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Abstract


This article contributes to the reimagining of Roman Catholic ethics in the twenty-first century, building on the research of Sweeny Block, who argues that the unconscious dimensions of the moral life play a decisive role in moral agency. By taking account of the work of researchers in moral psychology, the traditional boundaries of moral theology can be reimagined to give a more accurate accounting of moral agency, leading to improved work in moral formation. This interdisciplinary approach engages the experiences of Catholic thinkers from the Global South, whose experiences are not usually countenanced in theorising on the nature of morality. The discussion presents a Caribbean refinement of Bandura’s eight mechanisms of moral disengagement, which are amplified and distilled into culturally relevant attitudes captured in the everyday language or speech events of the Jamaican people. Roman Catholic ethics have not treated with the concept of moral disengagement in any meaningful fashion. The amplification of the mechanisms of moral disengagement points to and reinforces the inadequacy of models of moral agency that disregard unconscious dimensions while centring rationality and free will in the face of human fallibility and social contexts that are distorting and deforming. It points to storytelling, an important part of the Caribbean culture, as one way to improve our moral agency by expanding the moral imagination to better form our moral vision.
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1. Introduction


In the realm of Christian morality, human beings are traditionally understood to be rational, deliberate, self-aware, free decision-makers (Sweeny Block 2021, p. 1; Pope 2024, p. 2). However, such notions of moral agency prove inadequate in the face of the complex nature of human decision-making and the global moral challenges of today (Sweeny Block 2021, p. 1). Moral agency, therefore, must extend “beyond individual rationality and the seemingly straightforward choice to do good or harm” (Sweeny Block 2021, p. 2). Cahill (2017) similarly advances the importance of intention, motivation, and context in decision-making. At the same time, many notions of the human in theological ethics rest on the idea of the human informed by the social sciences, including “broad-based community organizing as a means of enabling human agency, the role of habits in the formation of human character, and the normative valence of human nature in moral judgment” (Arner 2021, pp. 367–68). Yet, “the Catholic church continues to rely on a conceptual framework that prioritizes reason, knowledge, and explicit, decisive action while it neglects agents’ unconscious formation in cultures of sin” (Sweeny Block 2021, p. 3).



This article contributes to a reimagining of Roman Catholic ethics in the twenty-first century; it builds on the research of Catholic ethicist Elizabeth Sweeny Block (2021), who argues that the unconscious dimensions of the moral life, viz, moral vision, moral imagination or distorted consciousness, play a decisive role in moral agency. Taking account of this requires integrating the work of researchers in moral psychology, which itself draws on fields such as anthropology, psychology, sociology, and history. In so doing, the traditional boundaries of moral theology, particularly the nature of moral agency, can be reimagined to give a more accurate accounting, leading to improved work in moral formation. This is an important consideration and task as it is recognised that the principal institutions in the moral sector, as they are described by Taylor (1992)—church, school, media, civic and community organisations—are falling short or, as Sweeny Block (2021) maintains, are lagging.1 Catholic moral theologians can benefit from advances in the social sciences by taking an interdisciplinary approach to reimagine and more accurately reflect moral action (Sweeny Block 2021, p. 2).2 Importantly, this interdisciplinary approach should engage the experiences of Catholic thinkers from the Global South, such as the Commonwealth Caribbean, whose experiences are not usually countenanced in theorising on the nature of morality. The issue of agency—moral or otherwise—is a seminal one for Caribbean people, for whom the colonial legacies of disenfranchisement continue to reverberate (Mottley 2024, December 10). Reimagining Catholic ethics requires meeting the postcolonial moment and integrating the thought and experiences of postcolonial thinkers (Howard 2019, p. 2).



The discussion examines the unconscious dimensions of moral decision-making as captured in the social cognitive theory (SCT) of moral cognition and conduct proposed by social psychologist Albert Bandura (1925–2021). Bandura answers the question of why good people do bad things through the idea of moral disengagement, a form of distorted consciousness, which operates through eight distinct mechanisms. Read theologically, moral disengagement, which is an unconscious distortion of moral perception and awareness that prevents persons from recognising injustice and their participation in it, is a category of social sin (Sweeny Block 2021). People can, therefore, retain their self-regard and sense of righteousness while behaving quite unjustly by deploying cognitive mechanisms such as euphemistic labelling or victim-blaming. The discussion presents a Caribbean application of Bandura’s eight mechanisms, which are amplified and distilled into culturally relevant attitudes captured in the everyday language or speech events3 of the Jamaican people (Chevannes 2006). The amplification of the mechanisms of moral disengagement, which was explored by Perkins (2013), points to and reinforces the inadequacy of models of moral agency that disregard unconscious dimensions while centring rationality and free will in spite of human fallibility and social contexts that are distorting and deforming. This is an important contribution to Roman Catholic ethics, which have not treated with the concept of moral disengagement in any meaningful fashion, even as, as Pope (2024) maintains, post-Vatican II, they have moved towards relational and personalist approaches.



This Caribbean contribution accounts for the power of informal ethics to shape our moral vision, that is, the implicit/almost imperceptible lens through which we view the world and the other (Pope 2024).




Informal modes of conceptualising morality communicated throughout communities and expressed ‘common sense’ aphorisms, sayings, exemplary figures, folklore, cautionary tales, and the like. They blend Catholic values with those of the host culture. Informal modes are much more pervasive and influential than formal modes of conceptualising morality.



(Pope 2024, p. 2)





Our moral vision can either help our recognition and response to injustice or hinder it. It is possible to improve our moral agency by expanding the moral imagination to better form our moral vision. Storytelling, an important part of the Caribbean culture, is one way to do this. Indeed, literature is a privileged site for exploring ethical questions (Howard 2019, p. 3), as is demonstrated through the morality stories of Anansi, the Ashanti-Akan spider character, who travelled with our enslaved ancestors across the Middle Passage. These stories can be key agents of ethical education as they are continually reshaped and retold in new circumstances (Zobel Marshall 2011, p. 219). So, as Zobel Marshall (2011) indicates of Andrew Salkey’s retelling, “whilst on the Jamaican plantations the Anancy stories reflected the brutal and unpredictable lives of the slaves and the lengths they had to go to survive, Salkey uses Anancy to outline his vision of a better, more ethical, world” (p. 219).




2. Catholic Conceptualizations of Morality


Pope (2024) maintains that it is misleading to speak of the Roman Catholic conceptualisation of morality as if there were only one such conception. Catholicism has sponsored various schools of theology, such as Augustinian, Thomistic, or liberationist, in which formal systematic analyses of normative morality are found. Given the differing conceptions of morality in these various schools, it may be best to speak of and recognise Roman Catholic ethics as plural(ist). The post-Vatican II Catholic Church proposes a conception of morality, which is more personalist and relationship-centred: more highly social and communal (Pope 2024).




Since the establishment of the Council, Catholic moral theology has given a new priority to context, relationships, and relational goods and responsibilities, as well as to gospel values.



(Cahill 2017, p. 2)





At the same time, the turn to the subject with an inner self endowed with freedom can be described as the hallmark of Catholic theological ethics since the Second Vatican Council (Cahill 2017, p. 2). The person is socially constituted as are moral knowledge, intention, and action. Communities and the nature of social relations shape personal identity and action (Cahill 2017, p. 4). There is a dynamic and dialectic tension between the subject and moral discernment and agency, which “are collective, inductive, and locally variable, even if responsible to larger, nonrelative goods” (Cahill 2017, p. 4). Self and society are essential to the normative enterprise; both must be adequately and integrally accounted for in discussions.



However, this dialectic continues to be largely shaped by limited perspectives, mainly male, White, and Western. The potential for Catholic ethics to be truly dialectical requires drawing upon the intercultural and interreligious perspectives that arise in the postmodern moment. A reframed Roman Catholic ethics must, therefore, be cross-cultural, communal, and dialogical “because our cultural traditions lead us to a deeper appreciation of what we share as human beings, and an appreciation of our vital differences” (Cahill 2017, p. 5). Therefore, the perspectives and experiences of Roman Catholic thinkers from the Caribbean, given what Lowe-Ching (2000, p. 21) describes as “our privileged place of encounter with God”, can contribute to such re-envisioned ethics, especially through the consideration of the hidden dimensions of moral agency explored via the inputs of social psychology. This is a task undertaken in collaboration with partners from the West, who are “equal in dignity if not resources” (Lowe-Ching 2000, p. 14).




3. The Hidden Dimensions of Moral Agency


The process of individual formation in the Catholic Church involves teaching persons that they are culpable for the deliberate, discrete decisions they make as moral agents. They are, therefore, not responsible for the effects of actions they did not deliberately choose or could not avoid (Sweeny Block 2021, p. 2). “The Catholic church continues to rely on a conceptual framework that prioritizes reason, knowledge, and explicit, decisive action while it neglects agents’ unconscious formation in cultures of sin” (Sweeny Block 2021, p. 3). Moral psychology, however, inquires into the human capacity to make and act upon judgments, which is informed by moral intuition as well as moral emotions.



Moral intuitions can be deformed or distorted by cultures of sin (Sweeny Block 2021, p. 3). Such unconscious distortions prevent us from seeing injustice and our own participation in and perpetuation of it (Sweeny Block 2021, p. 3). In the language of Catholic morality, “our natural moral capacities have been seriously compromised by both the original sin into which we are all born and our particular sinful tendencies, debilitating moral weaknesses, intellectual blind spots, and spiritual immaturity” (Cahill 2017, p. 4). A knowledge of the importance of moral intuition and the distortions of cultures of sin “point to the inadequacy of models of moral agency that rely on the rational decision maker to recognize and make decisions that oppose injustice” (Sweeny Block 2021, p. 3).




4. Moral Disengagement


Distorted perceptions and a culture of sin—which we cannot see—are expressed in moral disengagement. Moral disengagement explains why people can engage in inhumane conduct without apparent distress or feelings of guilt or shame (Bandura 1990a, b, 1999, 2002, as cited in Moore 2008). Individuals morally disengage by habitually deploying “cognitive mechanisms which reframe their actions in ways which downplay their ethical content or import, thus suspending the self-regulatory processes that socio-cognitive theory suggests govern individual moral behaviour” (Moore 2008, p. 129). In so doing, individuals separate the moral component from an unprincipled act to rationalise engaging in it (Tillman et al. 2018, p. 2). Moral disengagement is a cognitive orientation that develops over time and is influenced by the social contexts in which the individual functions (Moore 2008, p. 131). It is correlated to the lowering of civic behaviour (Caprara and Capanna 2006 as cited in Moore 2008).




5. The Mechanisms of Moral Disengagement


Traditionally, researchers recognise eight different cognitive or psychosocial mechanisms through which moral disengagement occurs (Bandura 2023): moral justification, euphemistic labelling, advantageous comparison, displacement of responsibility, diffusion of responsibility, distortion of consequences, dehumanisation, and attribution of blame.



These mechanisms can be gathered into four groups based on how they work (Tillman et al. 2018): (1) restructure the conduct so it is not viewed as immoral or having any moral import (moral justification); (2) restructure the acts to appear less harmful (euphemistic labelling, advantageous comparison); (3) minimise the role or personal involvement of the perpetrators (displace or diffuse responsibility); (4) minimise, misrepresent or discount the true negative consequences of those actions for others (distortion of consequences, dehumanisation, and attribution of blame).



Perkins (2013) presents a cross-cultural refinement of the traditional eight, which extends these mechanisms to eleven, taking account of the circumstances/experiences of the Commonwealth Caribbean, particularly Jamaica. These are moral niching, moral hierarchies, and pointing to precedence. Table 1 depicts the mechanisms of moral disengagement, including the refining proposed by Perkins (2013).



Examples and experiences from everyday life and the relevant attitudes captured in everyday language or speech events illustrate moral disengagement at work in Jamaica. (Speech events and correlated activities as well as moral disengagement mechanisms are detailed in Table 2). Scamming, for example, is rampant in some parts of the island; individuals deploy moral justification to describe it as a just redistribution of resources that were stolen from the enslaved ancestors; the descendants of the enslaved are, therefore, rightly retaking what is theirs. So, notorious Dancehall artiste Vybz Kartel, in his song “Reparations”, portrays scamming as harmless, as he claims it does not involve gun violence, but is, in fact, an earner of much-needed foreign exchange! (It is beneficial to the country!) Such unethical acts may be accompanied by the dismissive phrase, “a no notn” [it is not a big deal/of no moral import].



Similarly, euphemistic labelling renames harmful actions to appear benign. So, for example, “stealing” is labelled “tekin” (“taking”) or simply a source of livelihood/survival (“iitin a fuud”/“eating a food”). No one could possibly object to activities aimed at survival, which is a central value for Jamaicans (Chevannes 2006). Electricity theft, which occurs widely, has evolved from being denoted as “brijin lait” [bridging light] to caaswein (causewaying—a tongue-in-cheek reference to the Causeway Bridge connecting Kingston to Portmore, St Catherine). Advantageous comparison draws on even more harmful activities to make the action in question seem innocuous. “Hafta mi naa kil nobadi” [I am not murdering/killing anyone] may accompany such comparisons.



Displacement of responsibility and diffusion of responsibility minimise the role of the individual. Displacing responsibility attributes the responsibility for actions to authority figures, who may have tacitly condoned or explicitly directed the behaviour. So, gang members point to the authority of the don or the area leader, who ordered them to “discipline” rivals (gang violence/reprisal) or demand “protection” money from market vendors (extortion/intimidation).4 (Note that “discipline” and “protection” are themselves euphemistic labels for criminal activities.) Ways of thinking that diffuse responsibility distribute blame across the members of a group rather than place it on an individual member. With increased incidents of violence in schools, a schoolgirl punished for being one of a group who assaulted a rival may forthrightly defend her actions, “A no mi wan” [I was not acting alone].5 These mechanisms work by absolving individuals of moral responsibility, effectively denying the ability to act freely. “I was made to do it by/for XYZ”, or “I played such a small part that I’m not responsible”, are cognitions of this type (Perkins 2013).



As illustrated in Table 1, the three additional mechanisms identified by Perkins (2013) cluster around diminishing/displacing/diffusing responsibility. Persons absolve themselves of responsibility for their actions by calling on precedence—“others have done it before me”. So, the vendor who “marries” basic food items to non-necessities during times of scarcity points out that others are doing the same thing. The question for her then is “Why then is she being singled out?” Calling upon the way things are ordered as another way of deflecting responsibility is captured in the oft-heard phrase, “A so di tingk set” [that is just the way things are].



The creation of niche moralities carves out spaces within which typical norms cannot function or take hold. The response of some law enforcement officers to intimate partner violence—“a man an uman biznis dat” [that is what happens in intimate relationships!]—is an example. The dismissive approach to violence in domestic spaces normalises it and places vulnerable women and girls in danger.6 Similarly, in establishing moral hierarchies—“a big piipl bizniz dat” [that applies only to adults]—moral norms like being respected and having a certain level of autonomy are removed from the interaction between adults and children. This is often seen in parent–child relationships. The politics of moral orders and moral disengagement are interconnected in how they justify hierarchies and exclude certain groups from moral consideration. Moral orders create hierarchies that privilege certain groups while marginalising others, often sustained by moral disengagement mechanisms like dehumanisation or victim-blaming (Austin-Broos 2009). These processes reinforce systemic inequalities, embedding them in cultural norms and individual attitudes, as seen in the moral exclusions tied to colonial histories and social stratification (Austin-Broos 2009).



The final three cognitive mechanisms (distortion of consequences, dehumanisation, and attribution of blame) reframe the effects of an individual’s actions, either by minimising the outcomes or by minimising the distress those actions cause others. So, household workers stealing from their employers may justify this by saying they treat them unfairly usually by paying them poorly—“tiif tiif fram tiif Gad laaf” [a thief stealing from another thief is a source of amusement for God]. In Jamaica’s colour-/class-/racially divided society, these employers are marked out and dismissed as “Uptown/Brown/Red people”, with the immediate implication that wrongdoing is inherent to that group of people. Such reframing is not intended to recast the activity in a positive light; rather, it works by minimising the true consequences that those actions have on others. Stealing from someone comes at a cost to them, regardless of whether they seem to be able to afford the loss or not. Similarly, in a society of rampant corruption, the consequences for the state, society, and vulnerable groups, for example, often are minimised as corruption is cast as a victimless crime. Corruption in Jamaica undermines public trust and diverts resources away from essential services, exacerbating poverty and inequality. Vulnerable groups, such as the economically disadvantaged, women, and youth, are disproportionately affected, facing reduced access to healthcare, education, and employment opportunities. The Integrity Commission of Jamaica emphasises that combating corruption is crucial to ensuring equitable development and protecting the rights of all citizens (Integrity Commission of Jamaica 2024).




6. Loci of Regulation


Another way of grouping these mechanisms takes account of the locus of regulation at which self-sanctions are disengaged: moral, agency, outcome, and victim (See Figure 1). When people “sanctify harmful means by investing them with worthy social and moral ends”, this occurs at the behavioural locus (Bandura 2023, p. 1). So-called righteous ends are used to justify unrighteous, even harmful means (moral justification). Advantageous comparison renders harmful conduct benign or even altruistic when advantageous comparison is engaged. Likewise, euphemistic labelling uses innocuous language to cloak and sanitise harmful behaviour. These mechanisms at the level of the behaviour are particularly powerful as they serve a dual purpose: they engage morality in harmful conduct while disengaging morality in carrying out the harmful conduct.



The ten mechanisms of moral disengagement are interconnected (Pandikattu 2023). When moral disengagement is practised, the mechanisms can be combined. The cumulative effect of combining the mechanisms can be greater than that of a single one. “This shows that integrating many systems may be the most efficient way to mask emotional self-regulation” (Pandikattu 2023). Attribution of guilt and moral justification are often combined, for example. This can be seen in sports, for instance, when a player fouls an opponent and claims to have done so in retribution for the opponent’s previous foul on one of her teammates. The offender may accompany this victim-blaming with a claim to protecting their teammate, a recognised value in team sports. In so doing, she fulfil a valuable social need to ethically justify the action (Pandikattu 2023).




7. Stories and Moral Formation


Storytelling can be a powerful tool for shaping moral formation in the Caribbean, offering a culturally relevant way to communicate values, ethics, and faith. Rooted in the oral traditions of the region, storytelling resonates with Caribbean communities, connecting deeply to their history, spirituality, and social realities. Caribbean narratives—whether through folklore, proverbs, or religious tales—serve as vehicles for imparting moral wisdom, addressing issues such as respect, justice, community, and personal responsibility (Chevannes 2006). These stories often weave together Christian principles and local cultural expressions, making moral teachings more relatable and accessible.



Among Caribbean people, Anansi stories are told “as a deliberate device to reinforce in us such important values as respect for age, good manners…, obedience and respectful silence towards the disabilities of others” (Chevannes 2006, p. 64). Anansi is the trickster/crossroads deity shared by Afro-Caribbean people. Furthermore, they “explain[…] the nature of the world and the relations and places of the beings in it” (Chevannes 2006, p. 95). Whether the character features in a morality tale or not, they are still called Anansi/Nansi stories (Chevannes 2006, p. 66).



Grace Nichols, in a poem entitled “Sly Anansi”, unwittingly engages the notion of moral disengagement, where Anansi, the sly suitor, importunes the female protagonist to engage with him in adultery. Sensing her hesitation, he harangues her not to think—“woman shouldn’t think you know”. Nonetheless, she is “thinking all the same”, but in the vein of the sly arachnid:




How I can use weave of words to bend web of laws,//How I can submit papers,/inserting clause -//In other words, how I can make full claim on cyclone, storm, hurricane-//And every eddy eddying forth/from my warm unstable edges.



(Nichols 2010, p. 150)





She too is contemplating the illicit engagement, but is fudging around for a scapegoat to blame for her choice. This poem could be used with young Catholics (and other Christians) to introduce the ideas of moral disengagement and commitment to marital fidelity.7 Her sly suitor is not an unknown character for he is oft encountered in art as in life:




The man yu give permission/an let into yu secret place/bareface/turn out to be/a real anancy bredda/wid more cunning and guile/dan Bredda Anancy/teck what yu born wid/lef yu wid six mout to feed.



(Lee 2003, “Pain”, p. 161)





By engaging the imagination and emotions, such poetry could foster empathy and reflection while challenging ways of thinking that may involve objectifying persons (the woman, who must not think or is to be tricked) or victim-blaming (storms, hurricanes) without concern or remorse. In addition, parables, both biblical and locally adapted, can illustrate complex moral dilemmas and guide listeners toward virtuous living. The integration of storytelling in liturgy, catechesis, and pastoral work allows for a dynamic interaction between faith and culture, reinforcing the moral teachings of the church in ways that are both memorable and transformative.



Moreover, storytelling encourages intergenerational dialogue, bridging gaps between elders and youth, and ensuring the transmission of moral values. The intergenerational value of stories for moral formation is expressed in Easton Lee’s tongue-in-cheek poem, “Kiss Mi Granny”8:




She had myriad songs, numberless stories/some we suspect made up on the spot/to teach a truth, comfort a soul, soothe a heart/…/these stories she told anywhere and everywhere/as she combed and plaited hair/bathed a wound, wiped a leaking nose/washed and ironed and mended clothes,/or rolled the spinner for the soup or stew.



(Lee 2003, p. 142)





By blending Catholic teachings with Caribbean cultural elements, as does Lee’s Granny, storytelling fosters a sense of identity and moral clarity, enabling individuals to navigate the challenges of contemporary society with faith and integrity.




8. In Lieu of a Conclusion


A recognition of the complexity of human moral agency, which is offered by taking account of the learning from social sciences, calls us to attend to “what we do not or cannot see”—not the evident acts of wrongdoing, but the distorted culture and perceptions that underlie them (Sweeny Block 2021, p. 3). In their empirical research on moral disengagement, Tillman et al. (2018) note that behavioural ethicists do not venture beyond the impact of moral disengagement on individual behaviour. They demonstrate that there is a form of “post-moral disengagement” as many individuals, who morally disengage to commit an unethical act, will experience negative emotions from having learned of the consequences; they then will engage in post-moral disengagement as a coping mechanism. Tillman et al., as a result, recognise that moral disengagement is a multi-stage, multifunctional process, which requires further exploration as an explanatory mechanism (Tillman et al. 2018, p. 11).



These hidden sources of moral judgement call on Catholic ethics/moral theologians to reimagine moral agency more accurately by taking account of and making the unconscious sources of moral judgement more conscious while working at/contributing to correcting and improving distorted perceptions.



Research on moral disengagement opens up possibilities for engaging with the lived experiences of Caribbean people, as the Jamaican experience demonstrates, particularly its contribution to refining this social cognitive theory. In Jamaica, individuals—through mechanisms like moral niching, euphemistic labelling, displacement of responsibility, and advantageous comparison—often rationalise unethical practices, from corruption to domestic violence. These patterns of cognitive reframing are shaped by historical and systemic factors, such as colonial legacies and socio-economic hierarchies, which continue to marginalise vulnerable groups. Yet, as Chevannes (2006) and Perkins (2013) emphasise, moral agency can be reclaimed through culturally resonant practices like storytelling.



Storytelling and moral agency intersect in profound ways, highlighting the importance of culture and narrative in fostering ethical behaviour. Storytelling in the Jamaican context is deeply rooted in oral traditions, which serve as tools for transmitting values and shaping moral consciousness (Chevannes 2006). Through parables, folklore, and everyday narratives, communities are reminded of shared ethical principles and challenged to reflect on personal and collective responsibility. These stories not only expose the harm caused by moral disengagement but also inspire individuals to embrace moral agency by reconnecting with a sense of justice and solidarity.



By integrating the right kind of storytelling into moral education and public discourse, Jamaica can counteract moral disengagement and foster a culture of accountability. This approach, rooted in local traditions, empowers individuals to navigate ethical dilemmas with integrity and to contribute to a more just and compassionate society.
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Notes


	
1

	

Sweeny Block includes religious ethical theories alongside school and church. Cahill (2017) highlights the role of the guild of moral theologians.






	
2

	

This approach is not indifferent to the issues of generalizability and veracity that arise in social science research (Arner 2021, pp. 367–68).






	
3

	

The phonetic pronunciation of the Jamaican language/speech is captured using the Jamaican Language Unit/Cassidy Orthography: https://www.mona.uwi.edu/dllp/jlu/background (accessed on 2 December 2024).






	
4

	

See Christopher Charles (2007) for a discussion of counter societies in Jamaica, which demonstrates the activities of gang involvement in extortion.






	
5

	

See Lewis et al. (2019) for a discussion of school girl involvement in criminal gangs.






	
6

	

See Perkins (2019) for a discussion of the impact of Christian norms on the response to intimate partner violence in Jamaica, in light of the Global Women’s Health Survey.






	
7

	

See (Perkins and Syms 2023).






	
8

	

“Kiss Mi Granny” is an exclamation used by Jamaicans to express shock, surprise, or disbelief. The phrase humorously exaggerates the idea that something is so astonishing that it would make us do something unexpected—like kissing our grandmother. It is a colourful and expressive part of the Jamaican language, used in both positive and negative situations.
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	Mechanism of Moral Disengagement
	Description
	Example





	Moral Justification
	Framing behaviour as serving a higher or socially acceptable purpose.
	Justifying harming civilians in violent incursion as necessary for national security or violence prevention.



	Euphemistic Labelling
	Using sanitised or neutral language to downplay the harmful impact of one’s actions.
	Referring to a military operation as “strategic operations” instead of “attacking civilians”.



	Advantageous Comparison
	Comparing harmful behaviour to worse behaviour, making it seem less unethical.
	Comparing a small act of cheating to larger corporate or government fraud.



	Displacement of Responsibility
	Attributing the responsibility for unethical actions to authority figures or others.
	Blaming unethical actions on orders from superiors.



	Diffusion of Responsibility
	Spreading responsibility across many individuals, making it harder for any one person to feel accountable.
	A group of people participating in bullying; each person feels less responsible.



	Distorting the Consequences
	Minimising or ignoring the harmful effects of one’s actions.
	Downplaying the environmental harm caused by pollution.



	Dehumanisation
	Denying the humanity of others, making it easier to mistreat them.
	Treating an entire group of people as less than human based on their gender, race/colour, ethnicity, or other attributes.



	Attribution of Blame
	Blaming the victim for the harm inflicted on them, suggesting they brought it on themselves.
	Blaming someone for being the target of bullying because of their appearance or presumed sexual orientation.



	Victim-Blaming at Societal Level
	Holding entire groups responsible for their situation, often leading to systemic oppression or neglect.
	Blaming poverty-stricken communities for their lack of success rather than recognising societal and economic systems at play.



	Moral Niche
	Individuals or groups carve out a “moral space” where certain unethical behaviours are justified or accepted as part of their specific circumstances or environment.
	Justifying exploitation of workers in a company because it is “how the industry works”, or “everyone else is doing it.”



	Precedence
	Justifying unethical actions by referring to their historical or cultural precedence, implying that they are justified because they have occurred before.
	Justifying discriminatory practices in a society by pointing to their long history or cultural tradition.



	Moral Hierarc