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Abstract
This paper argues that applied ethics can itself be morally problematic. As illustrated by 
the case of Peter Singer’s criticism of social practice, morally loaded communication by 
applied ethicists can lead to protests, backlashes, and aggression. By reviewing the psycho-
logical literature on self-image, collective identity, and motivated reasoning three catego-
ries of morally problematic consequences of ethical criticism by applied ethicists are iden-
tified: serious psychological discomfort, moral backfiring, and hostile conflict. The most 
worrisome is moral backfiring: psychological research suggests that ethical criticism of 
people’s central moral convictions can reinforce exactly those attitudes. Therefore, applied 
ethicists unintentionally can contribute to a consolidation of precisely those social circum-
stances that they condemn to be unethical. Furthermore, I argue that the normative con-
cerns raised in this paper are not dependent on the commitment to one specific paradigm in 
moral philosophy. Utilitarianism, Aristotelian virtue ethics, and Rawlsian contractarianism 
all provide sound reasons to take morally problematic consequences of ethical criticism 
seriously. Only the case of deontological ethics is less clear-cut. Finally, I point out that 
the issues raised in this paper provide an excellent opportunity for further interdisciplinary 
collaboration between applied ethics and social sciences. I also propose strategies for com-
municating ethics effectively.

Keywords Applied ethics · Motivated reasoning · Peter Singer · Interdisciplinary moral 
philosophy · Consequences of ethical criticism · Moral reasoning

As one of the most prominent moral philosophers of the twentieth century, Peter Singer has 
had an impact on people well beyond academic discussions. On the one hand, Singer’s phi-
losophy has certainly inspired many people to question their attitudes about the moral status 
of animals and to reflect on their own behaviour toward animals. The subtitle of Singer’s 
Animal Liberation ‘The Definitive Classic of the Animal Movement’ (Singer, 2009) nicely 
expresses this positive societal impact of Singer’s thinking. On the other hand, especially 
Singer’s extreme theses about the moral acceptability of abortion and euthanasia (Singer, 
2011) have oftentimes lead to conflict and hostility. As Singer himself points out, he had 
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to face hostile protests against his philosophy and his person on several occasions (Singer, 
1993). Activists tried—sometimes successfully—to get academic events cancelled Singer 
was supposed to attend. People with disabilities accused him of denying their right to life 
and compared his philosophy to Nazi ideology several times. In at least one instance, Singer 
even was physically attacked.

This introductory example illustrates an important aspect of applied ethics: Applied eth-
ics itself is a form of societal communication and, therefore, can lead to potentially morally 
problematic consequences. Applied ethicists not only want to explore the ethically right 
stance on hotly disputed normative topics, such as euthanasia, abortion, the moral status of 
animals, etc. They also want to have an impact on society (Birnbacher, 1999, 2016). When 
a philosopher working in applied ethics argues for a specific ethical position on, for exam-
ple, the question of the permissibility of euthanasia, she—sometimes implicitly, sometimes 
explicitly—also argues that society should adopt her stance. Accordingly, applied ethicists 
frequently take part in social discussions or work in societal institutions dealing with ethi-
cal topics, such as ethics committees.

In this paper, I want to explore why applied ethics itself can be morally problematic 
(for other positions problematizing the ethical value of ethics see Batson, 2016; Luhmann, 
2008). At first, I draw on psychological research on identity and reasoning in order to 
understand why morally loaded communication—i.e., judging people or behaviour from 
an ethical point of view—can have unwanted consequences. Subsequently, I identify three 
possible consequences of morally loaded communication by applied ethicists, which are 
morally problematic. After that, I argue that moral philosophers of different ethical tra-
ditions have sound reasons to take the concerns of this paper seriously. Next, I flesh out 
one main consequence of my argumentation: the importance of in-depth interdisciplinary 
research on morally problematic consequences of applied ethics. Finally, I propose a few 
communication strategies that can be used by applied ethicists to mitigate potential back-
lashes of their ethical critique.

Why Arguments Can Backfire

A good starting point for understanding why morally loaded communication can lead to 
ethically unwanted consequences is the fundamental motivation that shapes many people’s 
perception of themselves and their surroundings. ‘The motivational principle of valuing 
“me and mine” means that we are motivated to see ourselves and anything or anyone con-
nected to us, such as our families, teams, nations, or even possessions, in a positive light.’ 
(Smith et al., 2015, 17) People want themselves to appear as intelligent, ethical, and com-
petent, and they want their important peer-groups to be intelligent, ethical, and competent. 
To maintain this idealized picture of one’s identity, people oftentimes evaluate themselves, 
their in-group, as well as information about themselves and their in-group in a highly 
biased manner.

The main reason why ethical criticism by applied ethicists can be morally problematic is 
that it rarely questions only singular normative convictions of people. In many cases, ethi-
cal criticism problematizes people’s identities and worldviews. Take for example Singer’s 
arguments for a vegetarian lifestyle (Singer, 2009, 2011). These arguments not only ques-
tion people’s eating habits. They also problematize people’s individual identity (e.g., “I am 
a decent and animal-loving human being”), their collective feelings of belonging (e.g., “It 
is perfectly normal that my family and friends are barbecuing every Sunday”), and their 
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general cultural views (e.g., “Eating meat is a central part of the American way of life.”). 
Being confronted with arguments that call one’s social world into question is a highly 
unpleasant experience. It is psychologically much harder to change one’s individual and col-
lective identity than to protect one’s existing belief system. For this reason, ethical criticism 
can trigger various psychological defence mechanisms, which can result in people adhering 
to their initial beliefs even stronger than before. Consequently, morally loaded communica-
tion has the potential to strengthen exactly those attitudes and behaviours that it criticizes.

In order to buttress further this brief argumentative sketch, I will draw on psychologi-
cal research on individual and collective identity in the following section. After that, I will 
explain various psychological defence mechanisms people engage in to protect their world-
view. This will help in understanding possible drawbacks of applied ethics.

Building Up a Positive Identity

People’s urge for a positive individual and collective identity is so strong that it leads to 
several biases. As suggested by research on the above-average effect, in a lot of differ-
ent realms, people believe to have higher skills than the average person has (Dunning 
et  al.,  2004; Heine & Hamamura, 2007; Pronin et  al.,  2004; Sedikides et  al.,  2005; Zell 
et  al.,  2020). For example, by believing to be better than average in driving responsibly 
(Svenson, 1981), in handling guns safely (Stark & Sachau, 2016), or in being friendly, 
conscientious, or honest (Brown, 2012), people inflate their individual self-image. Many 
people also believe themselves to be less suggestible by media communication than others 
are, as illustrated by the third-person effect (Andsager & White, 2013; Eisend, 2017; Paul 
et al., 2000; Sun et al., 2008). People think of themselves as less easily affected than other 
people by undesirable media influences, such as the impact of “fake news” on political atti-
tudes (Jang & Kim, 2018), the effect of marketing techniques on purchasing behaviour (Xie 
& Johnson, 2015), or the influence of sexual content on one’s own sexuality (Rosenthal 
et al., 2018; Shen et al., 2015). By believing to be more skilful and less suggestible than 
others are, people build up their positive self-image. Furthermore, both effects suggest that 
people show overconfidence because it is highly unlikely that the average research partici-
pant actually is more skilled and less suggestible than the average person is.

 People’s urge for a positive collective identity translates into a robust in-group bias (Aberson 
et al., 2000; Rubin & Hewstone, 1998; Mullen et al., 1992; Buhl, 1999; Bettencourt et al., 2001). 
People rate members of their own group (e.g., political party, religion, nation, ethnic group, etc.) 
more positively, for example, as more intelligent, talented, likeable, diligent, or competent than 
members of other groups. People are also more likely to cooperate with members of their own 
group, especially in cases, in which this cooperation comes along with personal costs (Balliet 
et al., 2014).

Preserving a Positive Identity

People tend to react strongly to threats to their individual and collective self-esteem (Gaertner 
et al., 2002). Encountering information that questions one’s fundamental convictions—and, 
thereby, one’s individual and collective identity—creates a state of psychological discom-
fort (Cooper, 2007; Festinger, 1957). People are highly motivated to resolve this unpleasant 
state or to avoid it altogether. For this reason, they engage in various psychological defence 
mechanisms.
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For example, people are very good at explaining away evidence that questions their 
positive view about their own skills. As research on the self-serving attributional bias 
suggests, people tend to interpret information about themselves in a self-serving manner 
(Campbell & Sedikides, 1999; Mezulis et al., 2004; van Dellen et al., 2011). When peo-
ple are confronted with negative feedback about their skills, they identify the reasons 
for this feedback in external factors, such as bad luck, unfavourable situational circum-
stances, or other people’s behaviour. In contrast, in light of positive feedback, people 
see the reasons for this feedback in internal factors, such as their own skills, effort, or 
dispositions. In short, people take full credit for their successes but take only partial 
responsibility for their fails.

There is also considerable evidence for people’s willingness to protect their positive 
image of their in-group. Research suggests that people are more willing to punish out-
group members for criticism of their group than to punish in-group members for the same 
criticism (Thürmer & McCrea, 2018). They likewise evaluate criticism of their in-group 
as less threatening and as more constructive when the critic is a member of their in-group 
than when she is from the out-group (Thürmer & McCrea, 2018). Democrats and Repub-
licans equally rate information more positively (e.g., as more reliable, correct, etc.) that 
supports their own party’s position than conflicting information (Ditto et al., 2019). Fur-
thermore, if people see other groups as a threat to the sacred values of their in-group or 
as a threat to resources valued by their in-group, prejudice against out-groups is amplified 
(Aberson, 2019; Riek et al., 2006).

The examples outlined so far can be interpreted as cases of motivated reasoning (Kunda, 
1990; Nickerson, 1998). People’s reasoning processes and their evaluation of arguments 
are highly driven by their motivation to protect their basic worldviews and their identity. 
It is important to note that, in many cases, people do not recognize this influence of fun-
damental motivations on their reasoning processes. They simply believe to be evaluating 
arguments on a rational basis (Hornsey & Fielding, 2017; Lewandowsky et al., 2016). In 
the remainder of this section, I want to illustrate two particularly illuminating cases of 
motivated reasoning that help to understand the possible drawbacks of morally loaded 
communication.

A particularly unambiguous example of motivated reasoning is the motivated rejection of 
science or of facts in general. Concerning many different controversial topics, such as man-
made climate change, the death penalty, or the influence of violent video games on aggres-
sion, people interpret information and arguments in a way that is consistent with their iden-
tities and fundamental convictions. They judge that evidence and experts to be reliable that 
buttress their own stance, while simultaneously criticizing contrary evidence and experts 
with opposing views heavily (Ditto et al., 2019; Greitemeyer, 2014; Kahan et al., 2011; Lord 
et al., 1979; Nauroth et al., 2014, 2015). People also selectively give more weight to specific 
information that fits their worldview than to counter-information (Kahan et al., 2009). Beyond 
that, people’s memory can also be distorted in a manner that makes people’s recollection of 
information and events consistent with their basic worldview (Hennes et al., 2016; Shao & 
Goidel, 2016). People remember information that is in accordance with their convictions and 
forget contrary information. Finally, of special interest for the argumentation of this paper are 
studies suggesting that educating people about the falsehood of their convictions can back-
fire. Since people are highly motivated to arrive at conclusions that fit their basic worldview, 
confronting them with counter-evidence can sometimes have the consequence that they stick 
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to their worldview even stronger than before (Greitemeyer, 2014; Hart & Nisbet, 2012; Lord 
et al., 1979; Nyhan et al., 2014). Furthermore, this can even come along with serious direct 
ethical consequences. For example, mentioning climate change as a cause of a famine catas-
trophe can reduce the willingness to help the victims in climate sceptics (Chapman & Lickel, 
2016).

My second example for motivated reasoning is the way many people in western socie-
ties justify their consumption of meat. From a psychological perspective, meat consumption 
comes along with a basic cognitive conflict. One the one hand, most people believe that harm-
ing animals without sufficient reasons is morally wrong. On the other hand, the same peo-
ple know that, especially in factory farming, animals are seriously harmed. Acknowledging 
that animals are harmed for one’s own gustatory pleasure could have a detrimental impact on 
one’s picture of oneself as a decent human being. There is considerable psychological evi-
dence suggesting that people resolve this conflict by motivated reasoning processes (Bastian & 
Loughnan, 2017; Loughnan et al., 2014; Plous, 1993).

There are several strategies people deploy to resolve the conflict implicated by their meat 
consumption in favour of their positive identity (Piazza et al., 2015; Rothgerber, 2013, 2014): 
They simply avoid thinking about animal suffering in factory farming, they claim to consume 
only small quantities of meat, or they even doubt that animals are being harmed for meat 
production at all. Another strategy is to believe that eating meat is simply unavoidable if one 
wants to avoid risking serious health problems. There is also evidence suggesting that meat 
eaters devalue vegetarians (e.g., through stereotyped and prejudiced descriptions) in order 
to assure themselves that their own eating habits are unproblematic (Bastian & Loughnan, 
2017). Finally, several studies suggest that meat eaters believe that specifically those ani-
mals that are used as food in their culture have only a diminished capacity to experience 
mental states, such as pain, happiness, sadness, suffering, etc. (Bastian et al., 2012; Bilewicz 
et al., 2011; Bratanova et al., 2011; Loughnan et al., 2010; Ruby & Heine, 2012).

Because meat consumption is a highly controversial topic, I want to stress that the outlined 
points are not to be confused with a normative defence of vegetarianism. Rather, I want to 
emphasize the fact that psychological research on justifications of meat consumption suggests 
that many people’s meat-related attitudes are the result of their eating behaviour (Bastian & 
Loughnan, 2017; Timm, 2016). While people claim to believe in the ethical justifiability of 
meat consumption because of the reasons they cite, research suggests that it is oftentimes the 
other way round. People engage in the outlined defence strategies (e.g., ignoring the negative 
consequences of meat consumption, devaluing vegetarians, believing that edible animals have 
more limited mental experiences than inedible animals, etc.) because they eat meat (Bastian 
& Loughnan, 2017; Timm, 2016). Consequently, an applied ethicist arguing for vegetarianism 
can be confronted with the challenges that, firstly, people are highly motivated to reject argu-
ments for vegetarianism because of their urge to protect their positive identity, and, secondly, 
people do not realize this influence on their reasoning processes. This makes it likely that the 
ethicist achieves the exact opposite of what she aims at. After being confronted with the ethi-
cal arguments for vegetarianism, meat eaters might engage in the outlined defence strategies 
and, thereby, become even more convinced of the justifiability of their eating behaviour than 
before. From the stance of a pro-vegetarian philosopher, this is a morally problematic conse-
quence of her own morally loaded communication (see next section for more details on this 
phenomenon of moral backfiring).
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The Problematic Side of Applied Ethics

To outline possible morally problematic consequences of applied ethics, I will draw on the 
fictitious example of a very religious woman whose religious convictions are grounded on 
the belief that human life is sacred under all circumstances. This women is confronted with 
Singer’s criticism of the doctrine of the sanctity of human life and his arguments for the 
permissibility of abortion and euthanasia (Singer, 2011).

If one analyses this case with the outlined psychological mechanisms in mind, it 
becomes evident that Singer’s philosophy does not simply question singular ethical convic-
tions of the women (e.g., “Human life is sacred, no matter what”). Rather, it problematizes 
central parts of her identity. From a psychological point of view, Singer tells this woman 
that her religious normative believe system is fundamentally flawed, and thereby, that her 
self-image is excessively positive. While she believes to live in accordance with divine 
moral standards, Singer tells her that these standards are a mere delusion and that she is not 
the ethical person she thinks she is. Beyond that, he also tells her that her most important 
in-group is not the morally respectable religious community she thinks it is. Consequently, 
the woman’s complete social world is at stake when she is confronted with Singer’s moral 
philosophy.

I do not want to imply that Singer’s moral stances are right and the women’s believes 
are wrong (or the other way round). Rather, I want to use the extreme gap between Singer’s 
philosophical stance and the woman’s believe system to illustrate three morally problem-
atic consequences of morally loaded communication by applied ethicists.

1) Serious psychological discomfort. Questioning people’s individual and collective iden-
tity from an ethical point of view can be morally problematic, simply because it is highly 
unpleasant for those people. It can be a drastic and burdensome event for the woman 
to be told by Singer that, from the viewpoint of his preference utilitarianism, her self-
image is, at least in parts, a self-delusion and that the in-group she values is not that 
valuable at all. Beyond that, it is vital to note that viewing oneself in a positive light can 
be an important factor that keeps one mentally healthy (Mezulis et al., 2004; Sowislo 
& Orth, 2013; Zell et al., 2020). Therefore, if the woman struggles with mental health 
problems or even suffers from clinical disorders, such as depression, questioning her 
social universe might contribute to a worsening of her mental health.

Against these concerns, one might point out that the majority of people does not suffer 
from serious mental health problems. Moreover, the applied ethicist might argue that 
in many cases the moral offences she criticizes weigh more heavily than the possible 
distress she causes with her ethical critique. I admit that this might sometimes hold 
true. However, from this argument it does not follow that it is always justified simply to 
assume that ethical criticism is ethically more important than the distress it can cause. 
Therefore, applied ethicists should carefully reflect upon the possible impact of their 
ethical criticism on the mental condition of the people in their target group. It is impor-
tant to note that this task can only be accomplished by drawing on empirical knowledge, 
which makes applied ethics fundamentally interdisciplinary (Birnbacher, 1999, 2016).

2) Moral backfiring. The most important argument for the moral questionability of applied 
ethics is that, in some instances, morally loaded communication can cause the exact 
opposite of what is intended by the applied ethicist. As pointed out above, when con-
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fronted with counter-attitudinal evidence, people engage in motivated reasoning to pro-
tect their worldviews and identities, which can in some cases result in a bolstering of 
those attitudes that have been called into question. When the woman in my example is 
confronted with Singer’s philosophy, she will automatically start searching for reasons 
to believe that Singer’s theses are untenable. Her moral outrage will be enormous and 
she will find many reasons that justify her revulsion. Perhaps, she will even start to ques-
tion the personal integrity of Peter Singer. In the end, she will be even more convinced 
about the sanctity of human life and the wrongfulness of abortion and euthanasia than 
before. Thus, in this exemplary case, Singer’s standing up for his ethical position leads 
to the exact opposite of what he has intended. If one is convinced that categorically 
prohibiting euthanasia and abortion is ethically wrong, just as Singer is, then it surely 
is morally questionable to amplify people’s beliefs in the wrongness of abortion and 
euthanasia. Ironically, Singers own philosophy has the potential of doing exactly that. 
The fact that ethical communication can lead to moral backfiring should be a point worth 
considering for all philosophers working in applied ethics because this phenomenon can 
undermine the central concern of applied ethicists. Applied ethicists unintentionally can 
contribute to a consolidation of precisely those social circumstances that they condemn 
to be unethical.

3) Hostile conflict. In the worst-case scenario, morally loaded communication can even 
contribute to morally problematic clashes. Questioning moral worldviews can lead to 
hate, aggression, and even violence. The woman being challenged by Singer’s philoso-
phy might not only engage in motivated reasoning, she might also take more extreme 
actions against liberal stances on abortion and euthanasia. Together with her peers from 
her religious community, she might start protesting publicly against Singer and demand 
a limitation of Singer’s right to advocate his position in public. She might even attend 
one of Singer’s lectures and attack him physically. As outlined by Singer himself, both 
things have actually happened to him (Singer, 1993).1 In an extreme case, the woman 
might even take part in violent attacks against abortion clinics.

I do not want to claim that ethical criticism of certain social practices by moral philoso-
phers is the sole cause of aggressive and violent backlashes. However, the aforementioned 
psychological research suggests that morally loaded communication by applied ethicists 
can contribute to such incidents. I suspect that most applied ethicists would judge fuelling 
violent conflicts to be unethical. Consequently, reflection on the possibility of such extreme 
consequences should be a mandatory part of the applied ethicist’s work.

The arguments I brought forward are not supposed to be an attack on applied ethicists. I 
do not want to urge them to stop communicating their ethical positions publicly. However, I 
think that applied ethicists should take the problems outlined above as serious. The funda-
mental philosophical question to be answered here is: Is there a universal moral obligation 
to communicate the ethical stances of applied ethics under all circumstances? As might 
be obvious through the points I made above, I would answer this question in the negative. 

1 It is also telling that Singer and two of his colleagues have recently launched a new journal solely  
devoted to highly controversial topics. The journal provides authors the opportunity to publish their  
arguments under a pseudonym, in order to protect them “from threats to their careers or physical safety” 
(https:// journ alofc ontro versi alide as. org/). Apparently, some applied ethicists have been confronted with 
morally problematic consequences of applied ethics to such an extent that they do not feel safe anymore 
in their philosophical work. This disturbing trend further speaks for the urgency of the points I raise in this 
paper.
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Admittedly, it is very difficult to specify under which circumstances exactly morally loaded 
communication by applied ethics is itself morally wrong. An intuitive answer would be that 
it must be very likely that the ethicist’s communication leads to morally problematic conse-
quences. This line of reasoning again points to the fundamentally interdisciplinary charac-
ter of applied ethics: An ethical judgement about the consequences of morally loaded com-
munication is only possible if one is empirically informed about the extent and probability 
of these consequences and about possibilities of counteracting them (see the section after 
next).

A Problem For Different Ethical Paradigms

It is important to note that the arguments I outlined in the previous sections are not depend-
ent on a specific ethical stance. Many applied ethicists following different lines of ethical 
argumentation have reasons to reflect on the morally problematic consequences of their 
ethical criticism. However, because there is a myriad of different positions and theories 
in applied ethics, it is not possible to show how my worries are relevant for each theory 
in applied ethics. Nevertheless, many theories in applied ethics are highly influenced by 
the most prominent paradigms in moral philosophy. For this reason, it suffices to show 
that utilitarianism, virtue ethics, and Rawls’s theory of justice all provide good reasons for 
applied ethicists to be concerned with the moral significance of their own communication. 
Therefore, all moral philosophers whose arguments in applied ethics are inspired by at least 
one of these ethical paradigms have reasons to take into account the problems I pointed 
out. Only deontological ethics, at least in some versions, might remain unconcerned by the 
arguments I brought forward.

Utilitarianism: Utilitarian ethics is fundamentally consequentialist (e.g., Mill, 
1998/1871; Singer, 2009, 2011). According to utilitarian thinking, an action is morally 
right if it leads to morally good consequences, or in other words, if it maximizes over-
all utility. This extreme short characterization of utilitarian theories is already enough to 
show that utilitarians should be concerned with the points I made. My whole argumenta-
tion focuses mainly on consequences and is therefore close to utilitarian thinking. Thus, 
it would only be consistent if utilitarians applied their way of ethical reasoning to their 
own ethical arguments and theories. For example, one could theorize about the utility of 
Singer’s preference utilitarianism. How much has Singer’s philosophy itself increased 
moral utility in the world and how much has it led to consequences that decreased util-
ity? Depending on the answer to that question, further interesting questions can arise. Sup-
pose for the moment that one could show that Singer’s philosophy actually has had more 
negative than positive consequences and decreased the overall utility in the world. Does 
Singer now have to give up some of his extreme positions, because giving them up would 
maximize the utility caused by his own theory? Or should he at least be much more careful 
advocating his stance publicly? Trying to answer such questions goes far beyond the scope 
of this article. However, it should be clear that reflecting on morally problematic conse-
quences of applied ethics follows naturally from a utilitarian stance.

Virtue ethics. Aristotle famously argued in his Nicomachean Ethics that being truly 
virtuous means being disposed to act in a virtuous manner under many different circum-
stances (Aristotle, 2009). The virtuous person acts out of a deep-seated habit that she 
has formed in many years of moral education and training. Furthermore, a truly virtuous 
person always recognizes what is morally at stake in a specific situation. She has the 
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intellectual capacity to grasp the morally relevant aspects of a situation and to determine 
the appropriate way of acting under particular circumstances. Therefore, Aristotelian 
virtuousness is a combination of dispositions to act rightly and an ability to adequately 
understand and interpret situational circumstances. Beyond that, according to Aristotle, 
a virtue lies in the middle of two extremes. A truly virtuous person is capable of striking 
a balance between two extreme ways of acting. For example, the virtue of fortitude is in 
the middle between the two vices cowardice and foolhardiness. Being truly brave means 
that one does neither flee cowardly in light of danger nor approach the threat carelessly.

It is highly plausible to conclude from this short characterization of Aristotelian virtu-
ousness that the virtuous person should also know the middle concerning morally loaded 
communication. A virtuous person should be able to realize under what circumstances it is 
appropriate to voice ethical concerns and in which cases it might be better to remain silent. 
From the point of view of virtue ethics, one might argue that being a virtuous applied eth-
icist means to be in the middle between merciless moralization and detached amorality. 
Hence, for the applied ethicists in the Aristotelian tradition, reflecting on morally prob-
lematic consequences of her own philosophical discipline is perfectly compatible with the 
basic tenets of her moral philosophy.

Rawls’s theory of justice. Rawls’s book A Theory of Justice is a complex elaboration of 
criteria to determine whether a society is basically just (Rawls, 1971). From a Rawlsian 
point of view, a society is just if it is regulated by basic principles that were chosen by 
rational parties in an initial position of fairness. In this original position, the parties are 
under a veil of ignorance, which means that they know nothing about their personal par-
ticularities. They know nothing about their position in their society and nothing about their 
specific skills and preferences; they even do not know how developed their society will 
be and which generation they will be a part of. According to Rawls, principles that can be 
agreed upon by rational parties under this situation of fairness are just.

In order to decide which justice principles to accept, the parties have to take into 
account the principles of normative decision theory. Of more importance for the points of 
this paper, however, is the fact that the parties have to consider psychological expert knowl-
edge, too. According to Rawls, this knowledge helps them to determine which principles 
will generate the most stable society: ‘The general facts of human psychology and the prin-
ciples of moral learning are relevant matters for the parties to examine. If a conception of 
justice is unlikely to generate its own support, or lacks stability, this fact must not be over-
looked.’ (Rawls, 1971, 145) Rawls emphasizes that it would be a striking argument against 
the adoption of certain principles if one showed that, from a psychological point, a society 
based on these principles would very likely be unstable:

It is for example, a consideration against a conception of justice that, in view of the 
laws of moral psychology, men would not acquire a desire to act upon it even when 
the institutions of their society satisfied it. For in this case there would be difficulty in 
securing the stability of social cooperation. It is an important feature of a conception 
of justice that it should generate its own support. (Rawls, 1971, 137–38)

For Rawls, principles of justice should only be adopted if it seems very likely that their 
implementation will not backfire and lead to an unstable society. Rawls devotes nearly the 
complete eighth chapter of A Theory of Justice to developing a complex theory of moral 
learning, in order to show that his own justice principles will generate a more stable society 
than utilitarian principles.

It is not necessary to go further into the details of Rawls’s complex argumentation. 
The important point should be obvious by now: Thinking about the consequences of 
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implementing his own justice principles in a society was of high importance for Rawls. 
He was convinced that his justice principles would generate a more stable just society than 
utilitarian alternatives and that this fact is a strong argument for his principles. Therefore, 
reflecting on the consequences of ethical theory lies at the core of Rawls’s theory. Moral 
philosophers that deploy Rawlsian arguments in debates of applied ethics have sound rea-
sons to take seriously the morally problematic consequences of their communication.

Deontological ethics. Deontological theories strictly deny that actions can be justified 
by their consequences. For deontologists, ethical actions have to be in accordance with 
moral duties. This means that dutiful acts are of intrinsic moral worth regardless of their 
real-world impact. Immanuel Kant, the most famous deontologist, argued that moral phi-
losophy should be based solely on a priori arguments. He repeatedly claims in several of 
his books on ethical theory (Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, Critique of Practi-
cal Reason, The Metaphysics of Morals) that empirical arguments should play no role in 
ethical theory (Kant, 1965/1785, 1990/1797, 1998/1797, 2003/1787). For Kant, the conse-
quences of an action have no bearing on its moral value. Therefore, it seems plausible that 
a rigorous Kantian will not be worried about the consequences of their own morally loaded 
communication. Applied ethicists working in the Kantian tradition might argue that their 
only job is to determine the rightness or wrongness of certain actions by a priori reasoning. 
If Kantian ethicists are convinced that consequences do not matter from an ethical stand-
point, they might also be convinced that the consequences of deontological ethics itself are 
of no moral concern. For the Kantian deontologist, the sole fact that they have determined 
a certain action to be morally wrong is enough reason to justify open criticism of the peo-
ple acting this way. Worries about the morally problematic consequences of this criticism 
are of no relevance for a radically aconsequentialist Kantian.

Of course, there are alternatives to Kantian deontological theories and not all deontolo-
gists might be as rigid as Kant was. Perhaps some deontological theories can provide rea-
sons for reflecting on the moral consequences of moral theory. At least, it seems plausible 
that if one believes in absolute moral duties in general, one does not automatically have 
to believe in an absolute duty to communicate those moral duties under all circumstances 
(Birnbacher, 1999, 2016).

Where to Go?

The outlined discussion points to one important conclusion: Applied ethics should become 
even more interdisciplinary. Researchers have already made considerable efforts to bring 
applied ethics closer together with empirical sciences (e.g., Birnbacher, 1999, 2016; Ives 
et al., 2017; Chan, 2005; Frohlich & Oppenheimer, 1992; van Thiel & van Delden, 2010). 
This paper provides additional arguments to go further in that direction.

The main reason for this is that unethical consequences of morally loaded communica-
tion are a problem area where normative and empirical questions are closely intertwined. 
If an applied ethicist wants to evaluate the moral value of the consequences of her mor-
ally loaded communication, she has to know what exactly the consequences might be. She 
also has to know the likelihood of different possible scenarios. This raises many intricate 
empirical questions about the social impact of ethical criticism that can only be answered 
by drawing on expertise from different disciplines, such as psychology, sociology, political 
science, economic sciences, etc. Furthermore, depending on the special field the applied 
ethicist works in (e.g., medical ethics, animal ethics, business ethics, environmental ethics, 
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etc.), different empirical disciplines and empirical results can be relevant for her. Accord-
ingly, the applied ethicist might easily be confronted with an unmanageable amount of 
questions and potentially helpful research literatures. Therefore, the different normative 
and empirical questions raised by consequences of morally loaded communication can 
only be answered if experts from different fields and disciplines work closely together.

Another reason for interdisciplinary collaboration is the possibility that incorporating 
empirical knowledge might help applied ethicists in mitigating morally problematic conse-
quences of their work. For example, applied ethicists could collaborate with psychologists 
and communication experts to develop strategies that can help improving the communica-
tion of their arguments to society. As illustrated by the huge literature on framing effects, 
communicating the exact same facts in semantically different ways can influence the way 
people evaluate these facts (Best & Charness, 2015; Kühberger, 1998; Piñon & Gambara, 
2005; Steiger & Kühberger, 2018). Consequently, it is plausible that the way ethical criti-
cism is voiced can have an impact on people’s reaction to that criticism. Exploring the 
most effective way of criticizing social practice from an ethical perspective without risking 
unethical backlashes can help in increasing the positive societal impact of applied ethics.

Communicating Ethics

The psychological literature I drew on above already points to several strategies of commu-
nication that can be used by applied ethicists in order to make their morally loaded commu-
nication more effective. Admittedly, none of these strategies will work perfectly under all 
circumstances. Nevertheless, they are useful heuristics and a good starting point for further 
investigations.

Be sympathetic: Always keep in mind that people are not simply evaluating ethical argu-
ments in a rational and detached manner. They are fighting for their basic identities and 
simultaneously often do not realize that their argumentation is driven by their motivation 
of worldview defence. Therefore, the more you show understanding for their point of view, 
the more they will be willing to listen to you. An empathic and genuinely interested con-
versation about the individual background of a person and her reasons for taking certain 
ethical stances can sometimes achieve more than a listing of carefully thought out argu-
ments. Consequently, do not overwhelm people with philosophical arguments. Especially 
in situations when your opponent gets very emotional during the dispute it might be better 
not to react with more counterarguments and rational analyses. Instead, ask the person why 
she is so aroused and emphasize that it is not your intention to make her uncomfortable. 
Try to understand her point of view and search for connecting factors for your ethical criti-
cism. Perhaps you can cite insightful concrete case examples to which the person might 
relate to in order to make your ethical point.

Avoid devaluation: Probably the worst thing that can happen is that people get the feel-
ing of being devaluated. If your opponent gets the impression that she appears as a bad or 
unintelligent person in light of your arguments, you will certainly fail in trying to convince 
her. Avoid any mode of expression that can be interpreted as ridicule, devaluation, arro-
gance, or condescension. In doing so, always try to adopt the perspective of your opponent. 
It is not important that you evaluate your statements as objective and down-to-earth; it is 
decisive that your opponent has the same impression.

Try to connect with people’s worldview: Frame your ethical points in a way that fits 
into people’s background beliefs. For example, justifying a moral obligation to avoid eating 
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meat by pointing to the suffering of defenceless animals might not resonate well with a 
man that defines himself as a masculine, strong, and tough person. Emphasizing the ben-
efits of vegetarian meals for his health, sportiness, and for his participation in a modern and 
trendy lifestyle might be more compatible with his self-image.

Be consistent as a person: Always practice what you preach. Of course, from the point 
of argumentation theory, the soundness of your arguments is completely independent of 
your personal behaviour. However, criticising people for emitting greenhouse gases and 
thereby destroying global climate while simultaneously flying around the globe yourself 
will make you untrustworthy in the eyes of your opponent. Accusations such as ‘You do 
not comply with your ethical demands yourself’ can be very powerful in drawing peo-
ple’s attention away from the content of your philosophical arguments. Being a role model 
by living up to your ethical standards without becoming a mirthless moralist will leave a 
stronger impression on some people than rational argumentation.

Conclusion

This paper has pointed out that applied ethics can itself be morally problematic, because it 
can lead or contribute to unethical consequences, such as serious psychological discomfort, 
moral backfiring, and hostile conflict. This should not discourage applied ethicists from 
doing their work or from criticizing morally questionable social circumstances. However, 
it should make them aware of the ethical dimension of their own morally loaded commu-
nication. It is important for moral philosophers to reflect upon the ethics of applied ethics. 
Beyond that, exploring the consequences of morally loaded communication and develop-
ing strategies for mitigating these consequences can be an excellent opportunity for inter-
disciplinary collaboration. More research is needed to work out the details of such interdis-
ciplinary programs. Finally, in this article, it was not possible to investigate every ethical 
theory that is prominent in applied ethics. Consequently, future research could build on my 
arguments by providing more in-depth analyses of various theories in applied ethics and 
their approach to the morally problematic consequences of morally loaded communication.
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