persuaded themselves to embrace nonmoral standards should not be surprised if young people who have heard these ideas grow up taking drugs, cheating on tests, and shooting their enemies. I am tempted to say this, but I cannot do so with complete confidence. It is no easy task to assess the influence of bad ideas on human conduct; in any event, it is not the task of this book to make that assessment. It is a task of this book, however, to make us ask whether the mirror that modem skepticism has held up to mankind’s face reflects what we wish to see. Do we really want to have the utterly malleable, slightly cynical, superficially tolerant, wholly transparent human nature that we claim we have? Are we prepared for the possibility that by behaving as if no moral judgments were possible we may create a world that more and more resembles our diminished moral expectations? We must be careful of what we think we are, because we may become that.


Our intellectual culture has left ordinary men and women alone to cope with this possibility. They wish to make moral judgments, but their culture does not help them do it. They often feel like refugees living in a land captured by hostile forces. When they speak of virtue, they must do so privately, in whispers, lest they be charged with the grievous crime of being “unsophisticated” or, if they press the matter, “fanatics.” If we are to live as fugitives in so alien a world, it is necessary to find a way of speaking that will not offend anyone. We need a code word for virtue or morality. That word is “values.”


When we discuss the prevalence of divorce and illegitimacy, some take it as evidence that the values of our society, have collapsed, others as a sign that people now attach value to alternative life-styles. When we try to explain the high rate of crime, some argue that it is the result of young people’s no longer having the right values and others claim that it is caused by social barriers that have prevented young people from attaining their values by legitimate means. Any discussion of drug abuse precipitates a lively debate between those who take such abuse as confirmation of the absence of decent values and those who interpret it as testimony to the problems that result when society tries to impose its values on people. Hardly anyone can discuss the problems of public schools without claiming or denying that these failures are the result of the schools’ teaching the wrong values, or no values. No one can mention television or the motion pictures without either asserting that these media, by their portrayal of sex and violence, are corrupting our values or declaring that these entertainments are at worst a reflection of the values of our society or at best a much-needed attack on the last vestiges of stuffy, puritanical values.


We are engaged in a cultural war, a war about values. It is not a new war; it has been going on for centuries as part of a continuing struggle at national self-definition. Once the issues were slavery, temperance, religion, and prostitution; today they are divorce, illegitimacy, crime, and entertainment.


What is new, distinctive, and odd about the contemporary version of this age-old debate is the language in which it is conducted. It is about “values.” But what do we mean by a “value”? A taste? A preference? A belief? A moral principle? A binding obligation? Most people flinch from answering that question, at least in public. Their instinctive and commendable tolerance makes them shun any appearance of imposing their philosophical orientation or religious convictions upon others. But beneath that tolerance there lurks among many of us a worrisome uncertainty—some of us doubt that we have a defensible philosophy or credible conviction that we would want to impose.


The word “values” finesses all of the tough questions. It implies a taste or preference and recalls to mind the adage that there is no disputing tastes. But of course we don’t really mean that our beliefs are no more than tastes, because when we defend them—to the extent we can—our muscles tighten and our knuckles grow white. Arguments about values often turn into fights over values, with pointed fingers, shaken fists, and thrown punches. That is not the way we discuss our taste for vanilla ice cream. We are aware, then, that some values are more important than others, but we are not certain we can say why, or at least say why with enough conviction to persuade anyone else.


Our reluctance to speak of morality and our suspicion, nurtured by our best minds, that we cannot “prove” our moral principles has amputated our public discourse at the knees. We have cut off the legs on which any serious discussion of marriage, schools, or mass entertainment must stand. We suspect that “values clarification” is not the best way to teach the young but lack the confidence to assert a value that ought to be defended. We debate “family values” but are not quite sure what they are, and so we beat a hasty retreat when someone accuses us of wanting in the name of that phrase to reassert paternal authority or deny female rights.


But we need not retreat. There are standards to which we can repair that are very different from the slogans fluttering on the banners of our occupying army. They emerge from serious reflection about why we insist upon judging, morally, events and people around us. Students of child development have observed the emergence of the moral sense and given respectful and thoughtful accounts of it. However much the scientific method is thought to be the enemy of morality, scientific findings provide substantial support for its existence and power.


Rebuilding the basis of moral judgments requires us to take the perspective of the citizen, but the citizen has gone to great lengths to deny that he has a perspective to take. On the one hand, he is nervous or on guard when hearing someone speak of virtue or character; on the other hand, he regularly evaluates his friends and acquaintances in terms that clearly imply a standard of virtue and character. Moreover, while he may not tell another person to his face that he lacks character or virtue, he is often ready to say that it is the absence of those qualities that accounts for much of the crime, disorder, and self-indulgence he sees in the world about him.


The book that follows begins with an introductory chapter that tries to make clear that people necessarily make moral judgments, that many of those judgments are not arbitrary or unique to some time, place, or culture, and that we will get a lot further in understanding how we live as a species if we recognize that we are bound together both by mutual interdependence and a common moral sense. By a moral sense I mean an intuitive or directly felt belief about how one ought to act when one is free to act voluntarily (that is, not under duress). By “ought” I mean an obligation binding on all people similarly situated. I cannot clarify the word any more than this; as the great English philosopher Henry Sidgwick put it after struggling with the word through six editions of his magnificent treatise on ethics, “ought” is a word that “is too elementary to admit of any formal definition.”2 Aristotle would have agreed; you cannot discuss morality with someone who is devoid of any moral sense.3 The fact that you can discuss morality with practically anyone suggests to me that the word “ought” has an intuitively obvious meaning and that people are, in the great majority of instances, equipped with some moral sense.


Toward the end of my opening chapter I confront the argument of cultural relativism, the argument that even our deepest moral sentiments, to say nothing of our more transient or ephemeral ones, are entirely the products of the culture in which we are raised and thus have no enduring significance outside that culture. The view has become so pervasive that many people, otherwise quite secure in their moral convictions, feel timid about expressing them for fear others will think them unsophisticated or ethnocentric.


In Part One I take up four examples of such a moral sense: sympathy, fairness, self-control, and duty. I do not pretend that these four sensibilities exhaust what one might mean by a moral impulse or standard or that one might not define some of them a bit differently. Integrity, for example, does not appear here, in part because it is, I think, a combination of other, more elementary senses (duty, fairness, and self-control). Courage is missing; though it is akin to duty, it implies other qualities as well. Modesty is, to me, the most conspicuous and discomforting omission, but I confess that I have not thought the matter through to my own satisfaction. I have chosen to write about these four because I have something to say about them.


Let me also stress that these are four aspects of the moral sense, not four moral rules or laws. This book is not an effort to state or justify moral rules; that is, it is not a book of philosophy. Rather, it is an effort to clarify what ordinary people mean when they speak of their moral feelings and to explain, insofar as one can, the origins of those feelings. This effort is a continuation of work begun by certain eighteenth-century English and Scottish thinkers, notably Joseph Butler, Francis Hutcheson, David Hume, and Adam Smith. What I seek to add to this tradition is a knowledge of what the biological and social sciences have since learned about what they were the first to call the moral sense.


The standard supplied by one’s moral sense is often, indeed usually, rather general and imprecise, and so my saying that people have a moral sense is not the same thing as saying that they have direct, intuitive knowledge of certain moral rules. People can feel strongly that they have a duty to tell the truth but still doubt that they should tell it so unsparingly as to wound the feelings of a beloved friend or reveal to a homicidal maniac the location of an innocent child. To some readers, this conflict condemns any discussion of a moral sense to irrelevancy; if a standard is too uncertain to settle a concrete case, then it is hardly a standard worth talking about.


To the contrary, our moral sense is worth discussing because it explains a great deal of our behavior. To the extent that what we do is affected by our moral senses, it can be affected by different senses under different circumstances. Consider altruism. Occasionally we make charitable donations, help people who are lost or in need, or volunteer to perform dangerous tasks. Such acts may have a wide variety of motives, ranging from pure self-interest (a desire to win a prize or impress another person in order to get a better job) to various other-regarding motives (a sense of fairness, a sense of duty, or a sense of sympathy). If this were a book about moral behavior, I would have to sort out in each case the many motives that can lead to the same action. I am interested in why people act as they do, but I am more interested in why people judge actions as they do. The moral senses are the basis for much of that judging, and it is these that I want to dissect.


Proceeding this way creates a problem for me and for the reader that ought to be faced immediately, though I confess to having found no solution for it. The problem is revealed by the following question: what is the evidence for the existence of a moral sense? You can only with great difficulty examine directly a person’s beliefs, sentiments, or predispositions, though one can try by using psychological tests and personal interviews. Much of what we know about the moral senses has to be inferred from how people behave. For example: We observe somebody helping somebody else. Is the explanation a desire for a reward, hope for a reciprocal favor, or genuine compassion for the other fellow? The best one can do is to try to make a plausible inference from the facts as we know them. But of course that puts one in an awkward position. It can be tantamount to saying that our actions are sometimes influenced by our moral sentiments, but the evidence for the existence of those sentiments comes from having observed the actions. The reader will have to judge how well I have coped with this problem.


Part Two is an account of the sources of the moral sentiments—human nature, family experiences, gender, and culture. The reader is no doubt quite prepared to encounter chapters on family and culture, but may be surprised to find ones on biology and gender. He shouldn’t be. We already know that criminality is importantly influenced by biological factors, including sex;4 it stands to reason that noncriminality should be influenced by such factors as well. To believe otherwise is to believe that law-abidingness is wholly learned, while criminality is a quasi-biological interruption of that acquired disposition. That is, to say the least, rather implausible.


The chapter on culture is a bit different from what the reader might expect. Instead of summarizing the abundant evidence of the many ways in which culture shapes the way in which we express our moral nature and adds to that nature a host of conventional (that is to say, wholly learned) moral beliefs, it endeavors to answer what to me is the fundamental cultural and historical question: how did it happen that in the West people were induced to believe that our moral sentiments should extend to many, perhaps all, people, and not just to family, close relatives, and ethnic kin? My answer involves a bold leap of inference from scattered and incomplete facts, and so I will not be surprised if it is viewed as an inadequate solution to so great a puzzle.


In the concluding chapter I bring together the arguments I have been advancing and draw out some of their larger implications. They are not, by and large, public policy implications. Some readers will be relieved to discover this; others will be frustrated. But this book is not, for the most part, about laws, institutions, or policies, it is about human nature. To anticipate and oversimplify the conclusion, it is that an older view of human nature than is now current in the human sciences and moral philosophy is the correct view; thinking seriously about the kinds of animals we are will help us understand our persistent but fragile disposition to make moral judgments and the aspects of human relations that must be cultivated if that disposition is to be protected and nurtured. We are human, with all the frailties and inconsistencies that this implies; but we also wish, when we observe ourselves with any sort of detachment, to avoid becoming less than human.


Beneath our wars, crimes, envies, fanaticisms, persecutions, snobberies, and adulteries; beneath, that is to say, all of those human traits that might be said to constitute our original sin, there is a desire not only for praise but for praiseworthiness, for fair dealings as well as for good deals, for honor as well as for advantage. But to magnify the better side of our nature, we must understand its sources and the forces that threaten it.


*
 

I have just used the words “man” and “his.” Before going any further, let me be clear that in this book the masculine pronoun, unless otherwise indicated, refers to both males and females. As the dictionary makes clear, that pronoun has been used since time immemorial to represent any person whose sex is not specified. Though it is fashionable to find circumlocutions to avoid “gender-biased writing,” it is also awkward and wooden. I do not think it necessary to write “he or she” every time I want to refer to one person of unspecified gender. If you believe it is necessary, please supply the phrase mentally as you read along.
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 Since daily newspapers were first published, they have been filled with accounts of murder and mayhem, of political terror and human atrocities. Differences in religious belief so minor as to be invisible to all but a trained theologian have been the pretext, if not the cause, of unspeakable savageries. Differences in color and even small differences in lineage among people of the same color have precipitated riots, repression, and genocide. The Nazi regime set about to exterminate an entire people and succeeded in murdering six million of them before an invading army put a stop to the methodical horror. Hardly any boundary can be drawn on the earth without it becoming a cause for war. In parts of Africa, warlords fight for power and booty while children starve. When riots occur in an American city, many bystanders rush to take advantage of the opportunity for looting. If people have a common moral sense, there is scarcely any evidence of it in the matters to which journalists—and their readers—pay the greatest attention.


A person who contemplates this endless litany of tragedy and misery would be pardoned for concluding that man is at best a selfish and aggressive animal whose predatory instincts are only partially and occasionally controlled by some combination of powerful institutions and happy accidents. He would agree with the famous observation of Thomas Hobbes that in their natural state men engage in a war of all against all. In this respect they are worse than beasts; whereas the animals of the forest desire only sufficient food and sex, humans seek not merely sufficient but abundant resources. Men strive to outdo one another in every aspect of life, pursuing power and wealth, pride and fame, beyond any reasonable measure.


But before drawing so bleak a conclusion from his daily newspaper, the reader should ask himself why bloodletting and savagery are news. There are two answers. The first is that they are unusual. If daily life were simply a war of all against all, what would be newsworthy would be the occasional outbreak of compassion and decency, self-restraint and fair dealing. Our newspapers would mainly report on parents who sacrificed for their children and people who aided neighbors in distress. Amazed that such things occurred, we would explain them as either rare expressions of a personality quirk or disguised examples of clever self-dealing. The second reason that misery is news is because it is shocking. We recoil in horror at pictures of starving children, death camp victims, and greedy looters. Though in the heat of battle or the embrace of ideology many of us will become indifferent to suffering or inured to bloodshed, in our calm and disinterested moments we discover in ourselves an intuitive and powerful aversion to inhumanity.


This intuition is not simply a cultural artifact or a studied hypocrisy. The argument of this book is that people have a natural moral sense, a sense that is formed out of the interaction of their innate dispositions with their earliest familial experiences. To different degrees among different people, but to some important degree in almost all people, that moral sense shapes human behavior and the judgments people make of the behavior of others.


Morality versus Philosophy


At one time, the view that our sense of morality shaped our behavior and judgments was widely held among philosophers. Aristotle said that man was naturally a social being who seeks happiness. Thomas Aquinas, the great medieval theologian who sought to reconcile Catholic and Aristotelian teachings, argued that man has a natural inclination to be a rational and familial being; the moral law is, in the first instance, an expression of a natural—that is, an innate—tendency. Adam Smith wrote that man is motivated by sympathy as well as by self-interest, and he developed a moral philosophy squarely based on this capacity for sympathy. No one can say what effect these doctrines had on the way people actually lived, but one can say that for much of Western history philosophy sought to support and explicate the more social side of human nature without denying its selfish and wilder side.


Modern philosophy, with some exceptions, represents a fundamental break with that tradition. For the last century or so, few of the great philosophical theories of human behavior have accorded much weight to the possibility that men and women are naturally endowed with anything remotely resembling a moral sense. Marxism as generally received (and, with some exceptions, as Marx himself wrote it) is a relentlessly materialistic doctrine in which morality, religion, and philosophy have no independent meaning; they are, in Marx’s words, “phantoms formed in the human brain,” “ideological reflexes,” “sublimates of their material life-process.”1 To be sure, in certain places Marx wrote movingly of man’s alienation in a way that implied that in their natural state people value self-realization and uncoerced communal living,* but he never explored in a serious way man’s moral inclinations. Marx’s followers, especially those that used his doctrine to justify their power (Lenin comes especially to mind), were alike in thinking that any means were justified to achieve the communist utopia. And Marx’s own life is testimony to how little he was disposed to let moral considerations affect his political determinations or personal conduct.


If Marx hinted at morality without examining it, much of modern philosophy abandoned morality without even a hint, Analytical philosophers took seriously the argument that “values” could not be derived from “facts,” and tended to relegate moral judgments to the realm of personal preferences not much different from a taste for vanilla ice cream. In 1936 A. J. Ayer asserted that since moral arguments (unlike the theory of gravity) cannot be scientifically verified, they are nothing more than “ejaculations or commands,” “pure expressions of feeling” that have “no objective validity whatsoever,”2 Existentialists such as Jean-Paul Sartre argued that man must choose his values, but provided little guidance for making that choice.3 Of course there are many other, quite different tendencies in modern philosophy, but anyone who has spent much time in a classroom is keenly aware that the skeptical, relativistic themes have been most influential. Richard Rorty, perhaps the most important philosophical writer in present-day America, denies that there is anything like a “core self” or an inherently human quality, and so there is no way for us to say that some actions are inherently inhuman, even when confronted with the horrors of Auschwitz (which, of course, Rorty condemns, but only because history and circumstance have supplied him with certain “beliefs”).4


What Marxism and positivism have meant for philosophy, Freudianism has meant for psychology. It is difficult to disentangle what Freud actually said from what he is widely believed to have said, or one stage in his thinking from another. But it seems clear that Freudianism was popularly understood as meaning that people have instincts, especially sexual and aggressive ones, and not moral senses; morality, to the extent people acquire any, is chiefly the result of learning to repress those instincts. Among the objects of the sexual drive are one’s own parents. Repressing those instincts is necessary for civilization to exist, but that repression can lead to mental illness. People do acquire a conscience—Freud called it the superego—but not out of any natural inclination to be good; rather, their conscience is an internalized fear of losing the love of their parents.5 Freud, at least, argued that conscience existed; some behavioral psychologists, such as B. F. Skinner, denied even that.


People who have never been affected by Marxism or Freudianism and who are indifferent to philosophical disputes may nonetheless have learned, at least secondhand, the teachings of many cultural anthropologists. All of us are aware of the great variety of social customs, religious beliefs, and ritual practices to be found around the world, especially among primitive peoples, a variety so great as to suggest that all morality is relative to time and place. And if we wish to confirm what our imagination suggests, we can find explicit arguments to that effect in some of the leading texts. In 1906 the great sociologist William Graham Sumner wrote that “the mores can make anything right.”6 Thirty years later Ruth Benedict’s best-selling book Patterns of Culture was read to mean that all ways of life were equally valid. Published in 1934, just after the Nazis had come to power, it was probably intended to be a plea for tolerance and an argument for judging one’s own culture only after becoming aware of an alternative to it. But by popularizing the phrase “cultural relativism” and discussing cannibalism without explicitly condemning it, she was read as saying something like what Sumner had said: culture and the mores of society can make anything right and anything wrong.7


Is Everything Permitted?


If modern man had taken seriously the main intellectual currents of the last century or so, he would have found himself confronted by the need to make moral choices when the very possibility of making such choices had been denied. God is dead or silent, reason suspect or defective, nature meaningless or hostile. As a result, man is adrift on an uncharted sea, left to find his moral bearings with no compass and no pole star, and so able to do little more than utter personal preferences, bow to historical necessity, or accept social conventions.


Countless writers have assumed that man is in precisely this predicament. Recall the phrases with which writers and poets have characterized our times. We have been described as “hollow men” living in a “wasteland” or “the age of anxiety,” from which there is “no exit,” part of a “lonely crowd” that seeks refuge in either “possessive individualism” or “therapeutic individualism.” To escape from the emptiness of being we either retreat inward to mystical or drug-induced self-contemplation or outward to various fanatical ideologies.*


If this were true, then my argument that there is in human nature the elements of a natural moral sense would be untrue. There can scarcely be anything worth calling a moral sense if people can be talked out of it by modern philosophy, secular humanism, Marxist dialectics, or pseudo-Freudian psychoanalysis. But I doubt that most people most of the time are affected by these intellectual fashions. The intellectuals who consume them may be affected. If they think life is without moral meaning, they may live accordingly, creating an avant-garde in which “meaning” is to be found in self-expressive art, a bohemian counterculture, or anarchistic politics. But the lives of most people are centered around the enduring facts of human existence—coping with a family, establishing relationships, and raising children. Everywhere we look, we see ordinary men and women going about their daily affairs, happily or unhappily as their circumstances allow, making and acting on moral judgments without pausing to wonder what Marx or Freud or Rorty would say about those judgments. In the intimate realms of life, there will be stress, deprivation, and frustration, but ordinarily these will not be experienced as a pervasive spiritual crisis.


Two errors arise in attempting to understand the human condition. One is to assume that culture is everything, the other to assume that it is nothing. In the first case there would be no natural moral sense—if culture is everything, then nature is nothing. In the second, the moral sense would speak to us far more clearly than it does. A more reasonable assumption is that culture will make some difference some of the time in the lives of most of us and a large difference much of the time in the lives of a few of us.


An example of how modern intellectual currents have a modest effect on the lives of people who are exposed to them can be found in some of our educational fashions. Most pupils are well behaved; a few are not. Controlling the few who are not can only become more difficult if teachers embrace the view that their task is to address questions of right and wrong by helping children “choose” and “clarify” their “values.” The “values clarification” approach to moral education that began in the late 1960s warned teachers to avoid “moralizing, criticizing, giving values, or evaluating.” They were especially to avoid “all hints of ‘good’ or ‘right’ or ‘acceptable.’”8 One wonders what students thought of teachers who studiously avoided suggesting that any course of action was better than any other. There is no evidence that this bit of pedagogical idiocy had any direct effect on the beliefs of children,9 but it may have had an indirect effect on their actions. If a child cheated on an exam, did the teacher respond by helping the student “clarify” the “value” he attached to honesty and dishonesty? And if the pupil valued a good grade even if dishonestly obtained, how was the teacher supposed to respond? This approach was so at odds with common sense and the requirements of everyday life that, not surprisingly, it fell into disrepute in many quarters.10


But values clarification—or more accurately, the philosophical on which it was based—left its traces. Ask college students to make and defend a moral judgment about people or places with which they are personally unfamiliar. Many will act as if they really believed that all cultural practices were equally valid, all moral claims were equally suspect, and human nature was infinitely malleable or utterly self-regarding. In my classes, college students asked to judge a distant people, practice, or event will warn one another and me not to be “judgmental” or to “impose your values on other people.” These remarks are most often heard when they are discussing individual “life-styles,” the modern, “nonjudgmental” word for what used to be called character. If students know anything at all about these folk, it is usually what they have learned from books written by anthropologists who believe that no other culture but their own can or should be judged. If asked to defend their admonitions against “being judgmental,” the students sometimes respond by arguing that moral judgments are arbitrary, but more often they stress the importance of tolerance and fair play, which, in turn, require understanding and even compassion. Do not condemn some practice—say, drug use or unconventional sexuality—that ought to be a matter of personal choice; do not criticize some group—say, ghetto rioters—whom you do not know and whose beliefs and experiences you do not understand.


But tolerance and fair play are moral dispositions; a commitment to personal liberty is a moral conviction; a belief that one ought to enter imaginatively and sympathetically into the minds of others is a moral urging. When asked why people should be tolerant, act fairly, or respect liberty, many students will look at me as if I were merely engaging in professorial cleverness, while a few will attempt to construct intellectual defenses of these notions, defenses typically based on utility: for example, society is better off if everybody behaves that way.


Most people, however, do not act fairly or sympathetically because they have decided that “society” (whatever that is) will be better off as a consequence. It is not hard to think of cases in which “society” might be better off if at least some people were treated unfairly or unsympathetically.* In fact, when people act fairly or sympathetically it is rarely because they have engaged in much systematic reasoning. Much of the time our inclination toward fair play or our sympathy for the plight of others are immediate and instinctive, a reflex of our emotions more than an act of our intellect, and in those cases in which we do deliberate (for example, by struggling to decide what fair play entails or duty requires in a particular case), our deliberation begins, not with philosophical premises (much less with the justification for them), but with feelings—in short, with a moral sense. The feelings on which people act are often superior to the arguments that they employ.


These students are decent people. In most respects, their lives are exemplary. Thus it was all the more shocking when, during a class in which we were discussing people who at great risk to themselves had helped European Jews during the Holocaust, I found that there was no general agreement that those guilty of the Holocaust itself were guilty of a moral horror. “It all depends on your perspective,” one said. “I’d first have to see those events through the eyes of people affected by them,” another remarked. No doubt some perpetrators were caught up in that barbaric episode for reasons that we might understand and even excuse. What worried me was not that the students were prepared to accept some excuses, but that they began their moral reasoning on the subject by searching for excuses. They seemed to assume that one approaches a moral question by taking a relativist position and asking, “How, given the interests and values of another person, might we explain what happened?” Hearing them speak this way, I could better understand the popularity of Rorty, a philosopher who has embraced the failure of modern philosophy to find any rational (that is, scientific) basis for moral judgments. To him, and to many of my students, there is no human nature that renders some actions entirely inhuman: “What counts as a decent human being is relative to historical circumstance, a matter of transient consensus about what attitudes are normal and what practices are just or unjust.”11


College students, like Professor Rorty, rarely have to cope with an atrocity or give a reason for condemning those they learn of. To them, the perils of accepting cultural relativism are purely hypothetical. One can get along most of the time with unanchored beliefs. Rorty argues that even “contingent historical circumstance” can provide beliefs that “can still be thought worth dying for,”12 and many of my students would probably agree. They are living decent lives in a society that, most of the time, values decency.


But for others the perils can be very great. If the moral sense is the result of nothing more significant than a cultural or historical throw of the dice, then it will, occur to some people who by reason of temperament or circumstances are weakly attached to their own moral senses that they are free to do whatever they can get away with by practicing indulgent self-absorption or embracing an angry ideology, How common this may be is hard to say, and one must resist the temptation to ascribe all the ills of our society to a moral failure. There are many reasons for the high rates of divorce, illegitimacy, and drug abuse of which everyone is aware; for the rudeness and indecency of so many human encounters; and for the lewdness, cruelty, and senseless violence with which we have become so familiar.


These unpleasant actions are chiefly the behavior of young people who in all cultures and in every epoch test the limits of acceptable behavior. Testing limits is a way of asserting selfhood. Maintaining limits is a way of asserting community. If the limits are asserted weakly, uncertainly, or apologetically, their effects must surely be weaker than if they are asserted boldly, confidently, and persuasively. How vigorously and persuasively we—mostly but not entirely older people—assert those limits will surely depend to some important degree on how confidently we believe in the sentiments that underlie them, Some of us have lost that confidence. The avant-garde in music, art, and literature mocks that confidence.


Fortunately, most of us give unreflective allegiance to those sentiments. But some of us are disposed to examine them critically. If those of us so disposed believe that all principles are arbitrary or at best useful under certain circumstances, and if we frequently and eloquently proclaim their purely arbitrary or utilitarian character, we should not be surprised to discover that some people believe us and act on that belief.


Consider the problem of rising crime rates. Having thought about the matter for many years, I can find no complete explanation for the worldwide increase in crime rates that does not assign an important role to a profound cultural shift in the strength of either social constraints or internal conscience or both, and I can find no complete explanation of that cultural shift that does not implicate to some important degree our convictions about the sources and importance of the moral sentiments.13 Rising crime rates worry Americans, but because they forget that the rise has affected virtually every industrial nation in the world, they sometimes suppose, incorrectly, that America has high crime rates simply because there is something wrong with America. No doubt crime rates might come down a bit if guns were taken from every American, extreme poverty eliminated, and the criminal justice system made more effective. But crime has increased over the last several decades in countries as diverse as England, Germany, and Italy, so much so that by 1987 the rates of burglary, auto theft, and heroin addiction were higher in England than in the United States.14


Industrialization and urbanization have played a part in this rise, but whereas in the late nineteenth century crime rates seem to have decreased during periods of economic growth, in the last few decades they have often increased during such periods. Over the course of the last hundred years the world has experienced a shift from an era in which crime chiefly responded to material circumstances to one in which it responds in large measure to cultural ones.15 That shift had many causes, but one is the collapse in the legitimacy of what once was respectfully called middle-class morality but today is sneeringly referred to as “middle-class values.”


The moral relativism of the modern age has probably contributed to the increase in crime rates, especially the increases that occur during prosperous times. It has done so by replacing the belief in personal responsibility with the notion of social causation and by supplying to those marginal persons at risk for crime a justification for doing what they might have done anyway. If you are tempted to take the criminal route to the easy life, you may go further along that route if everywhere you turn you hear educated people saying—indeed, “proving”—that life is meaningless and moral standards arbitrary.


Having said that the moral climate has probably affected the level of crime, let me now say that it probably has not affected it dramatically. To be sure, there is at least three times as much violent crime today as there was thirty years ago. But only a tiny fraction of all people commit crimes at a high rate, and that fraction seems, so far as we can tell, remarkably similar in different cultures and different eras. About a third of the young boys growing up in Philadelphia, London, and Copenhagen will get arrested at least once, but only about 5 or 6 percent will go on to get arrested many times. The criminal proportion of boys in the 1960s was about the same as it had been in the 1950s.16 This small cohort of serious offenders has acquired, owing to prosperity and modern technology, the ability to commit crimes over a much wider territory, to reach more victims, and to take more lethal actions than once was the case. But the cohort itself has not gotten much larger. To the extent that there is something in mankind that leads us to hold back from a life of crime, it must be something that, at least for most of us, is immune to the philosophical doubts, therapeutic nostrums, and ideological zealotry with which the modern age has been so thoroughly infected.


That immunity arises in part, I think, from our natural tendency to judge ourselves and others and to try, when not distracted by passion, preoccupied with greed, bound by organizations, or led by rascals, to live by the judgments we make. We do have a core self, not wholly the product of culture, that includes both a desire to advance our own interests and a capacity to judge disinterestedly how those interests ought to be advanced. Our selfish desires and moral capacities are at war with one another, and often the former triumphs over the latter. However great this war may be and no matter how often we submerge our better instincts in favor of our baser ones, we are almost always able, in our calm and disinterested moments, to feel the tug of our better nature. In those moments we know the difference between being human and being inhuman.


Even criminals believe in morality, at least as they grow older, David Farrington and Donald West have followed a group of working-class London males from early childhood well past the age of thirty. When asked, at the age of thirty-two, whether they would be “very angry” if their son or daughter committed a criminal offense, over three-fourths of those men who had themselves been convicted of a crime (and often of several crimes) answered yes. Even the most hardened criminals—those with at least eight convictions—agreed.17 They may not be very good fathers, but they don’t want their sons or daughters to be very bad children.


Now, criminal fathers do not ordinarily engage in much that we would call moral reasoning. Yet they have, at least with respect to their own children and during those moments when they are not yielding to some angry impulse, something that we might call a moral sentiment, however vague it may be. Most of us are not criminals, but most of the time we do not reflect any more deeply than do they on our ethical inclinations This book is an effort to explore those inclinations, especially those that, insofar as the (very imperfect) evidence suggests, are common to almost all people. If we find such common inclinations, we will not have found a set of moral rules. Deciding that mankind has at some level a shared moral nature is not the same thing as deciding that men are everywhere in possession of a set of moral absolutes.


Insum, I am here giving the reader a cautious and guarded answer to the question, “What difference does it make if we believe or fail to believe that we have a moral sense?” If our passing intellectual and cultural fashions made a vast difference, it would follow that there could not be a natural moral sense of much consequence. If they made no difference, than the moral sense would be so strong that it would govern our actions regardless of the circumstances. The correct position, I think, is the middle one: we have a moral sense, most people instinctively rely on it even if intellectuals deny it, but it is not always and in every aspect of life strong enough to withstand a pervasive and sustained attack.


To say that people have a moral sense is not the same thing as saying that they are innately good. A moral sense must compete with other senses that are natural to humans—the desire to survive, acquire possessions, indulge in sex, or accumulate power—in short, with self-interest narrowly defined. How that struggle is resolved will differ depending on our character, our circumstances, and the cultural and political tendencies of the day. But saying that a moral sense exists is the same thing as saying that humans, by their nature, are potentially good.


Someone once remarked that the two great errors in moral philosophy are the belief that we know the truth and the belief that there is no truth to be known. Only people who have had the benefit of higher education seem inclined to fall into so false a choice. Ordinary people do not make that mistake. They believe they can judge human actions, albeit with great difficulty, and they believe that most disinterested people will make judgments that, if not identical, appeal to some shared sentiments. They are dismayed both by the claim that somebody is in possession of the absolute truth about all moral issues and by the thought that somebody thinks that there is no truth at all about them.


Modern science is often praised or condemned for supporting a relativistic conception of human morality. Certainly the scientific method, by insisting that factual statements differ fundamentally from value statements, seems to lead to this conclusion. But scientific findings, contrary to popular impression, do not unequivocally support it. I hope to show that there is a great deal in the literature of child psychology, evolutionary biology, and cultural anthropology that is consistent with a quite different view of human nature, one that accords an important role to a moral sense. Science supplies more support for the “ancient” view of human nature than is commonly recognized.


The Moral Sense and Social Order


Most of us do not break the law most of the time, not simply because we worry about taking even a small chance of getting caught, but also because our conscience forbids our doing what is wrong. By the same token, most of us honor most promises, play games by the rules respect the rights and claims of others, and work at our jobs even when the boss isn’t looking. Most of us wait our turn in line and cooperate with others to achieve a common goal even when it would be more convenient to go to the head of the line or let others do the work. We usually are courteous to strangers, regularly leave tips for waitresses, occasionally help people in distress, and sometimes join campaigns that benefit others but not ourselves. We do so in part out of a fear of retribution but also out of a sense of duty, a desire to please, a belief in fairness, and sympathy for the plight of others.


We usually take for granted the predictability and peacefulness of most human interactions. Philosophers do not. They search for principles that can account for the existence of social order. As Jon Elster has observed, these tend to fall into one of two categories.18 The first is rationalistic and individualistic: order exists because people, horrified by the anarchy of the natural world, find some rule or convention that can keep them from being part of an endless war of all against all. Thomas Hobbes argued that government is created because “every man is enemy to every man,” driven by a desire for gain, for safety, and for glory to engage in constant quarrels. Only a sovereign power—a Leviathan—is capable of protecting every man from every other, and so to this sovereign each man surrenders his right to self-government in order to obtain that which each most desperately wants, which is to avoid a violent death.19 Later writers—including most economists—dropped the emphasis on a powerful sovereign in favor of a self-regulating system of individuals linked together by market transactions, but they retained the Hobbesian view that society consists of people pursuing their self-interest. As Albert Hirschman has written, interests—that is, the calm and deliberate pursuit of personal advantage—were brought forward to tame the wild and unpredictable power of passions.20 Adam Smith was only the best known of the many writers who sought to find a basis for social order by showing how interests could produce what could not be achieved by destructive passions or ineffectual reason.21


The second explanation is normative and communal: order exists because a system of beliefs and sentiments held by members of a society sets limits to what those members can do. Emile Durkheim believed that neither governments nor markets alone could produce order; instead, they presupposed it. He called our attention to social norms that induce people to live peaceably together. Those norms are part of a collective consciousness that produces, depending on social conditions, varying degrees of solidarity.22 Society is the source of moral constraints; it is, indeed, the source of everything that makes man more than an animal. Societies will, of course, differ in their mores; each society has the moral system it needs.23


There is much truth in both views, but neither strikes me as entirely satisfactory, Durkheim’s (and before him, Rousseau’s) criticism of Hobbes (and by implication of many contemporary economists) are telling. For there to be a contract, whether to create a state or manage an exchange, there must first be a willingness to obey contracts; there must be, in Durkheim’s phrase, some noncontractual elements of contract. No government can have authority by force alone, and few agreements will be observed if only fear of reprisal compels their observance. Thus, the citizen who obeys the law or observes a contract does so in part out of a sense of duty, a sense that cannot be created simply by a show of force.* The calm pursuit of personal interest can produce a more stable order and a more willing acceptance of mutually advantageous rules of conduct than can arbitrary power. But as Adam Smith was the first to recognize (and as many of his followers seem to have forgotten), what makes the pursuit of interest calm rather than unruly are the natural sentiments of people, and especially pity or compassion, “the emotion which we feel for the misery of others.”24 The existence of such a sentiment cannot be explained by the interests of those people whose behavior is shaped by it.


While Durkheim was clearly right to call attention to the preexisting social bonds that make governments and markets possible, the source of those bonds is far from clear. Whence the moral code that lies at the heart of the social bond? Does each society invent one? How does that invention occur?


Let us suppose that the social bond evolves gradually, growing in power and scope with the size of the human community and the complexity of group life. Clearly it is necessary for each generation to teach its young the rules of social life. But if parents teach moral lessons to their young, we would expect great variation in the lessons taught and learned, as well as many cases in which the parents decided to teach no lessons at all. Moreover, parents will differ in intelligence, temperament, and interests, as will their children. Over the thousands of years during which billions of people have walked their brief moments on this earth, surely we would find many examples of peoples with no social bond at all such that everybody lives only by the rule of personal advantage.* And we should find some societies whose members abandoned their children in wholesale numbers, having decided that nurturing and teaching them was a tiresome burden. But we find neither.


Kinship and the Moral Sense


The two most striking facts about human societies is that each is organized around kinship patterns and that children, no matter how burdensome, are not abandoned in large numbers. These facts are generally acknowledged (albeit with some amendments, to be discussed below, involving infanticide), but they are often treated as mere facts. Yet they are more than facts; they are phenomena with profound moral implications. That is because kinship and child rearing cannot wholly be explained on grounds of personal self-interest; they involve an important element of obligation that cannot be enforced fully by threats of retaliation or promises of reciprocity.


Kin are loyal to one another in part because it is in their interest to do so. If I help my sister, she will help me. We are linked by a rule of reciprocity. That explanation, true so far as it goes, begs an important question. Are there not many circumstances under which the rule would be unenforceable? I live in California and my sister in Texas. We see each other no more than once every two years; meanwhile, we each are embedded in a network of friends who are much more helpful to us than we are to each other. My friends do not know her friends, and so if I neglect her when she asks for help, my reputation suffers only in the eyes of people whom I do not know and who can do nothing for me. Nonetheless, my sister and I acknowledge and act upon a strong sense of duty toward one another, a sense that ordinarily takes precedence over competing claims from friends. She and I are not unusual in this regard; almost everyone reading this has sisters and brothers, uncles and aunts, cousins and nephews who have claims upon them that, absent some intense quarrel or personality clash, require them to act in ways that are inconvenient or costly. We value the help that comes from acknowledging the norm of reciprocity. At one time, only kin could supply that help because only kin lived near us. But in modern times we usually live closer to nonkin, and so the norm confers greater mutual advantage among friends, neighbors, and business associates than it does among farflung kin. Despite this change, kinship ties continue to exert a powerful pull on us.


Similarly with children. There may well be times and places when children are valuable assets. Caring for them through infancy may make sense to the parents if the children help gather food, raise crops, or hunt animals, and if as adults they support their enfeebled parents. These considerations may explain why parents expend effort on behalf of their children, but they cannot explain why the children should reciprocate those efforts. The youngsters are free riders who benefit from parental nurture whether or not they later support them. Yet grown children feel an obligation toward their parents and often act upon it, even though such actions are unprofitable. As the modern state assumes responsibility for the elderly we can expect the care supplied by children to decline sharply, but the sense of obligation to one’s parents will not, I think, decline by nearly as much.


This book is in part an effort to explain the apparently irrational attachments of family members and to draw from those attachments the argument that they rest on a moral sense and a sketch of the way in which that sense develops.


This is not how many anthropologists interpret the central facts of human society. Most either look for universal standards of right and wrong or, believing that none can be found, content themselves with the task of documenting the exotic diversity of human communities and the infinite complexity of kinship patterns. Of late the latter group has far outnumbered the former, and so the study of culture has in general produced two conclusions: first, culture is everything, nature nothing; and second, no universal moral rules exist in all cultures.


The second is almost surely wrong. Take murder: in all societies there is a rule that unjustifiable homicide is wrong and deserving of punishment. To justify an exception requires making reasonable arguments.25 My critics will rejoin that if only unjustifiable homicides are wrong, and if societies differ radically in what constitutes a justification, that is tantamount to saying that there is no rule against homicide. I grant the force of their argument, but I suggest in response that the need to make an argument—to offer a justification for the killing—is itself a sign that every society attaches some weight to human life. For murder not to be a universal wrong, one would have to imagine a society in which murder were subject to no general rule other than, perhaps, “only do it when you think you can get away with it.”


There is also a rule against incest. Sexual intercourse between brothers and sisters or between mothers and sons is universally condemned. Where lawful exceptions occur, it is because of extraordinary circumstances that are carefully defined—for example, the need to preserve a royal dynasty when suitable mates cannot be found outside the first degree of kinship. For incest not to be a universal wrong, one would have to imagine a society in which sex between brothers and sisters was approved of, or at worst a matter of indifference. So far as anyone is aware, no such society has existed.26


But the existence of a natural moral sense does not require the existence of universal moral rules. (It would be odd if there were no universal rules, since their absence would imply that the moral sense is so weak as never to lead to a rule. Happily there are some such rules: that against incest, for example.) Most important human universals do not take the form of rules at all and hence are not likely to be discovered by scholars searching for rules. Even the incest taboo, though a universal rule, scarcely needs to be a rule because incest is so rare.27 As Robin Fox has noted, what is cultural is the rule against incest; what is universal is the avoiding of incest.28 Much of the dispute over the existence of human universale has taken the form of a search for laws and stated practices. But what is most likely to be universal are those impulses that, because they are so common, scarcely need to be stated in the form of a rule, and so escape the notice of anyone scanning indexes to ethnographic studies. The impulse to avoid incest is one such. Another—and to me the most important—is the impulse to care for one’s children.


Were social norms entirely designed to suit the preferences of people, there would be far fewer children in the world today. Many people would have noticed the great risks, enormous burdens, and uncertain rewards of nurturing babies and decided not to do it. So widespread is the practice of child nurturance and so unreflective is the parental behavior on which it depends that this care must occur, not because a rule is being enforced, but because an impulse is being obeyed. Though a rule may be propounded to control the small fraction of people who prefer to let their offspring die, it is not the rule that explains the behavior of most people but their behavior that explains the rule. For this reason I doubt that the fundamental social bonds are entirely created by human artifice or preserved by human choice.


But this generalization, so plausible to the average person, has elicited strong scholarly objections. Many writers have asserted that until recently mankind—or at least its European and American variants—treated children with some combination of neglect, abuse, and abandonment.29 John Locke was only the first of many to point out that infanticide is common in less advanced societies and not unknown in advanced ones.30 If mothers still kill their own babies and if parents have only recently stopped sending them to foundling homes, the love of children must be a recently acquired and thus socially learned disposition.* Lloyd de Mause wrote that the history of childhood is a “nightmare from which we have only recently begun to awaken.”31 The further back in time we go, the more likely the child was to be killed, abandoned, beaten, terrorized, and sexually abused. Edward Shorter gathered data on the use of wet nurses and foundling homes in the eighteenth century that, to him, bespoke a “traditional lack of maternal love.”32 Childhood, and the love of children, is a modern invention, ascribed variously to religion, capitalism, or the Enlightenment.


It is odd that this view should have had so large an impact, since we already knew from studies of primitive societies, such as the San of the Kalahari Desert, that children are not only loved but indulged without benefit of modern science, enlightened teaching, or capitalist requirements.33 In 1906 Edward Westermarck’s magisterial twovolume account of the origins of moral ideas among primitive peoples concluded that “the maternal sentiment is universal in mankind” and that “parental affection is not a late product of civilisation, but a normal feature of the savage mind.” He gave countless examples in support of this generalization, ranging from the peaceful Australian aborigines to the fierce residents of Tierra del Fuego, the Upper Congo, and the Fiji Islands.34 Swaddling, supposedly evidence of parental indifference to infants, has been shown to arise out of a desire to protect the child when, during the necessary absence of the parents, it might be endangered by cold air or its own crawling.35


It is even odder that conclusions about how people felt toward children were inferred from data about how children were treated, since the treatment of children might well have been shaped by circumstances and not attitudes.36 Wet nursing was used by women who, because of their employment in agriculture, could not breast feed their own infants and for whom no other safe source of food was available.37 And in any event wet nursing was far less common than some experts would have us believe; perhaps 10 percent of all Parisian women, beyond the small percentage who were physiologically unable to nurse, put their children out to wet nurses.38


Such direct evidence as we have about the feelings of European parents and children toward one another is inconsistent with the view that a caring family is a recent invention. The painstaking research of Linda Pollock in over four hundred diaries and autobiographies, including many written by children, strongly suggests that from the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries British and American parents and children felt toward each other much as we feel today: mutual attachment and great affection.*


But surely the existence of infanticide throughout history confirms the purely conventional nature of family attachments. How could a natural sentiment—affection for a child—ever coexist with the deliberate killing of that child?


This is a profoundly important question, and one that cannot be entirely resolved on the basis of the available historical and anthropological evidence. In 1974 William L. Langer published a brief but chilling history of infanticide, noting that it has existed everywhere since time immemorial as a means for disposing of deformed infants and limiting the size of the population during periods of extreme privation. Only with the advent of Christianity did there begin, in Europe at least, the widespread condemnation of the practice; only with the triumph of Christianity did the secular authorities make it a crime.39 (The Jews had always condemned infanticide.)40 In hopes of providing an incentive that would reinforce the sanctions of the criminal law, many states created foundling homes in which mothers could leave their unwanted infants. These hopes were realized beyond the capacity of the system to accommodate them. In 1833, 164,319 babies were left in French foundling homes. At about the same time, one such home in Saint Petersburg had twenty-five thousand infants on its rolls, with five thousand being admitted yearly.41 The crowding was so great and regulation so lax that conveying a baby to a foundling home was often tantamount to sentencing it to death from neglect.


While this grisly history confirms how often infants were killed or abandoned, it is not very clear about the sentiments and motives of the people who did it. Langer suggests that the motive for infanticide reflected extreme circumstances, typically a child who was either deformed or beyond the capacity of its poor parents to feed. To this motive must be added the threat of social stigma, moral obloquy, or penal sanction faced by unwed mothers. But these are only suggestions, not conclusions based on a close study of parental feelings. For the history of infanticide to shed light on the existence of a moral sense, it is essential to know how the parents, and especially the mothers, felt about what they did. What proportion disposed of the baby without remorse as a matter of convenience, and what proportion did so in anguish and out of necessity? Langer attributed the decline in infanticide in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to the advent of modern contraception, coupled with more stringent state regulation. This is a troubling hypothesis, for it implies that convenience dictated whether or not the baby would be killed. It neglects entirely what may have been the more important causes of the decline: a rise in the standard of living sufficient to enable poor parents to support several children; a change in the attitude toward unwed mothers great enough to make it thinkable to keep an illegitimate child, and an improvement in medical care adequate to ensure the ultimate good health of sickly infants.


To the best of my knowledge, the only way to assess the moral significance of infanticide is either to examine the feelings of the parents directly or to consider what happens when the conditions giving rise to it change. As with child neglect more generally, it is a mistake to infer sentiments from actions. In the modern world infanticide still occurs, but there are no reliable data on how often.42 The closest thing we have to systematic data is a survey of 112 preindustrial societies from which the authors concluded that infanticide was “common” in about a third of them.43 The word “common” was not defined, nor does anyone have any idea how many times it actually occurs in any society.


Insofar as one can tell, infanticide occurs today under essentially the same conditions that it occurred (more frequently) in the past: there is so little food that the child cannot be fed (especially a problem when twins are born), or the child is so deformed or sickly that its chances of survival are slight.44 Infanticide may also occur when the child’s paternity is in dispute. Of the 112 instances in which a cultural justification for infanticide could be found in the anthropological literature, all but 15 involved three factors: food shortages, deformed infants, or uncertain paternity.45 Less common were instances of female infanticide designed to minimize the number of girls for whom dowries must be provided.46
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