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In her bold paper, “Culture, Responsibility, and Affected Ignorance,”
and recent book, Fieldwork in Familiar Places, Michele Moody-Adams attacks
the claim that cultural influences can exempt persons from moral responsi-
bility by rendering them unable to know that certain actions are wrong.1

Among her many objections to this claim, which she terms “the inability
thesis about cultural impediments,”2 three stand out as central to her
position. First, she argues that the inability thesis has not found adequate
empirical support. The evidence standardly given to show that a culture
has rendered some of its members ignorant of some moral qualities of
their actions may instead serve as evidence only that those persons chose
to be morally ignorant. Moody-Adams argues that, where ignorance is
“affected,” or voluntarily induced or sustained, it is culpable and cannot
excuse the ignorant parties from wrongdoing.

Moody-Adams concedes that empirical considerations alone cannot set-
tle the truth or falsehood of the inability thesis. But she aims to attack the
thesis itself, not only the quality of the evidence that has been cited for it. So
she also develops two main theoretical objections to the thesis. She argues
that adherence to the notion of cultural incapacitation for responsible
agency tends to produce “self-conceptions that are potentially dangerously
self-deceptive.”3 The inability thesis, she thinks, tends to lead us to misun-
derstand ordinary persons’ potential for doing wrong on a massive scale.
Finally, Moody-Adams argues that cultures depend on individual persons’
choices and actions in such a way that cultures cannot systematically impair
the moral capacities of their members.

I shall consider these objections in turn, showing that none of them pro-
vides sufficient reasons for rejecting the inability thesis. My aim in salvag-
ing the thesis, however, is not to suggest that the numerous employments of
it have generally been well founded. I quite agree with Moody-Adams that
the thesis often has been invoked carelessly, with the result that many
responsible agents have been let off the moral hook for grave wrongs. Spe-
cifically, I agree that the inability thesis commonly has been coupled with
oversimplified and exaggerated views about how cultures might influence
moral capacities. Granting that the inability thesis has regularly been misap-
plied in these ways is, however, compatible with the truth of the thesis,
properly interpreted. For the thesis need make nothing more than the mod-
est claim that some cultural influences can affect the circumstances or moral
capacities of some persons in ways that exempt them from responsibility for
some of their actions.
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I. Inability to Know

Moody-Adams correctly notes that charges about certain persons’
inability to know the wrongfulness of their acts are often based on little
more than the fact that they did not know or believe that their acts were
wrong. But this fact is consistent with their culpably having refused to seek
moral knowledge that they could acquire. Moody-Adams points out that,
where culturally tolerated wrongdoing exists, there are often strong reasons
for persons who hold culturally prevalent moral views not to subject their
moral attitudes and acts to careful scrutiny.4 For instance, the benefits that
free men and women derived from the practice of slavery in ancient Greece
gave them good reasons not to probe carefully the moral grounds for slav-
ery or their personal implication in the practice. Although Moody-Adams
acknowledges that the matter of someone’s ability to know will not be
settled through empirical evidence alone, she implies that the existence of
good reasons for agents not to scrutinize their actions lends her
affected-ignorance hypothesis greater weight in such situations than the
hypothesis that persons’ moral abilities have been compromised.

This is unpersuasive in some cases. To continue with the example of
ancient Greek slavery,5 we know that Aristotle, who as a privileged, free
man had clear reasons not to examine the ethical justification of slavery, did
try to investigate the grounds of slavery and concluded that some kinds of
slavery were appropriate because natural. Aristotle did not agree with con-
ventional Greek justifications of slavery; in some sense he found slavery
more fully defensible than did most ancient Greeks.6 Because Aristotle rec-
ognized possible ethical objections to slavery,7 apparently tried to assess the
ethical character of slavery despite incentives not to do so, yet failed to reach
anything approximating a sound moral judgment about it, the hypothesis
that he was unable to grasp the wrongness of slavery, although far from
established, seems at least as probable as the hypothesis that he willingly
clung to false beliefs about slavery simply to maintain his own privilege.

The inability thesis becomes more probable for Aristotle’s case when we
consider that the very practice of slavery typically limited severely the evi-
dence about slaves’ moral dignity that some in the society, especially aristo-
crats like Aristotle, could be expected to have access to. This is a well-known
feature of social oppression: oppressive practices sustain themselves partly
by systematically covering up evidence that the persons they oppress
deserve better treatment. Hence, Aristotle need not have willingly refused
to examine critically the ethical justification of slavery in order to arrive at
his distorted appraisal of it; rather, his aristocratic social circumstances may
have occluded his access to good evidence about the rational capabilities of
persons subjected to enslavement, thus preventing him from being able to
discern those capabilities. Moody-Adams seems to disregard this feature of
social oppression in part because she thinks that the initial steps of ethical
criticism of established cultural practices will be quite easy once one sets
aside one’s refusal to engage in ethical investigation. Describing affected
ignorance, she writes, “it is morally culpable ignorance because it involves a
choice not to know something that is morally important and that would be
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easy to know but for that choice.”8 Surely this is not an accurate description
of the generic Greek’s epistemic access to the wrongness of chattel slavery;
it is even less credible as a description of the epistemic position of those,
like Aristotle, who would never have worked side by side with slaves and
would probably have had very limited personal relations with them.

This point might be unlikely to move Moody-Adams without much
closer analysis of Aristotle’s life and the nature of Greek slavery.9 But this
argument about the power of oppressive practices to conceal ethically rele-
vant evidence can also apply to the circumstances of the oppressed them-
selves. So let us consider, instead of elites such as Aristotle, the situation of a
male Greek slave who believed that slavery was ethically justified to some
extent and who did not subject this belief to critical scrutiny. The point I aim
to make about this slave’s moral ignorance does not require that the slave
hold completely conventional classical views about slavery’s legitimacy.
For one thing, those views may themselves have incorporated some ambiv-
alence about the justice of Greek slavery.10 In addition, it is likely that the
slave’s personal relationships permitted him to maintain some sense of per-
sonal esteem and humanity that would be in sharp conflict with thorough-
going acceptance of slavery. Nevertheless, this slave might have complied
with the norms governing Greek slavery because he accepted their legiti-
macy to a significant degree, not solely because the practical costs of com-
plaining or resisting would have been too high. That many slaves
internalized to some extent the norms of slavery was necessary for the
long-term survival of widespread chattel slavery, since some tasks routinely
assigned to slaves, such as child care and cooking, could not be performed
well without the slaves’ demonstrating genuine cooperation and trustwor-
thiness. Also, the social and personal trust that had to be bestowed upon
many slaves in order for the system to function provided those slaves with
responsibilities through which they could find some additional measure of
self-esteem, which secured further their partial acceptance of slavery.11 So
without ignoring the severe coercion that Greek slaveholding frequently
involved, and without holding that slaves ever completely internalized the
values of the system that subjugated them, we can suppose that a person
born into Greek slavery might have taken it to be a necessary and reason-
able practice.12

Like Aristotle, such a slave undoubtedly had incentives not to question
the morality of slavery. He may have been better off than most women
(slave and free alike), for one thing, and there was little for him to gain prac-
tically by seeking a reflectively reasoned conclusion about the morality of
slavery. But to hold that the slave’s moral ignorance was willingly affected
is far less tenable than it would be in Aristotle’s case. It is difficult even to
think of the slave’s undertaking an ethical investigation of slavery, much
less arriving at the conclusion that slavery is unethical, assuming that he
had been brought up to think of himself primarily as another person’s phys-
ical equipment, not a reflective moral investigator or social critic, in a cul-
tural world in which such upbringings were almost universally considered
to reflect unalterable social necessities (the possibility of eventual manumis-
sion notwithstanding). Even if this slave could conceive, in some sense, of
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a world without slaves,13 this would not equip him to seek out and discern
reasons for morally scrutinizing slavery as a cultural institution. In order to
be able to grasp reasons to investigate the institution of slavery, he would
need some way to think about slavery as being a cultural institution, a
matter for collective human reflection, discussion, and deliberation, not
just a fact of nature or an ineluctable economic condition of social survival.
It is difficult to see how a typical Greek slave could have access to such a
perspective on slavery. His moral ignorance seems, therefore, more plausi-
bly attributed to inability than to willing and culpable refusal to fulfill some
standing responsibility to analyze dominant cultural practices.

In fact, it is not clear that debating the slave’s abilities as a moral agent is
really the crucial issue here. Moody-Adams often presents the hypothesis of
affected ignorance as though it follows directly from rejection of the inabil-
ity thesis. Plainly, this is not the case. Even if we were to suppose that the
slave did have the ability to know that slavery was wrong by critically
reflecting on his culture’s practices, it would not follow that the slave’s fail-
ure to pursue such reflection and gain that knowledge was culpable. The
main practical issue about the slave’s moral ignorance is whether cultural
influences could affect his agency in such a manner that it would be unrea-
sonable or unfair for others to hold him to the expectation that he reflec-
tively scrutinize the ethics of slavery. For this is what his responsibility for
his moral ignorance would consist in: if he were responsible, it would be
appropriate for others to hold him to the moral demand that he form certain
judgments about slavery. Whether or not we think that cultural influences
have rendered the slave strictly incapable of knowing that slavery is wrong,
surely it would be unreasonable to hold him to the expectation that he know
this, given his cultural location (unless there is something unusual about his
particular social circumstances).

Notice that this view is compatible with taking the slave seriously as a
person,14 since exempting him from responsibility for his moral ignorance
about slavery does not require exempting him from responsibility for hav-
ing other moral knowledge, for scrutinizing other social practices, or for
acting ethically in other respects. The influences of culture on moral capac-
ity are normally fragmented and localized. The alternatives are not limited
merely to holding the Greek slave—or Aristotle—responsible for all his
moral beliefs or exempting him entirely from all accountability as a moral
agent. Nor must the slave and Aristotle be regarded in the same way, as
their situations within Greek culture are so different.

Moody-Adams would likely respond that the difficulties the slave would
face in pursuing moral criticism of Greek assumptions about slavery would
make it appropriate to forgive the slave for his affected ignorance about the
wrongness of slavery, but not to release him from responsibility for his igno-
rance.15 This response confuses forgiveness with the mitigation of blame and
responsibility. We forgive another, in the face of her blameworthiness, when
it is reasonable to seek reconciliation with her, to reestablish normal personal
relations. The difficulty of someone’s doing what we nonetheless required
her to do is not a reason to forgive her failure. Rather, her apology and repen-
tance would be reasons for us to forswear blame. If we were holding her to
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expectations that would in fact be exceptionally difficult to meet, then we
might lessen our estimation of her responsibility to meet those expectations
and so lessen the blame that her failure to meet our standards justifies. But
this is precisely what Moody-Adams resists doing in the case of persons’ fail-
ures adequately to criticize entrenched cultural practices.

To sum up thus far: Moody-Adams offers insufficient evidence for
affected ignorance in cases where persons apparently try in earnest to sub-
ject their moral beliefs to critical scrutiny and fail to reach sound conclu-
sions. The affected-ignorance hypothesis is especially difficult to sustain
when we consider persons, like the Greek slave, who are being wronged by
an oppressive cultural institution but who have been brought up to internal-
ize the central values and prevalent rationalizations of that institution. The
main practical issue that dwells behind the inability thesis is not inability
per se but rather whether we can reasonably hold persons to expectations
that they acquire knowledge about the moral quality of certain actions or
social practices. For even someone who has the raw competence to gain par-
ticular pieces of moral knowledge may be culturally positioned in such a
way that attaining that knowledge would be so extremely difficult that we
could not fairly hold her to the demand that she do so.16

II. Self-Deceptive Tendencies

Moody-Adams’s attack on the inability thesis proceeds by asserting that
the thesis runs afoul of two essential constraints on any acceptable psycho-
logical theory.17 One of these constraints requires that the psychological
explanation be incompatible with self-conceptions that are potentially self-
deceptive.18 Moody-Adams contends that the inability thesis tends to be
associated with serious self-deceptions. For instance, it leads us to deny
the “banality of wrongdoing,” the capacity of ordinary, otherwise decent
people to do morally horrible things.19 The thesis also tends to make it easier
for us to excuse our cultural predecessors from responsibility for grievous
wrongdoing, thereby allowing us to maintain a more benign view of our
culture and its heritage than is warranted.20

Moody-Adams’s discussion of these common accompaniments of the
inability thesis is insightful: the thesis has often been used to support such
self-deceiving views of our moral standing, and these views are indeed
dangerous. Nevertheless, these are not good reasons to reject the inability
thesis altogether. First, the constraint on psychological explanation to which
Moody-Adams appeals here is far too restrictive. Virtually no interesting,
plausible explanations of morally complicated behaviors will be incompati-
ble with all potentially self-deceptive conceptions of ourselves.21 Moreover,
even some of the best explanations of our behavior as moral agents can
easily be used in ways that are seriously self-deceiving.

Consider Moody-Adams’s own affected-ignorance hypothesis, for
example. Although I do not concur with the sweeping application she
makes of this hypothesis, I agree that ignorance of the wrongfulness of
established cultural practices and of the particular actions that perpetuate
them is more often culpable than we usually admit. Yet the thesis that moral
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ignorance is sometimes only a blameworthy refusal to know certainly can
lend itself to harmful self-deception. It can naturally lead us to think smugly
that we are able to know much more about the right and the good than we
are actually capable of knowing from our current historical and cultural sit-
uations. It can easily lead us to adopt unrealistically high expectations about
what others should know, based on false assessments of what reasons they
might have to commence moral criticism of their societies.

The conclusion to be drawn is that if an otherwise well supported psy-
chological explanation tends to be applied in dangerously self-deceptive
ways, then those tendencies should be exposed and resisted. But this is not
a reason to abandon the explanation if, once the application of the explana-
tion has been properly reined in, the explanation can do its job well in the
absence of those tendencies. This is the case, I believe, with the inability
thesis. The thesis has been applied with far too much enthusiasm, with the
result that it has tended to foster the dangerous misunderstandings that
Moody-Adams describes. A more restrained employment of the thesis is,
however, possible and, I am suggesting, warranted. If we interpret the the-
sis as a fairly modest one, holding that some cultural influences can affect
the circumstances or capacities of some persons so as to exempt them from
responsibility for some of the wrongs they commit or permit, then it allows
us to acknowledge the banality of wrongdoing and the unsavory practices
of our cultural predecessors. In short, we can carefully admit the inability
thesis in some cases without seeing “culture everywhere at work in the
behavior of individuals.”22

III. Culture’s Dependence on Individual Agency

The second constraint on psychological theories that Moody-Adams
invokes requires that psychological explanations conform with self-
conceptions that “can withstand rational scrutiny.”23 Moody-Adams uses
this constraint to develop her most direct attack on the inability thesis.
Although she grants that human behavior, as a whole, cannot be ade-
quately explained without invoking cultural factors,24 she argues that the
notion of cultural incapacitation utilized in the inability thesis is deeply
confused. If Moody-Adams can sustain this conclusion, then, however
successful my earlier replies might prove to be, even the modest version of
the inability thesis that I have favored will be unfounded.

Moody-Adams’s main argument against the possibility of cultural inca-
pacitation is that cultures have causal efficacy only by way of individual
agents whose actions perpetuate and apply cultural norms and values.
Apart from those actions, “a culture . . . cannot be an ‘agent’ of anything.”25

This is unobjectionable. The question is, what does this show about the
inability thesis? In the modest form that I endorse, that thesis says only that
cultural influences may disrupt some of an individual’s capacities, or the
opportunities for their exercise, in ways that excuse her from some moral
responsibility. This does not require that such cultural influences operate in
ontological independence of individual persons’ actions; nor does it require
that the effects of culture be brought about directly, without the mediation
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of other individuals or social institutions.26 The thesis merely entails that it
is appropriate for explanatory purposes to cite cultural factors, not just the
individual actions and social situations through which those factors are
realized on some particular occasion. And Moody-Adams has granted the
legitimacy of appealing to culture in order to understand human conduct.

At times, Moody-Adams seems to advance a different argument. She
states that cultures are perpetuated, protected, modified, or revised only
through actions that individuals choose to perform. She then implies that
responsibility for those choices rests with the persons who make them, not
the cultural context within which the choices are made.27 In other words, if I
perform certain deeds that, unknown to me, happen to be serious wrongs
because I belong to a culture in which such (unrecognized) wrongs are
conventionally expected of the culture’s members, then it is nevertheless
through my own choices, in conjunction with the decisions of my cultural
fellows, that those cultural expectations survive in my situation and are
interpreted as demanding the particular sorts of wrongs that I unwittingly
commit. The fact that my actions are intelligible because of my cultural set-
ting cannot diminish my responsibility for committing these wrongs, since I
choose to carry on the culture’s legacy in those circumstances through those
particular acts. “It is unhelpful in such cases to blame the culture . . . ,”
Moody-Adams asserts, “when the individual who chooses how to perpetu-
ate the culture is to blame.”28

It is unclear, however, how this could yield a sound argument against
the inability thesis. As we saw above, Moody-Adams cannot be arguing that
the place of persons’ choices in perpetuating culture precludes any explana-
tory role for cultural factors, for she explicitly denies this. Alternatively, it
would not be reasonable for her to hold, for cases of moral ignorance, that
the cultural factors that contribute to an explanation of someone’s ignorance
of wrongdoing are necessarily realized in, or sustained by, that person’s own
choices, among others. For the individual may be morally ignorant because
of others’ choices, not his own. If others’ choices to perpetuate the culture
helped to bring about the person’s ignorance, that still would not rule out a
role for culture in explaining why he is morally ignorant, possibly morally
impaired to some extent, and blamelessly so.

Three points stand in the way of constructing a sound argument against
the inability thesis based on the idea that cultural norms are sustained
through individuals’ choices. First, unchosen or less than fully voluntary
actions can also help to perpetuate or modify cultures. The particular ways
in which a group of people speak, gesture, sit, and walk may support cul-
tural conventions even if those people do not specifically choose to act in
those ways. Second, acts can be deliberately chosen under descriptions that
have nothing to do with the cultural norms those acts help to perpetuate.
For example, even though an agent’s reasons for acting may have nothing to
do with certain cultural norms, her actions can help to maintain those norms
if others perceive the acts as being motivated by cultural reasons. Further,
even deliberate choices to protect or modify cultural standards can be made
under conditions that excuse the agent from responsibility, such as condi-
tions of extreme deprivation, trauma, or nonculpable empirical ignorance.
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The force of these points is illustrated by the case of the Greek slave we
considered earlier. The fact that many of the slave’s attitudes, choices, and
behaviors might have helped to maintain the practice of slaveholding estab-
lishes nothing about the slave’s ability to understand that slavery is wrong
or his culpability for failing to understand this.

Moody-Adams does well to point out that, owing to the indeterminacy
of the social rules that embody a culture’s values and to the pressures of
changing circumstance on a culture’s survival, cultures cannot persist if
they impair wholesale their members’ “capacities for the exercise of judg-
ment and discretion.”29 Other things equal, cultures whose participants are
relatively thoughtless and insensitive are not likely to thrive over the long
haul. There is reason to doubt, as Moody-Adams suggests,30 that wide-
spread impairment of agents’ capacities would be compatible with proper
application of the term “culture.” Yet again, this observation raises serious
difficulties for the inability thesis only when the thesis is applied overzeal-
ously. Cultures may impair or impede the exercise of some moral capacities
of some of their members without placing cultural survival or adaptability
in jeopardy. Of course, it is open to investigation whether cultures that have
such effects might not be worse off (and not just morally worse) than cul-
tures that more fully cultivate all of their members’ ethical capabilities. But
that issue is not germane to the inability thesis, which concerns only the pos-
sibility of some culturally induced impairment, not the long-term benefits
or costs of this for a society.

Two mistaken assumptions about the scope of culturally induced moral
impairment run throughout Moody-Adams’s treatment of culture and
responsibility. First, she assumes that, if cultures could morally debilitate
anyone, they would have this effect on all or nearly all of their members. It is
apparently because Moody-Adams assumes this that she suggests that the
truth of the inability thesis would pose a serious obstacle to the possibility of
progressive individual and social change. If cultural incapacitation meant
that virtually all of the culture’s members were incapable of knowing that
certain things were wrong, then, where important cultural practices
depended on such wrongdoing, it would be quite unlikely that those
wrongs would be corrected internally.31 Second, she assumes that culturally
generated impairment, if possible, would extend to all or nearly all of the
capacities used in any moral judgment. It is because she assumes this that
she fears that acceptance of the inability thesis would mean denying the
moral personhood of those who have been impaired by their cultures.32 The
former assumption is false because different members of a culture may be
situated very differently within it, and individuals’ distinct cultural loca-
tions tend to mediate cultural effects on their moral abilities (as illustrated
by our earlier discussion of Aristotle’s and the slave’s moral ignorance). The
latter assumption is false because cultural influences on the development or
exercise of moral capacities can be highly localized and compartmentalized,
operating rather selectively on specific types of perception, emotion, and
judgment.33 The inability thesis, when properly applied, depends on neither
of these mistaken assumptions.
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I am grateful to an anonymous referee and to audiences at the 1998 Ohio Philo-
sophical Association meeting and the Twentieth World Congress of Philosophy in
Boston for many constructive comments on earlier versions of this paper.
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