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1. Introduction to Part II: Do Cultural Differences
inMoral Psychology Explain Political Conflict on
Climate Change?

In Part II of this course we will consider how, if at all, discoveries in moral
psychology can inform an understanding of political conflict and routes to
their democratic resolution.

In Part II of this course we will consider how, if at all, discoveries in moral
psychology can inform an understanding of political conflict and routes to
their democratic resolution.

Although Part II is related to Part I, I will present it as a fresh start. Nearly
all of it should make sense independently of anything you learned in Part I.

Wewill focus on political conflict over climate change. This is also the part of
the course where we will consider cultural differences in moral psychology.
The overall question for Part II is, Do cultural differences inmoral psychology
explain political conflict on climate change?

1.1. Simplified Preview
We will approach this topic by working through Feinberg & Willer (2013).

In outline, Feinberg & Willer argue that cultural differences in moral psy-
chology do explain political conflict on climate change on the basis of five
considerations.

These are considerations are:

1. ‘Moral convictions and the emotions they evoke shape po-
litical attitudes’ (see Do Ethical Attitudes Shape Political Be-
haviours? (section §2))

2. Moral FoundationsTheory is true (see Moral Pluralism: Be-
yond Harm (section §3); Moral Foundations Theory: An Ap-
proach to Cultural Variation (section §4); and Operational-
ising Moral Foundations Theory (section §5))

3. ‘liberals and conservatives possess different moral profiles’
(see Liberals vs Conservatives (section §6))

4. ‘liberals express greater levels of environmental concern
than do conservatives in part because liberals are more
likely to view environmental issues in moral terms’

5. ‘exposing conservatives to proenvironmental appeals based
on moral concerns that uniquely resonate with them will
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lead them to view the environment in moral terms and be
more supportive of proenvironmental efforts.’

We will examine each consideration in turn.

2. Do Ethical Attitudes Shape Political Behaviours?
According to Feinberg & Willer (2013, p. 1), ‘moral convictions and the emo-
tions they evoke shape political attitudes.’ What evidence supports this
claim? By the end of this unit you should have an initial understanding of
how researchers have attempted to gather relevant evidence, and you should
be familiar with some evidence for this claim.

In this section we aim to understand and evaluate the first key claim in the
argument that cultural differences in moral psychology matter for political
conflict over climate change:

‘Moral convictions and the emotions they evoke shape political
attitudes’ (Feinberg & Willer 2013, p. 1).

2.1. Attitudes Do Not Explain Behaviours
Even strongly held attitudes have little influence on behaviours according to
a classic review by Wicker (1969).

‘it is considerably more likely that attitudes will be unrelated
or only slightly related to overt behaviors than that attitudes
will be closely related to actions’ […] ‘substantial proportions of
subjects show attitude-behavior discrepancies. This is true even
when subjects scoring at the extremes of attitudinal measures
are compared on behavioral indices’ (p. 65).

Genthner & Taylor (1973) on racist prejudice provides a dramatic illustration.
Subjects who self-reported greater prejudice were more aggressive overall in
applying electric shocks, but ‘aggressed equally against’ both White people
and Black people. Racist attitudes and racist behaviours are not always cor-
related (as many of us may know from experience, unfortunately).

2.2. Moral Attitudes Do Explain Behaviours
Skitka et al. (2005) contrasted moral attitudes (e.g. about sexuality) with non-
moral but extreme attitudes (e.g. about sport). To what extend do people
attempt to maintain social distance from others with conflicting attitudes?
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‘The effect of moral conviction on social distance was robust
when we controlled for the effects gender, age, attitudinal ex-
tremity, importance, and centrality’

‘In contrast, participants were more tolerant of having a dis-
tant than an intimate relationship with an attitudinally dissim-
ilar other, when the attitude dissimilarity was on an issue that
the participant held with low moral conviction, results that held
evenwhenwe controlled for attitude strength’ (Skitka et al. 2005,
Study 1).

2.3. But Do Moral Attitudes Explain Political Behaviours?
Skitka & Bauman (2008) report that your moral conviction about an election
candidate increases both the probability that you will vote (Study 1) and the
reported strength of your intention to vote (Study 2).

In both studies: ‘the effects ofmoral conviction on political engagementwere
equally strong for those on the political right and left’ (Skitka&Bauman 2008,
p. 50).

We should be cautious in relying on these particular studies insofar as the
effects could in principle be due to ‘markers of attitude strength’ other than
moral conviction (Skitka & Bauman 2008, pp. 36–7).

2.4. What about Attitudes to Climate Change specifically?
Doran et al. (2019) measured (i) the extent to which subjects took climate
change to be amoral concern,1 and (ii) the extent to which subjects evaluated
the consequences of climate change negatively.

They found that

‘individuals with strong moral concerns about climate change
tend to be more likely to support climate policies.

and that

1 In this research, the question about moral concern was:

‘Some people have moral concerns about climate change. For example, be-
cause they think that its harmful impacts are more likely to affect poorer
countries, or because they feel a moral responsibility towards future gen-
erations’ (Doran et al. 2019, p. 615)

This appears to highlight the harm and fairness rather than any of the binding moral
foundations such as purity. If Graham et al. (2009) are right about cultural differences
and political orientation, this might in principle mean that the study confounded moral
concern with political orientation.
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‘moral concerns [were] substantially more important than con-
sequence evaluations, explaining about twice as much of the
variance.’

Conversely, Hornsey et al. (2016) contrasted climate sceptics with people
who know humans are causing climate change . They found that merely
knowing makes little measurable difference to behaviours. (This is discussed
in th e recording for Moral Psychology Drives Environmental Concern in Lec-
ture 05.) As they put it in a later review:

‘knowing whether people are skeptics or believers tells you sur-
prisingly little about their willingness to engage in actions that
matter’ (Hornsey & Fielding 2020, p. 21).

Putting these two findings together (Doran et al. 2019 and Hornsey et al.
2016), knowing about climate change or its consequences does not have
much effect on practical support for mitigation compared to perceiving en-
vironmental issues as moral issues.

2.5. Conclusion
Overall, we appear to have identified some evidence for the claim that ‘Moral
convictions and the emotions they evoke shape political attitudes’ (Feinberg
&Willer 2013, p. 1). However, this required us to go beyond the studies those
authors themselves cited in support of this claim.

3. Moral Pluralism: Beyond Harm
A pluralist theory is one which entails that there are multiple, incommensu-
rable kinds ofmoral concern; for example, both purity and harm. By contrast,
a monist theory is one which identifies one fundamental aspects, most likely
harm, or something related to harm, as the sole basis for all genuinely moral
concern.

What kind of evidence might favour pluralism over monism? This section
introduces two key sources.

In order to describe human moral psychology, do we need to recognise in-
commensurable kinds of moral concern?

This section offers three reasons for a positive answer.

First, it seems that harm- and purity-related concerns are incommensurable;
and both kinds of concern appear to be involved in ordinary moral judge-
ments (Chakroff et al. 2013; Chakroff et al. 2017).
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Second,specific kinds of moral concern (e.g. purity) appear to have had dif-
ferent roles in evolution. For instance, van Leeuwen et al. (2012) had sub-
jects answer questions which indicated the degree to which they endorsed
moral concerns linked to purity, authority and loyalty (the ‘binding founda-
tions’) compared to the degree to which they endorsed moral foundations
linked to harm and unfairness (the ‘individual foundations’). They found a
link between stronger endorsement of binding foundations and the historical
prevalence of pathogens in the region subjects lived:

‘historical pathogen prevalence—even when controlling for
individual-level variation in political orientation, gender, ed-
ucation, and age—significantly predicted endorsement of In-
group/loyalty [stats removed], Authority/respect, and Pu-
rity/sanctity; it did not predict endorsement of Harm/care or
Fairness/reciprocity’ (van Leeuwen et al. 2012).

This is coherent with the idea that purity has been important because it en-
abled humans to mitigate risks from pathogens associated with their diet
long before they understood pathogens.

The third reason for accepting (descriptive) moral pluralism is that it appears
to be needed to explain how cultural differences in moral psychology under-
pin attitudes to homosexuality. Greater endorsement of binding foundations
appears to explain stronger homophobia (Koleva et al. 2012), and this may
explain why both being more socially conservative (Barnett et al. 2018) and
being more sensitive to disgust (Lai et al. 2014) is correlated with being more
homophobic.

While none of these reasons are decisive, it appears that moral pluralism is
needed for a variety of explanations. This justifies us in accepting that there
are incommensurable kinds of moral concern.

4. Moral FoundationsTheory: An Approach to Cul-
tural Variation

Moral Foundations Theory is ‘a systematic theory of morality, explaining its
origins, development, and cultural variations’ (Graham et al. 2011, p. 368). It
comprises four assertions about the cultural origins of ethical abilities.

By the end of this section you should understand, at least roughly, what
Moral Foundations Theory claims.
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4.1. Why This Theory?
Moral FoundationsTheory is the most difficult theory to understand that we
will encounter.

As we will see later, there is at best weak evidence for key applications of
Moral Foundations Theory (Davis et al. 2016; Doğruyol et al. 2019; Kivikan-
gas et al. 2021). It also faces significant theoretical objections (we have al-
ready seen one objection in Moral Disengagement: Significance in Lecture
03). Its proponents appear to ignore the strongest objections to Moral Foun-
dationsTheory and fail to cite research reporting evidence against the theory
(e.g. Graham et al. 2019).

So why consider Moral Foundations Theory at all? Some of its strongest
opponents make the best case for studying it:

‘It would be difficult to overestimate the influence of this theory
on psychological science because it caused a dramatic broaden-
ing in conceptualization of morality beyond narrowWestern no-
tions that have focused on individualistic virtues associatedwith
protecting one’s rights—especially prevention of harm (Gilligan,
1982) and unjust treatment (Kohlberg, 1969).

‘The expansion of morality psychology to more collectivistic do-
mains has led to substantial research into the role of morality in
the political environment. More specifically, there is significant
support for the moral foundations hypothesis that predicts that
conservatives tend to draw on virtues associated with binding
communities more than liberals (Graham et al. 2009; Graham
et al. 2011; Koleva et al. 2012)’ (Davis et al. 2017, p. 128).

And although it is usually categorised as psychology, it is also fruitfully con-
sidered as philosophy (and perhaps as anthropology). It’s hard not to love
it.

4.2. What the Theory Claims
Moral Foundations Theory is the conjunction of four claims.2

The first is a form of nativism:

‘the human mind is organized in advance of experience so that
it is prepared to learn values, norms, and behaviors related to a

2 Graham et al. (2019) is probably the most accessible introduction, and this is the main
source I follow in the lectures. Although a book chapter, it is available online. Haidt
(2007) is useful if you are short of time. The theory first appears in Haidt & Graham
(2007).
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Figure 1: The Social IntuitionistModel ofMoral Judgement. Arrows are in-
terpreted causally. Dotted lines represent connections of low significance.
Source:Haidt & Bjorklund (2008, figure 4.1)

diverse set of recurrent adaptive social problems’ (Graham et al.
2013, p. 63).

Second, moral psychology is affected by cultural learning (‘The first draft of
the moral mind gets edited during development within a culture.’)

Third, the Social Intuitionist Model of Moral Judgement is true. This is a set
of hard-to-understand claims in itself (which we already considered briefly
in Moral Disengagement: Significance in Lecture 03). Two of these are:

‘moral evaluations generally occur rapidly and automatically,
products of relatively effortless, associative, heuristic processing
that psychologists now refer to as System 1 thinking’ (Graham
et al. 2013, p. 66)

and:

‘moral reasoning is done primarily for socially strategic pur-
poses’ (Graham et al. 2013, p. 66)

The Social Intuitionist Model is depicted in this figure:

Fourth, moral pluralism is true. (‘There are many psychological foundations
of morality’ (Graham et al. 2019, p. 212).) This was the topic of Moral Plural-
ism: Beyond Harm (section §3). Haidt & Joseph (2004) and Haidt & Graham
(2007) claim that there are five evolutionarily ancient, psychologically basic
abilities linked to:

• harm/care
• fairness (including reciprocity)
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• in-group loyalty
• respect for authorty
• purity, sanctity

It is not important to the theory that these be the only foundations, nor that
these be exactly the foundations (perhaps one is wrong, and should be re-
placed by two different ideas).3

5. Operationalising Moral Foundations Theory
In order to use Moral Foundations Theory to identify and explain cultural
differences, we need a way to measure individual variations in how moral
judgements are made. The Moral Foundations Questionnaire aims to fulfill
this need.

By the end of this section you should know what the Moral Foundations
Questionnaire is and how attempts have beenmade to validate it. You should
also be aware of some objections to its use as a tool for identifying cultural
differences.

According to (Feinberg &Willer 2013), researchers have found evidence that
Moral Foundations Theory is true. What is this evidence?

The first step towards finding evidence is to operationalise the theory. To this
end, Haidt &Graham (2007) developed theMoral FoundationsQuestionnaire
(which can be found in Graham et al. (2011)). Each foundation is linked to a
number of questions.

The questionnaire has been given to many subjects by various researchers.
Patterns in subjects’ answers can be investigated to discover whether the
questionnaire has:

• internal validity (roughly, are the patterns in subjects’ an-
swers consistent with the theory that they are answering
on the basis of five foundations?4);

3 To illustrate, Moral Foundations Theory has had some difficulties with Libertarians …

‘Libertarians have a unique moral-psychological profile, endorsing the
principle of liberty as an end and devaluing many of the moral concerns
typically endorsed by liberals or conservatives’ (Iyer et al. 2012, p 21).

Since ‘MFT’s five moral foundations appeared to be inadequate in capturing libertar-
ians’ moral concerns, [we decided to] to consider Liberty/oppression as a candidate for
addition to our list of foundations’ (Graham et al. 2013, p. 87).

4 For a clear, nontechnical intro to confirmatory factor analysis see Gregorich (2006). (Note
that you are not expected to understand this.)
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• test-retest reliability (are individuals likely to give the same
answers at different times); and

• external validity (roughly, are subjects’ answers on other
questionnaires correlated with the conceptually related
foundations?).

The Moral Foundations Questionnaire exhibits all these features, and passes
tests of internal validity in various countries (Graham et al. 2011; Yilmaz
et al. 2016). However, Iurino & Saucier (2020) collected new samples across
27 countries but ‘we were not able to replicate Graham et al.’s (2011) results
indicating that a five-factor model is a suitable approach to modeling the
moral foundations’ (p.~6).

A further important feature is measurement invariance:

‘A finding of measurement invariance would provide more con-
fidence that use of the MFQ across cultures can shed light on
meaningful differences between cultures rather than merely
reflecting the measurement properties of the MFQ’ (Iurino &
Saucier 2020, p. 2).

We are particularly interested in one kind of measurement invariance, scalar
invariance, as this would justify using the Moral Foundations Questionnaire
to compare mean scores on a foundation.5 That is, it would justify us in draw-
ing conclusions like ‘conservatives put more weight on purity than liberals’.
Unfortunately attempts to establish scalar invariance have been unsuccess-
ful (Davis et al. 2016; Doğruyol et al. 2019; Davis et al. 2017; Iurino & Saucier
2020, Table 4).

Failure of the Moral Foundations Questionnaire to exhibit scalar invariance
may be due in part to lack of diversity in the sample used to develop it:

‘Items of the MFQ [Moral Foundations Questionnaire] were re-
fined on the basis of a sample with participants from a variety
of countries, but the sample was predominatelyWhite (i.e., 87%).
Furthermore, the sample involved people who visited the team’s
website, which inevitably involves some selection bias, poten-
tially associated with ideological background’ (Davis et al. 2017,
p. 128; compare Kivikangas et al. 2021, p. 84).

Overall, we should be cautious about drawing conclusions about cultural
variation from results obtained with the Moral Foundations Questionnaire

5 See Lee (2018): ‘Ascertaining scalar invariance allows you to substantiate multi-group
comparisons of factor means (e.g., t-tests or ANOVA), and you can be confident that
any statistically significant differences in group means are not due to differences in scale
properties.’
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alone. But we have some evidence to suppose that, in some cases, within a
single culture, the Moral Foundations Questionnaire can identify aspects of
ethical abilities which may be subject to cultural variation:

‘Recognizing ingroup loyalty, authority, and purity as moral
concerns—even if they are not your moral concerns—is crucial
both for scientific accuracy and for the application of social jus-
tice research‘ (Haidt & Graham 2007, p. 111).

6. Liberals vs Conservatives
According to Feinberg & Willer (2013, p. 2), ‘liberals and conservatives pos-
sess different moral profiles regarding the five moral foundations.’ More
specifically, ‘care and fairness are generally negatively, and loyalty, author-
ity, and sanctity, generally positively related to conservative political orien-
tation’ (Kivikangas et al. 2021, p. 77). Is this true?

By the end of this section you should understand the evidence for this claim
as well as some objections to it.

In this section we aim to understand and evaluate the third key claim in the
argument that cultural differences in moral psychology matter for political
conflict over climate change:

‘liberals and conservatives possess different moral profiles re-
garding the five moral foundations’ (Feinberg & Willer 2013,
p. 2).

What evidence supports this claim?

van Leeuwen & Park (2009) found evidence for this claim with a sample of
Dutch students both when political affinity was tested using an explicit ques-
tion and when it was tested using an implicit measure. And Graham et al.
(2009) found comparable results with a sample from the USA.

On the basis of a careful meta-analysis of evidence, Kivikangas et al. (2021)
conclude that, with some important exceptions noted below,

‘care and fairness are generally negatively, and loyalty, author-
ity, and sanctity, generally positively related to conservative po-
litical orientation’ (p. 77).

Further, this result appears broadly robust across different ways of analysing
data and different forms of the questionnaire used (Kivikangas et al. 2021,
p. 83).
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6.1. Objection from a Competing Theory
Gray et al. (2012) propose that ‘all morality is understood through the lens
of ha rm.’ This leads them to the hypothesis that ‘harm is central in moral
cognition across moral diversity for both liberals and conservatives’ (Schein
& Gray 2015, p. 1158). They offer evidence which is ‘more consistent with
a common dyadic template than with a specific number of distinct moral
mechanisms that are differentially expressed across liberals and conserva-
tives’ (Schein & Gray 2015, p. 1158).

However, note that this requires working with a particularly broad concep-
tion of harm:

‘loyalty, purity, industriousness, and social order […] are best
understood as “transformations” or “intermediaries” of harm,
values whose violation leads to perceptions of concrete harm’
(Schein & Gray 2018).

My guess is that this is more likely to capture how some people think in
abstract terms (but see Crone & Laham (2015) for counter evidence) than to
capture the psychological structure of ethical abilities.

6.2. Objection from Cultural Differences
In New Zealand, Davies et al. (2014, p. 434) found that ‘[a]]lthough
Harm/care and Fairness/reciprocity showed significant negative correlations
with conservatism, these relationships wereweak, indicating that these foun-
dations are not related to ideology. […] the individualizing foundation re-
sults are surprising, and different to those found by Graham et al. (2011).’

Davis et al. (2016, p. e29) found evidence from two independent samples that

‘the binding moral foundations would show a weaker relation-
ship with political conservatism in Black people than in White
people.’

They conclude that

‘some of the current items may conflate moral foundations with
other constructs such as religiosity or racial identity’ (Davis et al.
2016, p. e29).

This conclusion is supported by (Kivikangas et al. 2021)’s meta-analysis:

‘In the representative samples, arguably giving us the least bi-
ased estimates for the general population, and its subset of Black
respondents, all associations betweenmoral foundations and po-
litical orientation were close to zero’ (p. 84).
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These findings combined with the (related) failures to find evidence that the
Moral FoundationsQuestionnaire exhibits scalar invariance (seeOperational-
ising Moral Foundations Theory (section §5)) indicate that we should be cau-
tious in drawing conclusions about cultural differences.

7. Conclusion So Far
We have evaluated three of the five claims critical to Feinberg & Willer
(2013)’s argument that cultural variation in moral psychology can explain
political conflict over climate change.

8. Question Session 04
These are the recordings of the live onlinewhole-class question session. They
are usually available on the day after the session. (You may need to refresh
this page to make them appear.)

8.1. Liberal vs Conservative: Emilie’s question
How can we be sure that the dutch ‘liberal’ is the same as the ‘liberal’ the
moral psychologists are talking about (possibly US6) in the study by van
Leeuwen & Park (2009)?

The rough answer I gave in the live session was, ‘we can’t be sure, but
there does seem to be something to the one-dimensional opposition in lots
of places’.

It’s important that the claim is about socially liberal vs socially conservative.
(If we were talking about economic views, the picture would be much more
complex.7)

6 van Leeuwen & Park (2009, p. 169) do indeed rely on research using US samples as
background on political identity. Jost et al. (2009)’s authoritative review of the one-
dimensional liberal-conservative model of political identity (which they do not cite) cov-
ers much of the background they are relying on. This review is entirely focussed on the
US. It also does not discuss whether a single model of political identity works equally
well across different ethnic groups.

7 To illustrate, Malka et al. (2014, p. 1034) notes that ’Eastern European nations formerly
subjected to communist rule sometimes show relations between high levels of NSC
[needs for security and certainty] characteristics [which are associated with socially con-
servative views] and left-wing economic preferences.‘ See also Duckitt & Sibley (2009),
who propose that different processes underpin social and economic aspects of political
identity.
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The moral psychologists do take themselves to be talking about a dimension
that is found across the world. For example:

‘Whereas in the US, the political divide is between “liberals” and
“conservatives” (or Democrats and Republicans), both the sub-
stance of political divides and the terms used to describe them
vary across cultural contexts (Malka et al., 2014). However, re-
search suggests that the liberal–conservative divide on social is-
sues in particular manifests in similar ways across cultures (e.g.,
Feinberg, Wehling, Chung, Saslow, & Melvær Paulin, 2019; Gra-
ham et al., 2011)’ (Feinberg & Willer 2019, footnote 1).

Do the references they cite here support these assertions?

As far as I can tell, Graham et al. (2011) depend on the assumption that the
socially liberal-socially conservative distinction works in roughly the same
way across many countries; in this sense it provides indirect evidence (if
this assumption was false, they shouldn’t have been able to get significant
results). Feinberg et al. (2020, Study 4a) compares earlier findings from a US
sample of participants with studies of people in Austria, France andGermany.
Again, this seems to depend on the assumption that (in their words) ‘the
same conservative-liberal divisions found in the United States are common
in countries across the world’ (Feinberg et al. 2020, p. 790) and so provides
at most indirect assumption for it.

Those authors do cite Bornschier (2010) in support of this assumption. This
covers multiple countries with relevantly different histories (but not the US).
I don’t fully understand this research (yet), but my sense is that it provides
one method to identify how robust the idea of a divide between socially lib-
eral and socially conservative is. It also has some very clear figures.

Glossary
binding foundations Categories of moral concern linked to social needs;

these are often taken to be betrayal/loyalty, subversion/authority, and
impurity/purity (Graham et al. 2011). 6

individual foundations Categories of moral concern linked to individual
needs; these are often taken to be harm/care, cheating/fairness (Gra-
ham et al. 2011). Sometimes called individualizing foundations. 6

moral conviction ‘Moral conviction refers to a strong and absolute belief
that something is right or wrong, moral or immoral’ (Skitka et al. 2005,
p. 896). 2, 3
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Moral Foundations Theory The theory that moral pluralism is true; moral
foundations are innate but also subject to cultural learning, and the
Social Intuitionist Model of Moral Judgement is correct (Graham et al.
2019). Proponents often claim, further, that cultural variation in how
these innate foundations are woven into ethical abilities can be mea-
sured using the Moral Foundations Questionnare (Graham et al. 2009;
Graham et al. 2011). Some empirical objections have been offered
(Davis et al. 2016; Davis et al. 2017; Doğruyol et al. 2019). See 4. 2,
9

Social Intuitionist Model of Moral Judgement A model on which intuitive
processes are directly responsible for moral judgements (Haidt &
Bjorklund 2008). One’s own reasoning does not typically affect one’s
own moral judgements, but (outside philosophy, perhaps) is typically
used only to provide post-hoc justification after moral judgements are
made. Reasoning does affect others’ moral intuitions, and so provides
a mechanism for cultural learning. 8, 15
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