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Thinking about morality is hard. Why should we have to understand for
ourselves what morality requires, when we might rely instead on the
judgment of those who know better? I defend a surprisingly neglected
answer to this question: because we owe it to each other to understand,
together, what morality requires of us. In the course of defending this
view, I make progress on a number of closely related topics, including
the nature of puzzlement, the demands of solidarity, and the success
conditions of apology and interpersonal justification.
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Understanding Morality with Others

This dissertation is about a moral ideal: the ideal of moral understanding. Much attention has
been paid to moral understanding as an individual achievement that reflects well on its
possessor. I defend the ideal of moral understanding on different grounds, focusing on the
irreducibly interpersonal aspects of its importance.

On the view I defend, the importance of moral understanding is irreducibly
interpersonal twice over. First, we have directed obligations to aim at moral understanding: I
may owe it to you, specifically to understand some aspect of moral reality. Second, the kind
of moral understanding we ought to achieve is one that involves other moral agents: moral
understanding that is shared between ourselves and others.

One motivation behind this view is to vindicate the thought that moral understanding
is distinctively valuable, as compared to moral knowledge. Yet a popular view in epistemology
is that understanding, in general, reduces to knowledge. If that view is right, moral
understanding cannot be more valuable than moral knowledge. Nothing can be more valuable
than itself.

Is understanding reducible to knowledge? I argue that it is not. Consider that
understanding has a non-privative, polar opposite: puzzlement. To be puzzled is to be in a state
of incomprehension. Puzzlement is not the mere absence of understanding. A reductionist
theory of understanding should be able to account for the difference between puzzlement and
the mere absence of understanding. Knowledge-based reductionism fares poorly on this count:
puzzlement is not analyzable in terms of knowledge, its absence, or its supposed polar
opposite. This provides strong reason to think that understanding is simply a distinct state from
knowledge.

Having defended the distinct nature of understanding in general, I turn to the distinct
importance of understanding in the moral domain.

My analysis beings with the observation that an understanding of moral matters can be
shared with another person. When you and I share moral understanding, we understand moral
matters fogether, in a way that can’t be reduced to each of us having moral understanding on
our own. I argue that two central moral practices. —justifying our actions to others and
apologizing for wrongdoing—always require shared moral understanding in order to be
successful. Thus, whenever I owe you a justification or an apology, I thereby owe it to you to
bring it about that we share moral understanding.

What is the broader social importance of moral understanding? Consider relationships
of solidarity. Those who suffer at the hands of an injustice are better situated to know about it.
This thought has been taken by some to entail that solidarity is essentially deferential: we
ought to rely on the moral beliefs of those with whom we are in solidarity. I argue that this
natural view is mistaken. Its advice is often self-undermining: when we receive conflicting
moral testimony, it requires us to be in solidarity with no one. Even when its advice is not self-
undermining, it leads to an unfair distribution of epistemic labor. Solidarity, I thus argue,
requires more than mere deference. Moreover, the deference view has trouble making sense
of the fact that solidarity relations are often symmetric: we can stand in solidarity with one
another. In these cases, I argue, we owe it to each other to come to a shared moral
understanding of the injustice we oppose. Such shared moral understanding is simply part of
what it is for us to stand in solidarity with each other. We stand in solidarity with each other
when we come to understand, together, that the injustices we suffer individually are injustices
we face together—when our individual moral understanding is raised to collective
consciousness.



