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Abstract: Moral Sensibility is a relatively new theory in moral

philosophy rooted in the moral sentimentalism of the 18th century.
This theory is based on the premise that in addition to rational
cognition, sensory and emotional perceptions are genuinely
involved in the formation of moral foundations. Generally,
contemporary theories on this subject can be divided into two main
categories: anti-realistic and realistic. As a realistic philosopher, John
McDowell draws on John Locke's secondary qualities model to
explain the reality of sensory and emotional perceptions. He presents
an interpretation of secondary qualities, such as colors, as a
framework for explaining moral values and the genuine
understanding of the reality of values, as well as confirming the
objectivity of moral claims. On the other hand, McDowell, as a
proponent of virtue ethics, believes that moral sensibility is a virtue,
and just as virtue encompasses general and particular virtues in
different circumstances, we have a general moral sensibility that is a
characteristic of virtuous individuals, as well as specific moral
sensitivities in specific situations. While this new and intriguing
theory has its merits, it also faces some criticisms. One of the
fundamental challenges that this perspective confronts is its conflict
with the central principle of realism, in that, as a realistic theory, it
questions the independence of personal sensory and emotional
perceptions. This article introduces this viewpoint and discusses the
criticisms raised about it. Keywords:
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Introduction: In the history of

moral philosophy, reason and
logical ~thinking have been
preferred over feelings and
emotions. However, during the
Enlightenment and after,
philosophers ~ emerged  who
emphasized the importance of
feelings and emotions in the
formation of moral behavior. This
approach led to the formation of
theories  such as  “moral
sentimentalism” and  “moral
sensitivity”. This paper examines
the theory of “moral sensitivity” by
contemporary philosopher John
McDowell.

McDowell and David Wiggins use
the term “moral sensibility” to
explain their view. This term is
different  from  “sensitivity”.
“Sensitivity” means a quick and
often involuntary reaction to
stimuli that exists in all living
beings. In contrast, “moral
sensibility” is a type of cognitive
and perceptual ability that is
unique to humans and involves a
deeper and more reasonable
understanding of moral situations
and making the right decision and
action in those situations. In other
words, “moral sensibility” is a kind
of “hidden wisdom” that enables a

person to respond appropriately in
moral situations.

Although the theory of “moral
sensibility” is relatively new,
attention to the role of emotions in
morality has a long history. From
Mencius in ancient China to
English thinkers of the 17th and
18th centuries such as Shaftesbury
and  Hutcheson, all  have
emphasized the importance of
emotions in moral perception.
David Hume, the pioneer of
sentimentalism, emphasized
emotions such as empathy and
sympathy, highlighting the central
role of emotions in morality and
believed that “reason is merely the
slave of emotions.” After Hume,
J.E. Moore, by proposing the
“naturalistic fallacy” and creating
the field of “Metaethics,” raised
fundamental questions about the
nature of moral perception and the
possibility of its knowledge.

In the field of Metaethics, there are
two main approaches to the role of
emotions in moral perception:
emotionalism and cognitivism.
Some emotionalists advocate a
form of "non-cognitivism" and
believe that moral propositions are
not knowable. In contrast,
cognitivists believe that cognitive
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views can be offered about
emotions and moral emotions.

Philosophers such as Michael
Slott, Justin DeArmes, Daniel
Jacobson, Jesse Printz, and
Michael Smith are among the
representatives of this approach,
and each has presented different
views by emphasizing certain
aspects of emotions. David
Wiggins and John McDowell are
two prominent representatives of
the cognitivist view of emotions in
ethics. Despite sharing a common
acceptance of cognitivism, they
disagree on some aspects. Wiggins
emphasizes the "objectivity" of the
reality of moral emotions and
believes that all humans are
capable of correctly understanding
moral situations due to their
nature and shared understanding.
In contrast, McDowell focuses on
the "subjectivity" and ‘"self-
consciousness” of these emotions
and believes that our moral
understanding depends on the
subjective understanding of the
subject in addition to external
conditions. Wiggins emphasizes
the ineffectiveness of reason in the
field of ethics and believes that

objective rationality is impossible
in matters of value and morality.

Moral = sensibility and moral
naturalism: The theory of moral
sensibility falls under "moral
realism", which itself includes two
branches: "moral naturalism” and
"moral non-naturalism".
Naturalists maintain that moral
qualities are natural qualities,
while non-naturalists believe that
these qualities are independent
and dependent on nature. The
theory of moral sensibility has a
naturalistic and therefore realist

approach.

McDowell's metaphysical and
epistemological perspective:
Influenced by  Wittgenstein,

McDowell considered philosophy
to be "therapeutic" and advocated a
kind of "Aristotelian naturalism."
He proposed a "sensual theory" or
“moral sense” that emphasizes the
capacities of the ideal virtuous
agent. This agent has two
capacities: the correct
understanding of moral concepts
and the ability to think about
situations based on moral beliefs.
McDowell uses John Locke's
concept of "secondary qualities” to
explain his theory. In Locke's view,
primary qualities are the inherent
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properties of objects, while
secondary qualities arise from the
impact of objects on our senses. By
comparing the moral sense with
the aesthetic sense, McDowell
shows that just as we need the
"aesthetic sense” to understand
beauty, we also need the "moral
sense" to understand moral values.
Virtue-centeredness and moral
sensibility: McDowell combines
virtue-centered ethics with the
idea of moral sensibility. He
believes that moral sensibility is an
acquired ability that is formed
through
distinguishes  between  moral

education. He

sensibility in the general sense (not
being indifferent to moral issues)
and  particular sensibilities
(appropriate reaction to specific
situations). McDowell believes
that moral sensibility is the
missing link in the Socratic theory
of the "unity of knowledge and
virtue". In this sense, someone who
has moral knowledge also acquires
the sensibility necessary to
perform moral action through this
knowledge. He gives the example
of "kindness" and says that,
because of this virtue, a kind
person is sensitive and sensible to
the requirements of different
situations and, as a result, displays

behavior appropriate to those
situations.

Findings: McDowell's  theory

offers a naturalistic view that
explains virtuous behavior based
on the fulfillment of moral
requirements. In this theory,
"commitment" replaces "emotions"
as a motivating factor. McDowell
discusses the difference in the level
of perception between a person
with moral sensibility and a person
without it, and believes that a
virtuous person has a deeper and
more accurate understanding of
moral situations because of having
moral sensibility. McDowell offers
a clearer explanation of the process
of moral perception by combining
virtue-centered  and  realist
perspectives and using Kant's
concept of "external view" and
Locke's model of secondary
qualities. He creates a compromise
and balance between
sentimentalism and rationalism in
ethics. In his view, sensory and
emotional perception is a starting
point in the realm of morality that
is complemented by rational
understanding and judgment.
Proper family and  social
upbringing can play a role in the
formation of these sensibilities.
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The knowledge intended by
Socrates and Plato is not simply
knowing good from evil, but rather
a kind of stable and reliable
awareness that can only be
achieved through proper

upbringing and practice.

Discussion and Conclusion:

McDowell's  theory  faces
criticisms. One of the main
criticisms is the identification of
virtue with knowledge. This
criticism  suggests that if
sensibility is the only or most
important element of moral
cognition and motivation, non-
virtuous people cannot do the
right thing, which is not the
case. The theory also faces
challenges from moral
relativism and raises questions
about how to ensure that all
people perform the right moral
action despite differences in
talents and upbringing. Some
also believe that the theory
cannot explain moral judgment
in children and is criticized by
realists for ignoring the
principle of "independent of the
human mind" of reality.
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