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Moral Rationalism on the Brain 

Long Abstract | 752 words (excluding references) 

 

The psychological thesis of moral rationalism is that moral judgments are essentially dependent 

on reasoning, not emotions (conceived as distinct from reason). According to moral 

sentimentalists, emotions (conceived as distinct from reason) are essential for moral cognition. 

Experimental work seems to suggest that emotions amplify moral judgment and moral 

incompetence (e.g. in psychopaths) seems to involve emotional deficits. Accordingly, most 

philosophers and scientists appear to take the empirical evidence to preferentially support 

sentimentalism (e.g. Nichols 2004; Haidt 2001; Prinz 2016; Sinhababu 2017; Kauppinen 2019).  

Some rationalists have resisted this trend by drawing on work in cognitive science 

(Maibom 2005; Kennett 2006; Horgan & Timmons 2007; Mikhail 2011; Sauer 2017; May 2018). 

But how does rationalism square with neuroscience in particular? In this paper, I argue that the 

neurobiological evidence, when combined with philosophical analysis, adds additional evidence 

that corroborates, illuminates, and strengthens the empirical case for moral rationalism. The 

argument proceeds in two main steps.  

(1) Studies of neurological disorders that affect moral capacities reveal the entanglement 

of reason and emotion. Gut feelings help to guide many decisions about what to do (Woodward 

2016). But this is true outside of the moral domain. Even when simply considering where to eat 

for dinner, flashes of affect normally help guide decision-making. Patients with damage to the 

ventromedial prefrontal cortex (vmPFC) struggle to make decisions about what to do in 

particular circumstances due to difficulties integrating gut feelings into their assessment of the 

pros and cons of a decision (Saver & Damasio 1991; Koenig et al 2007).  
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Psychopaths also exemplify the entanglement thesis. While their moral deficits are partly 

explicable in terms of diminished compassion and guilt, these are intertwined with diminished 

reasoning capacities, such as poor attention span, difficulty learning from punishment, and 

delusions of grandeur (Maibom 2005; Kennett 2006; May 2018). Psychopaths, interestingly, also 

have dysfunction in the vmPFC (and amygdala) but often much earlier in development (Kiehl 

2006; Blair 2007; Glenn & Raine 2014). The deficits in learning and attention produce some, 

even if small, deficits in moral competence (Aharoni et al 2012; Taber-Thomas et al. 2014; 

Marshall et al 2018). 

This entanglement might seem to trivialize the philosophical debate, but it conflicts with 

the core sentimentalist claim that moral (or, more broadly, evaluative) judgment requires 

emotions unlike other forms of cognition. The collapse, or at least entanglement, of reason and 

emotion ultimately fits better with the rationalist tradition, which maintains that morality isn’t 

special: moral cognition requires affect only in the way that all reasoning or inference does.  

(2) The neurobiological evidence suggests that moral cognition arises from domain-

general capacities in the brain. There is not a particular brain area or network that is solely 

dedicated to either moral judgment or evaluative judgment generally (Parkinson et al 2011; 

Young & Dungan 2012). Several brain areas are regularly active in moral cognition: the vmPFC, 

amygdala, dorsolateral prefrontal cortex, and temporal-parietal junction/posterior STS (Moll et al 

2005; Schaich Borg et al 2006; Young et al 2007; Decety & Cacioppo 2012). Converging 

evidence from various labs suggests that these areas support the domain-general capacities of 

reasoning and learning (Decety & Lamm 2007; Greene 2009; Shenhav & Greene 2010; Young et 

al. 2012). In particular, the relevant brain areas support inferring the consequences of an agent’s 

action, the agent’s mental states (e.g. intent), and the social norms relevant to the context. And 
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this is grounded in multiple methods—lesion, electroencephalography, and neuromodulation 

studies—which, unlike brain imaging, are not as susceptible to problems with “reverse 

inference” (Machery 2014).  

Some of these domain-general capacities are conscious and deliberate, while others are 

automatic, unconscious, and entangle inference and affect. Even if Greene’s (2014) prominent 

dual process model of moral cognition doesn’t appropriately track utilitarian versus 

deontological intuitions, the best version of it reveals how both automatic and deliberative moral 

reasoning involves domain-general reasoning capacities. And this ultimately favors the 

rationalist thesis that, just like cognition in other domains (e.g. mathematics, geography, 

language), inference is integral to moral cognition. 

My overall argument requires careful consideration of the empirical evidence but also 

philosophical analysis of the commitments of rationalism versus sentimentalism in ethics. 

Typically, the theories are defined in terms of reason versus emotion, which is problematic when 

they are not clearly distinguishable in the mind/brain’s operations. Nevertheless, we can preserve 

the debate by recasting it in terms of whether emotions are required for distinctively moral (or 

evaluative) judgment, rather than for reasoning generally. This, however, suggests that 

converging evidence in neuroscience fits better with the tradition of moral rationalism, which has 

insisted that moral cognition is continuous with non-moral cognition in requiring domain-general 

capacities for reasoning, learning, and inference.  
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