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The aim of this paper is to investigate how the coherentist method of reflective equilibrium (RE) 

could be related to the contemporary neuroscientific research on moral judgement. Advocates of RE 

typically consider particular moral intuitions as an important starting point for the knowledge and 

definition of normative principles, as well as an empirical test for the psychological feasibility of 

moral theories (Rawls 1971; Daniels 1979; Brink 1989). Recently, some scholars have argued that 

empirical evidence showing the emotional and automatic character of intuitions in moral judgement 

(see Haidt 2001; Greene et al. 2001) undermines their reliability and, hence, also the soundness of 

RE (Singer 2005). According to such empirically-informed criticism of RE, neuroscientific research 

shows that many of our particular moral intuitions rely on epistemically dubious processes, such as 

heuristics, biases and other pre-reflexive – and thus, they infer, irrational – responses (Greene 2014; 

Singer 2005). Moreover, these considerations also strengthen another, traditional objection which 

accuses RE of ethical conservatism (Brandt 1979: 20–22; Singer 1974). According to this critique, 

due to the reciprocal adjustment between general principles and particular intuitions that it looks for, 

RE would constitute an obstacle to the emancipation from obsolete moral norms and prejudices, and 

hence to the promotion of moral reform (Greene 2013; Singer 2005). In this contribution I argue that 

recent research in neuroethics does not undermine RE. Rather, it requires it, proving RE to be still 

the most convincing method for the acceptance of moral principles and theories, as well as for their 

practical implementation and for the promotion of moral reform.  

The main critics of RE typically sympathize with Sidgwick’s foundationalist account of ethical 

principles, which should be established a priori. Like Sidgwick, contemporary moral foundationalists 

appeal to a “higher” kind of intuitions (Singer 2005: 350–51, 1993: 8–15; Sidgwick 1907), able to 

grasp self-evident and unobjectionable moral truths which – according to these views – coincide with 

the utilitarian principle (Greene 2013; Singer 2005). In this perspective, if particular moral 

judgements or intuitions do not cohere with the principle(s), the former should be abandoned or 

modified. This method could apparently resemble RE, but it is substantially different for it is strictly 

asymmetrical: first principles have an absolute priority in this test. As some scholars have noticed, 

however, if moral intuitions at the level of particular judgements (specific actions) or mid-level 

principles (classes of actions) are unreliable because they depend on epistemically dubious processes, 

debunking arguments based on neuroscientific evidence should cast doubt on every kind of intuition, 

at any level of abstraction (Levy 2009); indeed, some critics have noticed that even the justification 

of the utilitarian principle(s) might be conceived as “sentimental” (see e.g. Smart 1973: 7; Mill 1861: 

144) and evolutionary-driven (Kahane 2011: 119–20). Thus, also the higher-level intuitive foundation 

of utilitarianism would be as unreliable as others (Campbell 2019: 41; Kauppinen 2014: 297; 

Sandberg & Juth 2011).  

Aware of this problem, Sidgwick tried to define some criteria to guarantee a privileged 

epistemological status to such a higher kind of intuitiveness (“philosophical”, as he called it). In The 

Methods of Ethics he claimed that an ethical “axiom” must be «not conflicting with any other truth» 

and «supported by an adequate ‘consensus of experts’» (Sidgwick 1907: xxxii). However, although 

the aim of Sidgwick (and of its contemporary legacy) was clearly foundational, these criteria demand 

something at least partially similar to what RE requires. Indeed, traditional formulations of RE claim 



that i) moral statements ought to be consistent with scientific and other reliable – or at least plausible 

– philosophical commitments (Daniels 1979: 258–60); and ii) that moral judgements which have to 

be balanced with first principles and non-moral statements are «those judgments in which our moral 

capacities are most likely to be displayed without distortion» (Rawls 1971: 48; see also Daniels 1979: 

258). For these reasons, would-be foundationalists should not be worried that, through the method of 

RE, moral principles might be threatened by the search for an equilibrium with particular, intuitive 

judgements which may «derive from discarded religious systems, from warped views of sex and 

bodily functions, or from customs necessary for the survival of the group in social and economic 

circumstances that now lie in the distant past» (Singer 1974: 516). Indeed, RE does not ask to balance 

biased intuitive judgements with ethical principles in search for an equilibrium. First, the Rawlsian 

concept of “considered moral judgements” precisely operates as an initial coarse-grained filter; 

secondly, anyway, every moral principle and particular judgement can be potentially revised (and 

even totally abandoned) as a result of this dialectical method, which is essentially fallibilistic (Brink 

1989: 142).  

Lastly, the idea that neuroscientific research would have shown us the epistemic unreliability of 

moral intuitions is, at the very least, debatable. Indeed, many scholars have suggested that automatic 

and emotionally-charged intuitions often involve unconscious inferential processes, and that they 

might track morally relevant aspects of situations (Railton 2014; May 2018), being a quite reliable 

guide for our judgements and actions. Affective cognition is a highly flexible learning system, and it 

can be trained and educated through conscious experience, social exchange and rational deliberation 

(Sauer 2017). 

In light of all these considerations, neuroscientific data on moral judgements does not undermine 

the coherentist method of RE as some philosophers have recently suggested. On the contrary, there 

are several reasons for maintaining that empirical evidence on moral cognition constitute an important 

aspect to be balanced with moral judgements at any level of abstraction, in order to define and/or to 

accept less-biased, more realistic, and more easily implementable normative theories. In this sense, 

empirical moral psychology and neuroethics should constitute relevant instances of those 

“background theories” Daniels had in mind, namely the set of non-moral beliefs moral statements 

have to be consistent with. Such research is providing us with an increasingly clearer picture about 

the functioning of our moral minds, and this can be extremely useful for the revision of our prejudices, 

biased judgements and ways of reasoning and reacting, thus providing the actual conditions for a 

more effective and progressive moral reform. 
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