Reconsidering Moral Realism and Unrealism in Light of Cognitive

Neuroscience Findings: Richard Joyce’s Perspective

Hossein Ebadaty,! Seyed Ahmad Fazeli 2

Article info

Abstract

The conflict between realism and non-realism was and is
one of the most important fundamental issues of
metaethics. In the meantime, rationalism has been
introduced as the full representative of realism and
emotionalism as the main symbol of unrealism. One of the
new fields that can play a role in this controversy is
neuroscience, which by empirically examining the function
of reason and emotion in the process of moral judgment
and action, may enter the field for or against each of these
two. Richard Joyce is the one who tried to show that these
tindings neither support sentimentalism nor seriously harm
rationalism. He answers the critics' attacks by examining
the types of rationalism. Meanwhile, the discussions of
Jonathan Hyde and Joshua Green as defenders of
emotionalism and as a result of non-realism under the
findings of cognitive neuroscience on the one hand and
Joyce's analysis of the possibility of adhering to realism
from the path of rationalism, on the other hand, provide a
new approach to express a constructionist view of realism
which is coincidentally in line with the views of Muslim
philosophers (or at least some of them).
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Introduction

The field of metaethics has been an important part of moral discussions throughout the history of
mankind. If we place thinking about what a person should do morally in normative ethics, then thinking
about "what a person who is looking for what he should do morally is actually doing?" has to do with
meta-ethical thoughts (Miller, 2003, pp. 1-3). Therefore, whether a set of empirical data can have meta-
ethical consequences or not is different from whether it can have normative moral consequences. And
our problem in this article is meta-ethical consequences.

It should be noted that meta-ethical claims are not moral "must" statements. It is more about how
we should use the word "ought" in our moral discussions. Therefore, the famous fallacy of inferring
"must" from "is" does not apply here (Fisher, 2011, pp. 1-10).

Among the meta-ethical debates, the conflict between rationalism and emotionalism, or the conflict
between moral realism and moral non-realism, is one of the most important issues. Because if the basis
of our moral reasoning and judgment is rational reasoning, we can speak of an external moral matter
independent of our individual mind, which is the basis of moral realism. But if feelings and emotions
are called the basis of our moral reasoning and judgment, then we can no longer defend the moral
externality, and moral concepts are considered our individual mental affairs, and this is the main skeleton
of unrealism.

Michael Smith emphasizes in his The Problem of Ethics that in order to preserve the original
meaning of ethics, we need to remain faithful to realism. Because when we make a moral judgment, our
expression is as if we are talking about a reality that is independent of our subjective and personal affairs
(Smith, 1994, pp. 1-13).

At the same time, unrealism can be effective regarding the motivation for action. If the moral
concepts are my mental affairs, naturally, I will have the motivation to do it just by accepting the
goodness of an action (Smith, 1994, p. 12).

There are different narratives of realism, but the common feature of all of them is that there is a
moral reality independent of the individual mind that people refer to when making moral judgments
about whether something is good or bad. However, there may be a difference of opinion among realists
about the nature of this reality (Shafer-Landau, 2003, p. 13).

Let us reread the main metaethical question in another way. Should the mental states of people,
which are usually accompanied by moral statements, be interpreted as beliefs intended to represent the
world? Here we have no escape from entering the psychology of ethics (Kirchin, 2017, pp. 37-38).

In the last century, neuroscience also entered this field and tried to take a position regarding this

controversy from the perspective of its experimental studies.
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The Role of Emotionalism in Moral Judgments

Many contemporary research findings in the field of psychology and neuroscience show that emotions
play the main role in the style of moral burdens. As Moll writes, “feelings play a central role in moral
experiences” (Moll, 2002b, pp. 2730-2736). Also, Green and Hyatt conclude that contemporary
evidence indicates that moral judgment is more a matter of emotion and instinct than thought-based
reasoning (Greene & Hyatt, 2002, pp. 517-523)

The experimental studies of Moll and his colleagues show that the prefrontal cortex (PFC) plays a
role in processes such as planning complex cognitive behaviors, expressing personality, making
decisions, and adjusting social behavior, and damage to the anterior parts of the PFC at a young age
prevents the acquisition of moral attitudes and values. It leads to gross disorders in social behavior
(Anderson, 1999, pp. 1032-1037). Also, damage to the ventral part of the PFC disrupts stereotypes and
social attitudes and associations of oneself or others with negative or positive characteristics, and

therefore will distort moral judgment (Milne & Grafman, 2001, p. 2).

Joyce's Response to Sentimentalist Arguments
Joyce's response to these defenses is based on several points:

First of all, it should be clear to every person familiar with the metaethical tradition that the use of
the term "emotionalism" by expetimental scientists and philosophers is different. Psychologists may use
this word as they want. It is very important to clear our minds of any misconception that empirical
findings support what philosophers call "emotionalism" (Joyce, 2008, pp. 372-373).

The next point is the difference between causation and simultaneity in explaining the emotional
approach. If we ask a person to think about moral values when we have connected his brain to a brain
imaging device, and when he does this, if we witness the presence of activities related to emotions in
the brain, emotionalism is not necessarily proven.

Regarding the possibility of violating rationalism in the face of neuroscience findings (in three
versions of it, Joyce has tried to separate different claims that may come under the title of "moral
rationalism". He has examined three models of rationalism: psychological rationalism, perceptual
rationalism and justificationist rationalism.

1. Psychological Rationalism: It refers to the view that moral decisions and deliberations causally
flow from a "rational" faculty. It is associated with the idea that moral judgments are the product of the
rational faculty alone. Joyce discusses the challenges to this form of rationalism posed by empirical
evidence, including neuroscience research, concerning emotional activity during moral judgment.

2. Conceptual Rationalism: It is the view that a reference to practical rationality will appear in any

adequate explication of our moral concepts. It is concerned with the claim that moral transgressions are
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those of practical rationality. Joyce examines the implications of empirical findings and philosophical
arguments on Conceptual Rationalism, particularly in the context of motivational internalism.

3. Justificatory Rationalism: This is the view that moral transgressions are rational transgressions;
moral villains are irrational. It focuses on the claim that the principles of rationality favor a certain degree
of impartiality in our dealings with each other. Joyce discusses the compatibility of Justificatory
Rationalism with empirical data and the potential impact of neuroscience on the theory.

Richard Joyce presents a nuanced and comprehensive analysis of moral rationalism, addressing
various forms of rationalism and their potential implications. While Joyce critically evaluates the
exposure of moral rationalism to empirical evidence, including findings from cognitive neuroscience,
he also discusses arguments in defense of moral rationalism. Some of the key arguments in defense of
moral rationalism presented by Joyce include:

1. Nuanced Interpretation: Joyce emphasizes the need for a nuanced interpretation of moral
rationalism. He highlights the complexity of Psychological Rationalism and the distinction between
strong and weak versions of the theory. By acknowledging the historical perspectives of rationalists like
Plato, Aquinas, and Kant, Joyce suggests that cognitive neuroscience studies, while revealing emotional
activity during moral deliberation, do not necessarily undermine the core principles of Psychological
Rationalism.

2. Rational Faculty: Joyce discusses the concept of the rational faculty and its role in moral
judgment. He acknowledges that while cognitive neuroscience studies may reveal an emotional activity
during moral thinking, they do not necessarily refute the idea that moral judgments are the product of
the rational faculty alone. By addressing the challenges posed by cases of individuals with intact rational
faculties who appear unable to engage propetly in moral thinking, such as psychopaths, Joyce presents
a defense of the role of the rational faculty in moral judgment.

3. Impartiality and Rationality: In the context of Justificatory Rationalism, Joyce discusses the
principles of rationality favoring a certain degree of impartiality in our dealings with each other. He
presents the argument that empirical data, including findings from cognitive neuroscience, may not
necessarily challenge the core principles of Justificatory Rationalism, as the theory is compatible with a
broad range of empirical discoveries concerning the foundations of morality.

Conclusion

Joyce's attempt was to show that some of the ambiguities are actually the confusion of interdisciplinary
terms that may divert academic research. Although the dominant tone of his speech was that the
possibility of cognitive neuroscience contributing to metaethics is negative, in his opinion, there is no
absolute reason for this pessimism. He gives the possibility that this companionship will happen in the

future from paths that were not discussed by him (Joyce, 2000, p. 211).
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Neuroscience may also play a role in proving the inherent nature of human moral powers. It is not
impossible that an image of an innate moral power will appear that assumes that moral thinking has not
evolved to discover a realm of moral truths, but such thinking has increased the fertility readiness of
our ancestors by soothing and strengthening social relations (Joyce, 20006, pp. 2-3).

In a critique of Joyce, Sean Nichols argues that experiments on psychopaths and popular beliefs
about them undermine psychological and perceptual versions of moral rationalism. Joyce criticizes
Nichols' argument and concludes that neuroscience cannot undermine perceptual moral rationalism, let
alone the claim that moral judgments can be rationally justified. Finally, Joyce agrees that empirical
research can be related to philosophical moral theory, but not as directly as is often assumed. Joyce
argues that Nichols experiments may reveal ordinary opinions without clarifying conceptual contention
that rationalists need not appeal to moral intuitions in the way Nichols assumes and that Katz's attempt
to justify rationalism fails to cross the interpersonal gap and show why there are no facts about pain

and other hedonic states that would give me a reason not to cause you pain.
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