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Broadminded: 
Sociality and the Cognitive Science of Morality 

 
 
 
Loneliness is a terrible thing.   

Hardly a novel observation, this; as Aristotle said, human beings are political animals, 

and their flourishing is a community affair.  Yet however obvious it may be, the importance 

of human sociality has not been sufficiently appreciated in the study of human reasoning and 

morality.  Much contemporary cognitive science and moral philosophy is Cartesian in spirit: 

it appears to presuppose that human beings reason best on their own, windows closed and 

curtains drawn, as in the gripping fiction of Descartes’ Meditations.  Individualism, the view 

that optimal human reasoning is substantially asocial, pervasively inflects the study of 

human morality. We will argue that individualism is mistaken, and offer the beginnings of an 

approach to the cognitive science of morality that better reflects the social nature of human 

functioning -- an approach we call collaborativism about rationality. 
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1. From Cognitive Science to Moral Psychology 

Cognitive science is a relatively new field, no more than five decades old, and for much of 

that period, questions about moral functioning have been all but invisible.1  At the same time, 

the deliverances of cognitive science have been, until very recently, all but invisible in moral 

philosophy.  We won’t hazard a historical guess about the omission in cognitive science, but 

there are prominent theoretical considerations that have been widely thought to sharply limit 

the place of the empirical in ethics.   

Ethical inquiry, on a familiar perspective, is a normative or prescriptive inquiry, 

regarding what should be done or occur, while scientific inquiry, including cognitive-

scientific inquiry, is an empirical or descriptive inquiry, concerning what is rather than what 

ought to be.  And never, some philosophers appear to have thought, the twain shall meet.  Of 

course you know smoking is implicated in shorter and less healthy life courses, but on the 

familiar perspective nothing easily follows about whether you ought kick the habit; perhaps 

you are, as the T-shirt reads, here for a good time rather than a long time.2  A normative 

residue remains, it is plausibly thought, even after the all the facts are in.   

The question of what exactly such considerations show fueled some of the most 

heated controversy in 20th century philosophical ethics, but we will not review the 

“naturalism/anti-naturalism” debate here.3 As philosophers of cognitive science, our 

sympathies lie with the philosophical naturalists who suppose that the descriptive and 

                                                
1 As is evident when one peruses classic anthologies in the field, such as Cummins & 

Cummins (2000). 

2 Doris thanks Nicholas Sturgeon for reporting on the T-shirt. 

3 Extended discussions of normativity in ethics are found in Darwall et al. (1997), Gibbard 

(1990), and Railton (2003). 
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prescriptive are more deeply intermingled than many critics of naturalism have recognized, 

but we realize that this debate, like so many philosophical debates, may fairly be judged 

inconclusive.  At the same time, we can’t help but remark on a philosophically telling 

appearance: even while argument about the ethical relevance of empirical considerations was 

raging, moral philosophers were freely appealing to empirical considerations, both in 

critiquing their opponents’ theories and developing theories of their own (Doris and Stich 

2005: 114-6).  

Given that such rhetorical tactics are ubiquitous, it is obscure how a philosophical 

ethics that eschewed the empirical would proceed. Consider Hare’s (1952: Ch. 5) celebrated 

attack on ethical naturalism, which is predicated on the empirical observation that the English 

word “good” is used to commend.  Tellingly, this critique of naturalism is fairly understood 

as deploying an empirical observation about linguistic practice.   Presumably, Hare did not 

find his appeal to empirical considerations to be of the objectionable variety, but then one is 

left wanting to hear more about exactly what the objectionable variety is.    

Maybe the difficulty is with empirical appeals that make reference to science  --

perhaps as opposed to “common sense” or philosophical speculation -- but then one is left 

wanting a reason why appeals to science, in particular, should be eschewed.  The answer 

might be that the empirical considerations adduced in science are not philosophically 

relevant, while the empirical considerations adduced without reference to science are, but it is 

difficult to see how this surprising result could be established without inquiry – a posteriori 

inquiry – into what the science actually shows.  

What does the science actually show? Over the past decade or so, work in the vicinity 

of philosophical ethics making unabashed appeal to the empirical human sciences has 

become increasingly commonplace, and to judge by the record of publications, the literature 



 4 

in what is nowadays called “moral psychology” is quite a thriving one.4  But this could be a 

mistake; convergence on error is not unknown in the history of ideas.  Obviously there exists 

something of a growth industry at the intersection of the human sciences and philosophical 

ethics, those suspicious of the new empirical exuberance might say, but what’s the reason for 

thinking it philosophically significant? 

Here’s an obvious answer.  Cognitive science studies human problem solving, 

broadly construed, while central to ethics are questions of practical rationality, that subset of 

problem solving directed at determining what to do.  Not just any doings, presumably: 

deliberating about a chess move doesn’t count as an exercise in practical rationality in any 

ethically interesting way.  To stipulate a bit, we might say that practical reasoning concerns 

thinking about how to live, and moral reasoning is a (no doubt poorly demarcated) sub 

category of practical reasoning regarding matters of ethical concern, often having to do with 

the coordination of judgment, sentiment, and behavior for humans living in groups (see 

Gibbard 1990, 2003). Such reasoning can be done badly or well, and how badly or well it is 

done, one might suppose, has a good bit to do with how people’s lives, and the lives of those 

with whom their fortune intertwines, turn out.   

At this juncture, cognitive science might be a source of illumination.  Start with 

descriptive inquiry into how people actually reason.  Then, armed with a bit of philosophy, 

pursue evaluative inquiry into what it is to reason well.  Now suppose there is substantial 

                                                
4 “Moral psychology” is also applied to speculative inquiry in moral philosophy and 

empirical work in developmental psychology; our use of the terminology draws on both 

approaches, but is considerably more inclusive.  For overviews, see Andreou 2007; Doris and 

Stich 2005, 2006.  For collections giving an extended sense of work in the field, see Doris et 

al. forthcoming; Knobe and Nichols 2008; Sinnott-Armstrong 2007 a, b, c. 
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divergence between the outcomes of these two inquiries. For example, cognitive social 

psychology in the “heuristics and biases” tradition has identified a plethora of ways in which 

human rationality appears to depart from plausible normative standards (e.g., Nisbett and 

Ross 1980; Kahneman et al. 1982; Baron 2001). This discrepancy has spurred some 

philosophers to draw pessimistic lessons for various philosophical projects, such as 

traditional approaches to epistemology (e. g., Stich 1996).5 One might take a similar approach 

to practical reasoning; perhaps cognitive science reveals that people often reason poorly on 

ethical matters, as indeed studies of biases like racism and sexism seem to show (e. g., Kelly 

et al. forthcoming).  For a pessimist, this might intimate a rather depressing upper limit on 

how well people can reasonably be expected to behave.  Less pessimistically, cognitive 

science might generate important constraints on ethical theorizing: if an ethical theory 

prescribes forms of moral cognition or behavior that are not readily available to people, it 

must either (1) provide an ameliorative story about how people may come to approximate 

these psychologically distant forms, or (2) explain why these forms should command 

allegiance despite the improbability of people obtaining them.  

Here, we take a slightly different approach, one we think rather optimistic in spirit.  

While we will identify conditions that impede the exercise of practical rationality, we also 

                                                
5 The pessimism instigated by the heuristics and biases tradition is challenged by arguments 

to the effect that many heuristics are, despite being implicated in laboratory errors, well-

suited to the situations that people typically confront in their everyday lives (see Gigerenzer 

et al. 1999).  How sanguine a view the evidence allows remains a contested question in 

psychology (Gigerenzer, 2000; Kahneman & Tversky, 1996), but even if human reasoning 

frequently deploys effective heuristics, the evidence also indicates that human reasoning is 

often less than optimal (Samuels & Stich 2004).   
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believe that there are many relatively uncontroversial examples of successful practical 

reasoning.  With these examples in hand, we can ask what sorts of processes subserve them: 

what do people do, when they manage to do well?  If cognitive science identifies processes 

underlying successful practical reasoning that differ from the processes a philosophical 

theory leads us to expect, we may want to revise the picture of human cognition assumed by 

that philosophical theory.  This suggests constraints on what a scientifically credible ethical 

theory may look like, but it may also, by identifying the sorts of conditions where people 

reason best, have practical implications regarding how people may reason, and ultimately 

live, better.  

Talking unselfconsciously about rationality may be thought to beg substantive 

normative questions. And indeed it does.  Even if we set aside the many general skepticisms 

about evaluative judgment, it remains the case that there is not one rationality, but many.   

Take, as an example, the flat tax. Does the flat tax favor the rich?  Suppose it does.  If so, the 

question of whether it is rational to support it might depend on your financial circumstances: 

on economic conceptions of practical rationality, perhaps you should vote your wallet.  On 

the other hand, suppose a flat tax would exacerbate the already grotesque socioeconomic 

polarization of American culture. If so, moral conceptions of practical rationality might 

counsel opposing a flat tax, no matter the extent to which it would help one amass more 

wealth.   

In addition to such contentious evaluative questions, in the background are difficult 

theoretical questions, having to do with subjective vs. objective conceptions of rationality.  

Consider a venerable Humean belief/desire conception, where rationality is an instrumental 

affair: given those beliefs and those desires, the rational thing for the agent to do is to act so 

as to satisfy those desires in light of those beliefs.  But this, as has been noted many times (e. 

g., Korsgaard 1996), makes a thin soup: what if the agent, like too many agents, has perverse 
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desires, or cloddish beliefs?    Satisfying perceived interests, it seems clear, is not always in 

one’s interest.  On the other hand, notions of reasons that do not somehow hook up with the 

agent’s desires seem rather mysterious (See Williams 1981): if the Queen doesn’t care 

whether the unwashed masses eat bread or cake, what does it mean to say she has reason to 

feed the hungry?  

One promising attempt at giving both the Queen and her more tender-hearted 

interlocutors their due appeals to a “full information” idealizations of rationality:  on standard 

renderings, what’s rational is not whatever the agent desires, full-stop, but what she would 

desire, if she were fully and vividly informed of the relevant facts, and free of cognitive 

abnormalities.   The hope is that we here have room for reasons that are answerable to both 

agent and world, or what Railton (2003: 11) calls the agent’s “objectified subjective interest.”   

We think such approaches provide a helpful framework, but there is obviously much difficult 

discussion to be had.6 We won’t, given demands of time and space, have it. Instead we will, 

rather unflappably, proceed ostensively, and work with cases where judgments of rationality, 

at least judgments of comparative rationality, seem more or less secure. To be sure, one 

philosopher’s obvious example is another philosopher’s contentious one, and we will attempt 

to be mindful of this as we march along.  But risking ruffled feathers as we proceed is, here 

as elsewhere, better than not proceeding at all. 

 

 

 

                                                
6 See Brandt (1979), Railton (2003), and Smith (1994) for various formulations of full 

information views. Loeb (1995), Rosati (1995), Sobel (1994) and Velleman (1988) offer 

critical discussion. 
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2. Moral Psychology: State of the Art 

Happily, empirically oriented work in and around moral philosophy has lately proliferated to 

such an extent that a comprehensive review is impossible in a manageable space.7  Another 

salutary feature of the recent research is that it is robustly interdisciplinary, being conducted 

by both philosophers and psychologists, not infrequently working together.  Psychologists 

and cognitive scientists of various stripes have begun to pursue philosophically self-

conscious work on such topics as agency and moral responsibility (Baer et al. 2008; Wegner 

2002; Stanovich 2004; Malle 2001; Malle and Knobe 2001; Woolfolk et al. 2006), moral 

judgment (Greene & Haidt 2002; Haidt 2001; Haidt et al. 1993; Pizarro & Bloom 2003); 

altruism (Batson 1991) and culture (Nisbett 2003; Norenzayan 2006), while philosophers 

have initiated empirically informed work on moral judgment (Greene et al. 2001; Greene and 

Haidt 2002; Nichols 2004; Prinz 2007a; Sripada & Stich 2007), moral motivation (Roskies 

2003; Schroeder 2004; Prinz 2007a), innateness (Mikhail 2000; Nichols 2004; Prinz 2007b), 

moral character (Flanagan 1991; Doris 1998, 2002, 2005; Harman 1999, 2000; Merritt 2000, 

Merritt et al. forthcoming; Miller 2003; Sabini & Silver 2005; Kamtekar 2004; Vranas 2005; 

Annas 2005, Arpaly 2005; Solomon 2005), disagreement (Brandt 1954; Moody-Adams 1997; 

Doris & Stich 2005; Doris & Plakias 2007), altruism (Stich et al. forthcoming), well-being 

(Haybron 2005, 2007, 2008; Tiberius 2004, 2006, 2008; Tiberius & Plakias forthcoming), 

intentionality (Knobe 2006),  free will  (Nahmias et al. 2007; Nichols & Knobe 2007), 

intuitions (Weinberg et al. 2001; Doris & Stich 2005; Sunstein 2004; Sinnott-Armstrong 

2005; Horowitz  1998), and emotion (Prinz & Nichols forthcoming). Before we develop our 

central theme, collaborativism about rationality, we’ll briefly canvass some of this research, 

particularly as it relates to the phenomenon most studied to date, moral judgment.  

                                                
7 See the sources cited in note 4 above for citations. 
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Among the more developed bodies of empirical research on moral judgment is the 

extensive literature on the “moral/conventional distinction” (Turiel 1983).  Drawing 

inspiration from moral philosophers, developmental psychologists investigated how children 

respond to “moral” violations, like unprovoked hitting, as compared to “conventional” 

violations, like talking in class.  In a large number of studies it was discovered that children 

treated unprovoked hitting and other moral violations differently from merely conventional 

violations of classroom rules.  For example, hitting was more likely than talking in class to be 

(1) judged impermissible, (2) judged to be seriously wrong and (3) judged to be wrong even 

if a teacher had no rule against it. Moreover, children tended to justify their answers by 

saying that hitting is wrong because it hurts the person, while talking in class is wrong 

because it’s against the rules.  This research was taken to bolster the “domain” theory of 

moral judgment, according to which morality and convention occupy discrete domains of 

thought.   

The attempt to articulate a clean distinction between these two domains has been 

fraught with difficulty, and not all relevant empirical work has supported domain theory (see 

especially Kelly et al. 2007).  But even if the demarcation fails, some very interesting 

phenomena remain.  For instance, one central strand in metaethics holds that moral judgment 

depends critically on emotional responses (e.g. Hume 1777/1975), and there is evidence that 

emotions play an important role in guiding performance on the moral/conventional task.  

Psychopaths are known to have diminished emotional response to suffering in others, and 

Blair (1995; 1997; 2005; Blair et al. 2006) has found that psychopaths (and children with 

psychopathic tendencies) perform atypically on the moral/conventional task.  In light of this 

evidence, Blair argues that the normal person’s aversive emotional response to suffering in 

others generates the distinctively moral judgments found on the moral/conventional task.  

Pace Blair, Nichols (2004: 14-16) argues that that the emotional response cannot be sufficient 
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for moral judgment, for people can have emotional responses to suffering without judging 

that there is a transgression, as when seeing a young child fall off her bike.  Rather, Nichols 

(2004: 16-17) suggests, internally represented rules also play a critical role in normal moral 

judgment.  However, for both Blair and Nichols, moral judgment is associated with 

emotional responses, and this would seem to provide support for a sentimentalist account of 

moral judgment. However, this remains an active area of controversy, with some researchers 

suggesting that the deficiencies in the psychopath’s moral judgment derive from deficiencies 

in their rational capacities  (Maibom 2005; Kennett 2006).8  

A second approach studies moral judgment in the context of moral dilemmas.  Again, 

the method draws inspiration from philosophy, especially in the form of the “trolley 

problems” that have been a staple of normative ethics for the past 40 years.  In the bystander 

case, a trolley is bound to kill five people on the main track, but if diverted, it will kill one 

person on the side track.  In the footbridge case, the trolley is bound to kill five people unless 

a man with sufficient mass to stop the train is pushed in its path. (Not an easy sort of fellow 

to push around!) Many philosophers think that the “intuitive” response to these cases holds 

that it is permissible to divert the trolley in bystander, but not to push the man in footbridge 

(Foot 1978; Thomson 1985).  The intuition is not a theoretically obvious one, since both 

diverting and pushing seem to be cases of sacrificing one to save five, and therefore 

mandated on utilitarian grounds, but some philosophers maintain that the putatively intuitive 

response helps reveal appropriate normative principles (e.g. Thomson 1976).   

Recently, psychologists and philosophers have morphed this tool of normative ethics 

it into a method for empirically exploring moral judgment (e.g. Petrinovich et al. 1993; 

Mikhail 2000; Greene et al. 2001).  Unlike some other philosophical “intuition pumps” that 

                                                
8 Cf. Blair 2007; D’Arms 2007; Nichols 2007; Prinz forthcoming; Gibbard 2006. 
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have been investigated empirically, philosophers’ speculation on trolley problems has been 

substantiated by systematic empirical research:9 experimental participants do seem to find the 

“intuitive” response intuitive, favoring diverting for bystander, but prohibiting pushing for 

footbridge (Hauser, 2007). These findings led Greene and colleagues (2001) to propose that 

footbridge judgments are motivated by the fact that such hands-on “personal” actions 

generate greater emotional aversion than “impersonal” actions like bystander; the theoretical 

asymmetry is supposedly generated by the emotional asymmetry.  Recently, further evidence 

for the role of affect in moral judgment emerges from work on patients with emotional 

deficits. Koenigs, Young, et al. (2007) found that patients with damage to a brain region 

associated with emotional processing, the ventral medial pre-frontal cortex, were more likely 

to say that actions like footbridge were permissible, suggesting that the emotional processing 

may be implicated in the response pattern typical of normal populations. Finally, if negative 

emotions play a role in people’s judgment that it’s wrong to push the man in front of the 

train, then perhaps inducing positive emotions will dampen the negative emotions and change 

people’s judgments.  To test this, Valdesolo & DeSteno (2006) had subjects watch either a 

boring or a humorous video clip; then subjects were given the footbridge case.  Those who 

watched the funny video were more likely to judge that it’s okay to push the man in front of 

the train!  

Accounts like Greene’s seem to treat emotion as a sufficient determinant for certain 

forms of moral judgment, much as Blair’s does. And again, this has drawn criticism.  For 

example, Nichols & Mallon (2006) argue that while emotions play an essential role in moral 

                                                
9 In contrast, empirical research problematizes the common philosophical assumption that 

folk habits of responsibility attribution are incompatiblist (Nahmias et al. 2007; Woolfolk et 

al. 2006; Doris et al. 2007).  
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judgment, Greene’s account is incomplete because it neglects the critical contribution of 

culturally specified rules.  Mikhail (2000, 2007; cf. Hauser 2006), promotes a more radical 

departure from Greene’s emotion-based account, suggesting that responses to the trolley 

cases are driven by an innate “moral grammar.”  On this view, moral judgment is guided by 

complex internal principles that are not explicitly taught.  Instead, children “come prepared” 

with principles that enable them to reliably distinguish different categories of actions, such as 

commissions and omissions, and these principles structure moral responses.  One strand of 

evidence for this is cross-cultural agreement on thought experiments like the trolley cases; 

patterns typical of American experimental participants, such as the bystander/footbridge 

asymmetry, appear to be replicated in a wide variety of cultures (e.g., O’Neill & Petrinovich, 

1998). Once more, there is continued debate: numerous philosophers acquainted with the 

empirical record have emphasized cross cultural diversity rather than uniformity (Harman 

1996; Doris & Stich 2005; Doris & Plakias 2007), and various critics maintain that whatever 

cross-cultural uniformity there is can be explained without appeal to innate moral principles 

(e.g. Nichols 2004, Prinz 2007a). 

Another area of empirical investigation at the intersection of action perception and 

moral judgment examines the effect of evaluative judgments on the attribution of intention 

and moral attribution.  For instance, in Knobe’s (2003) well-known study, participants were 

more likely to say that a business executive intentionally produced a side effect when the side 

effect was bad (harming the environment) as compared to good (helping the environment).  

Relatedly, numerous studies show that evaluative judgments affect people’s attributions of 

causation.  Alicke (1992) presented participants with stories where a speeding driver gets in 

an accident, and asked them to judge whether the driver or environmental conditions was 

more important in causing the accident.  In one condition, participants were told that the 

driver was speeding so that he could hide an anniversary present for his parents; in the other 
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condition everything was the same except that the driver was speeding so that he could hide a 

vial of cocaine from his parents.  Alicke found that people apportioned a greater amount of 

the causal influence to the driver when he was speeding to hide the cocaine (see also 

Nadelhoffer 2004). Apparently, folk psychology – judgments of intention, causation, and the 

like – is strongly influenced by folk morality – judgments of badness, wrongness and the like.  

This is a particularly striking effect:  as we’ve seen, many philosophers have insisted on a 

sharp demarcation of the descriptive and normative, but it appears that this distinction is not 

much respected by “common sense.” 

 Research at the intersection of empirical psychology and ethical theory has produced 

a wealth of important theory and data, enlivening both cognitive science and ethics.  But this 

research exhibits a striking feature that we ourselves were until recently oblivious to: 

overwhelmingly, the cognitive science of morality proceeds with individualist assumptions. 

With notable exceptions such as Darley and colleagues’ (Latané and Darley 1970; Darley and 

Batson 1973) studies of social influences on helping behavior and Milgram’s (1974) work on 

destructive obedience, researchers typically investigate morally charged psychological 

phenomena by focusing on individual cognition, with little attention to the group dynamics 

implicated in moral judgment.  This investigative strategy has produced important results, but 

it has also obscured another, equally important, class of social phenomena – the investigation 

of which may bring us closer to the workings of moral judgment “in the wild.”   

Once again, it may be observed that we should attend to the distinction between 

descriptive and normative inquiry. Cognitive scientists are naturally thought to be concerned 

with how people actually reason, while philosophers are naturally thought to be concerned 

with how they should reason, and this may be thought to prompt a distinction between 

descriptive individualism, the view that humans typically reason asocially, and normative 

individualism, the view that humans best reason asocially.  This distinction is worth bearing 
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in mind while considering the individualist presuppositions of different research programs, 

but once again, the distinction between the descriptive and the normative emerges as a rather 

permeable one.10   For in determining under what conditions people reason optimally, we will 

want to consider under what conditions they do in fact, reason better or worse, since a natural 

approach to articulating optimality conditions involves making comparative assessments of 

actual cognition in actual circumstances.  And this is the approach we will adopt here.  While 

descriptive and normative individualism may be disentangled – in theory if not always in 

practice – they are appropriately treated together, not least because they present associated 

difficulties for the study of moral psychology. 

 

3. A Tourist’s History of Individualism 

At an approximation, individualism maintains that optimal human reasoning is 

asocial, and therefore implies that sociality does not facilitate, and may impede, practical 

reasoning.  We will argue that individualism, at least in its starker forms, is troubled by much 

research in cognitive science, which instead suggests a conception of practical rationality that 

is richly social.  We call the alternative conception of practical rationality collaborativist.11  

To again approximate roughly, collaborativism maintains that optimal human reasoning is 

substantially social, and therefore implies that sociality facilitates practical reasoning.  

                                                
10 Indeed, one might suppose that inasmuch as cognitive scientists are interested in how 

people normally function, they inevitably become entangled in normative issues, for as the 

philosophy of psychology makes clear, determinations of normalcy (as the word itself 

indicates) are fraught with normative considerations (see Murphy 2006; Woolfolk & Doris 

2002). 

11 Thanks to Mark Timmons for suggesting this term. 
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It may immediately be observed that individualism looks something of a non-starter.  

We intimated as much at the outset:  human beings are ultrasocial mammals, perhaps 

eusocial mammals  (Foster & Ratnieks 2005), who do everything in groups, from making 

love to making war.  Who, then, would advocate individualism?  

 The answer, on defensible readings, includes many canonical figures in the Western 

philosophical tradition.  For the limit case, start with Nietzsche (e.g. 1886/1966: 212), who 

repeatedly warns of the danger “the herd” presents to the “higher type” of person: 

[T]he concept of greatness entails being noble, wanting to be by oneself, being able to 

be different, standing alone and having to live independently.12 

Call this a species of individualistic perfectionism: human beings can only be at their best 

when they are socially unencumbered.  Of course, Nietzsche’s views are notoriously extreme, 

but individualist themes repeatedly recur in philosophers with more cautious casts of mind. 

 Here is Descartes, in a famous passage from the Meditations:  

I WILL now close my eyes, I will stop my ears, I will turn away my senses from their 

objects, I will even efface from my consciousness all the images of corporeal things; . 

. . holding converse only with myself, and closely examining my nature, I will 

endeavor to obtain by degrees a more intimate and familiar knowledge of myself. 

(Meditations III, sec. 1) 13 

                                                
12 For further discussion, see Leiter (2002: 116-17). 

13 It is perhaps a measure of the seductiveness of this picture that it was drawn by a man who 

was an energetic philosophical correspondent, holding converse not only with himself, but 

also with his interlocutors.  Indeed, despite their “official” methodological picture, the 

Meditations are accompanied by the “Objections and Replies” where Descartes directly 

engages his critics (for discussion, see Ariew and Greene 1995; for Descartes’ 
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The problem of the Meditations is how knowledge of the external world may be obtained in 

the face of skeptical challenge.  The solution, it turns out, is not by discussing it with friends, 

or starting up a lab, but quite the opposite: it is the isolated enquirer who is best able to 

address the skeptical difficulty. It will quickly be observed that the Descartes’ of the 

Meditations is rather self-consciously spinning a yarn; his method, it might be said, is very 

much an ideal method.  As ever, we now face large questions about how the ideal is 

supposed to relate to the actuality, but it is presently enough for our purposes to note that the 

ideal is very much asocial; if the actuality is supposed to diverge from the ideal in virtue of 

its sociality, it is somewhat obscure how the sociality is supposed to come in. 

The Meditations looks to be a work of theoretical reason, and it may therefore be 

wondered what it has to do with the practical reason that preoccupies moral philosophers.  

We doubt that the distinction between theoretical and practical reason can be perspicuously 

drawn, but no matter. For individualism is similarly evident in venerable conceptions of 

practical reason, such as Kant’s (1784/1963: 3): 

Enlightenment is the release of human beings from their self-incurred tutelage. 

Tutelage is the inability to use one's own reason without direction from someone else 

. . .. Have courage to use your own reason! -- that is the motto of enlightenment. 

Here again, the idea seems to be that the optimal expression of human rationality is effected 

when the agent is freed from social influence.  As in Descartes, people are supposed to best 

think things through by themselves.    
Individualism also appears in the thought of a figure who is, on contemporary 

philosophical taxonomies, rather uncomfortably related to Kant, John Stuart Mill (2002 

                                                                                                                                                  
correspondence, see Cottingham et al. 1991). Thanks to Dennis DesChene for help on this 

point. 
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[1863]: 65): 

 [I]t is only the cultivation of individuality which produces, or can produce, well-

developed human beings . . . what worse can be said of any obstruction to good, than 

that it prevents this?  

While the differences between Mill and Nietzsche are at least as striking as those between 

Mill and Kant, Mill appears to share with Nietzsche an attachment to individualist 

perfectionism, where the possibility of human excellence increases as the role of social 

influence decreases. 

In Western philosophy, individualist themes are repeatedly sounded in work on 

theoretical rationality, practical rationality, human excellence, and human flourishing.  

Famously, Macpherson (1962: 3) argued (with special attention to Hobbes and Locke) that 

modern liberal-democratic theory is sourced in the “possessive individualism” of 17th century 

political thought, which conceives of the individual 

as essentially the proprietor of his own person or capacities, owing nothing to society 

for them . . . .  The individual, it was thought, is free inasmuch as he is proprietor of 

his person and capacities.  The human essence is freedom from the dependence on the 

wills of others, and freedom is a function of possession. 

While Macpherson’s tone may tend to the dramatic,14 the less flamboyant assessment of 

Goodin (1998: 531) identifies related themes running from the Enlightenment to 

contemporary moral and political theory:  

The Enlightenment model of social life . . . depicts rational (or anyway reasoning) 

individuals choosing goals and plans and projects for themselves, with those 

                                                
14 Macpherson’s analysis, particularly his history of ideas, is controversial (Dunn 1974).  For 

assessments, see Carens (1993) and Townshend (2000). 
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autonomous individuals then coming together, of their own volition, in pursuit of 

shared interests and common goals. ... From Pico della Mirandola through Kant and 

the early Rawls, this vision of modern man as a ‘sovereign artificer’ has reigned 

supreme throughout mainstream Western moral and political thought.  

It is not, of course, that these canonical philosophers somehow failed to notice that human 

beings live in groups.  Rather, it is that human beings’ self-direction –what we have been 

calling practical rationality – can be pursued, and is in some sense best pursued, in a way that 

is prior to, or independent of, social entanglements.  

As is well known to every philosophy graduate student, history is a dangerous thing. 

Although we take ourselves to have good company in scholars such as Goodin and 

Macpherson, we cannot confidently opine to have gotten the history right. But suppose that 

we are right about the history, and canonical philosophers underappreciate the sociality of 

rationality. Then we have the enticing prospect of showing how contemporary cognitive 

science finds some of the greatest philosophers in the Western tradition to be guilty of serious 

error. This would be a largish result. But (as we’re sure is evident), we’re not historians; 

perhaps we’ve bungled the history. So now suppose that we’re wrong about the history.  

Perhaps our intended targets, when read aright, give due weight to the sociality of rationality; 

then we have the enticing prospect of showing some of greatest philosophers in the Western 

tradition to be even greater than is usually thought, for they anticipated cognitive science that 

was not produced until ages after their deaths.  This, too, would be a largish result.  Then our 

endeavor can be seen in either of two ways: as an empirical revision of canonical ideas in 

Western philosophy, or an empirical explication of canonical ideas in Western philosophy.  

Both projects, we submit, are worth undertaking.   

A final historical note, before moving on: collaborativism too has august 

philosophical precedents.  As we’ve already said, Aristotle (1984: Pol. 1253a19-39; 
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1298b20; EN 1155a15-16) famously observed that human beings are political animals.  Less 

famously, he likened human beings to eusocial organisms like bees (1984: HA 487b33-

488a10, Pol. 1253a7-18).  Indeed, some scholarly readings of Aristotle (Cooper 1990: RRR; 

Brown, forthcoming), emphasize the interdependence of human organisms and the sociality 

of their functioning in ways related to our project; if these readings are less obvious than they 

might be, perhaps it is because Aristotle is often read through the lens of Enlightenment 

individualism.15 

 

4. Individualism in the Cognitive Science of Morality 

 We think that individualism is a theme that can be seen to run far and wide through 

Western social thought: it’s a theme instantiated wherever the “rugged individualist” is 

celebrated, the “conformist” is castigated, or the child is admonished about the dangers of 

“peer pressure.”  But we don’t need to insist on this point here, since individualism is 

abundantly evident in the contemporary cognitive science of morality.  Think of the social 

psychology “vignette” studies that have, in no small measure due the relative economy of 

their production, been the paradigm most often pursued by philosophical experimentalists 

                                                
15 This collaborativist strain in Aristotle is of course important to historically informed 

communitarians like MacIntyre (1984; cf. Sandel 1982).  While we are happy to note that 

collaborativism may be congenial to communitarians, our present concerns are distant 

enough from the communitarian-liberal debate in political philosophy that exploring the 

affinities here would risk confusion.  In particular, as Bird (1999: 3-7) points out, we court 

misunderstanding if we conflate individualism as a psychological thesis and individualism as 

a political thesis; since our focus is the former, we’ll here let the communitarianism debate 

well enough alone. 
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studying moral cognition: sneak into the department office under cover of darkness, Xerox 

the needed copies of your stimulus materials, and you’re good to go, near enough for free.  

Now look, for a moment, as our dutiful participants quietly (if unnervingly quickly) fill out 

their questionnaires: they’re hunched over their desks, looking neither left or right, saying 

nothing, as they work through the intricacies of some moral problematic.   

If the silence isn’t deafening, it should be.  Instead of this monastic setting, go down 

to your neighborhood bar, where you might find the regulars discussing some or another 

moral conundrum: the legitimacy of torture say, or the finer points of marital infidelity.  

Voices are raised; fingers are pointed.  And that’s our point.  In the wild, folks don’t do this 

stuff quietly: they cajole, they plead, they argue, they abuse.  And they do all of this together.  

It’s hard to imagine something less like this than our dutiful experimental participants, 

mutely circling numbers on a Likert scale.  

The same is true for another place where cognitive scientists, notably Greene and 

Moll (e.g., Greene et al. 2001, 2004; Greene, 2007; Moll et al. 2002 a, b, 2008), have made 

their way to studying morality: scanner studies of the neural activity associated with moral 

cognition.  Once again, things are pretty quiet (except for the din of the fMRI machine); the 

participants think alone.  In both vignette and scanner studies, moral cognition is treated as 

the activity of solitary individuals.  (Indeed, in scanner studies, the variables of interest often 

involve only parts of individuals.) The Enlightenment legend of the lonely thinker, it appears, 

infuses the most empirically aggressive work philosophers have done in many years.   

We don’t mean to be snippy.  We’re talking about work we admire here, and we’d be 

the first to say it’s necessary work.  Indeed, it’s work we’ve done ourselves (e.g. Doris et al. 

2007; Nichols & Knobe 2007).  So whatever aspersion we’re casting, we do so as 

companions in guilt.   
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We here propose to expiate some of this guilt, by developing an approach to the 

cognitive science of morality that’s as garrulously social as the lived moral life.  This will be 

a noisy undertaking indeed, because the material we must consider gains realism at the 

expense of introducing factors – a great mess of factors – inimical to the controlled 

observation that distinguishes the sort of experimental work we’ve recounted.  But the racket 

is worth it.  Taking the social seriously, we’ll argue, can enrich both cognitive science and 

philosophical ethics.  We can’t do as much as we’d like to, because the phenomena we 

consider are taken over in bits and pieces from a diversity of literatures, and these fragments, 

given the underdeveloped state of the evidence, make for an unruly pastiche.  But we think 

we can do enough to make our thesis plausible, and hope we can do enough to inspire future 

research. 

 

5. The Cognitive Science of Sociality: Individualism and Pathology 

In the 1950s and 60s, Harlow (e.g., Harlow 1986; Harlow et al. 1965) conducted a famous – 

or infamous – series of experiments documenting the effects of social isolation on rhesus 

monkeys.  Within hours of their birth, the infant monkeys were housed in a stainless steel 

chamber and afforded no contact with any animal, human or nonhuman, for a duration of 3 to 

12 months. The consequences were catastrophic. When removed from the isolation, two of 

six monkeys in the 3-month isolation group stopped eating entirely, one of these died, and the 

other was force fed to keep it alive.  Monkeys in all the isolation groups developed florid 

psychopathologies, including aggression, withdrawal, and, for females, inability to breed and 

deficient maternal care for offspring.  It was extremely difficult to restore the isolates to 

approximations of normalcy, but -- tellingly for our purposes -- the one effective treatment 

was a social one.  Harlow and Suomi (1971:1537-8) paired damaged monkeys that had been 

reared in isolation from birth to 6 months with 3-month old normal monkeys, labeled 
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“therapists”; within 6 months, the isolates were almost indistinguishable from monkeys that 

had been raised in a normal social environment.  

Studies of this kind on human populations are, thankfully, prohibited on ethical 

grounds. (Indeed, one may think Harlow’s experiments with monkeys objectionable on 

ethical grounds.) However, history is scattered with examples of “forbidden experiments” 

involving feral children, who have been found living in the wild or among animals, and 

confined children, who are the victims of egregious abuse and neglect.  Given the historical 

uncertainties surrounding feral children, we focus here on cases of confined children. Among 

the best known of these cases is the 1970’s “Genie,” who when discovered by authorities at 

the age of 13 had spent most of her life imprisoned alone in a single room (Newton 2002: 

208-229).  Unsurprisingly, Genie was tragically impaired: such formative social deprivation 

causes severe cognitive and social disability that, unlike the disability of Harlow’s monkeys, 

appears to be irreversible.  Money (1992: 123) terms the syndrome “psycho-social 

dwarfism”:  

In less successful cases, the outcome is one of insufficient autonomous independence 

in the affairs of daily living, and a reliance, not unlike the reliance of a pet on its 

master, on someone who will be on hand when help or rescue is needed. 

This clinical description should be especially striking to philosophers: among the things at 

issue is a failure of autonomous agency.  Of course, such disability is not solely attributable 

to social deprivation: confined children are typically subject to abuse and neglect, often 

horrific abuse and neglect, in addition to isolation, and the disabilities associated with 

“psychosocial dwarfism” are also attributable to these factors.  As we’ve already said, the 

data we must consider are noisy, and the causal factors at issue are not readily disentangled.  

But there is little reason to doubt that social isolation is a major pathogen in these cases, just 

as the Harlow studies would lead one to expect. 
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Another way of seeing the connection between sociality and moral functioning is to 

consider psychopathologies where sufferers are socially impaired. If these individuals are 

deficient in moral reasoning, and social impairments are plausibly thought to be implicated in 

these deficiencies, there is further reason to associate sociality and morality.  Autistic 

children present with a broad range of deficits in social reasoning, including serious disability 

in attributing mental states to others (see e.g., Baron-Cohen 1995; Nichols & Stich 2003). It 

is perhaps surprising, then, that autistic children present similarly to normally developing 

children on familiar moral judgment tasks, such as those designed to test facility with the 

moral/conventional distinction (Turiel 1983; Blair 1996).  However, some researchers have 

observed that autistic children do not present normally when asked to report on their moral 

reasoning.  In one study, normally developing and autistic children (ages 5-9 years) were 

asked the following question:16 

“Why was it wrong for Johnny to hit Billy?” 

Normally developing children gave the expected sorts of answers, exhibiting culturally 

appropriate instances of moral reasoning: 

 “Because it hurt Billy.” 

Autistic children, however, often produced quite inappropriate responses: 

“I was on an escalator once.”  

This kind of difficulty is well known from clinical studies in the area: autistic children quite 

often present with such conversational non-sequiturs, and present other evidence of social 

disconnection, such as presentation of strangely inappropriate gifts (cf. Dawson & Fernald 

                                                
16 Nichols and Folds-Bennett, unpublished data.  James Blair has reported similar findings in 

personal communication with Nichols. 
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1987). Apparently, autistic children have trouble engaging in the kind of social dialogue that 

facilitates normal moral reasoning. 

 Adult clinical populations are similarly suggestive.  Consider narcissistic personality 

disorder, where afflicted individuals present with a grandiose sense of self-importance and 

feelings of entitlement (DSM-IV-TR 2000: 715). Unfortunately, their affliction is often an 

affliction on those around them: individuals with narcissistic personality disorder may 

believe that they are exempt from social norms, assuming, for instance, “that they do not 

have to wait in line” (DSM-IV TR 2000: 715). Schwartzberg (2000: 106-88), describes a 

patient, “Brian,” who was compelled into therapy after a series of legal problems, typically 

resulting “from his belief that rules and laws for other people didn’t apply to him.”  Matters 

came to a head when Brian arrived at the airport minutes before departure to discover that his 

seat had been reassigned.  In an attempt to stop the plane, he claimed that his luggage was 

aboard with a bomb in it.  Apparently, Brian was unable to grasp the fact that his flight was 

not literally his flight.  As mom used to say, the narcissist behaves as though the world 

revolves around him. 

 Narcissism is not limited to this sort of adolescent self-absorption; it may take darker 

turns as well.  While the exact relation is unclear, narcissism may be associated with 

antisocial personality disorders  (Kernberg 1998; Gerberth and Turco 1997), with some 

researchers placing narcissistic and antisocial personality disorders on a continuum where 

“malignant narcissism” occupies an intermediate position (Kernberg 2004: 20).17  The waters 

here are muddy: neither psychopathy nor narcissism is completely understood. Moreover, 

                                                
17 Our remarks here concern clinical narcissism.  It is worth noting, however, that subclinical 

narcissistic tendencies do not present as particularly appealing attributes (for some empirical 

work, see Vazire and Funder 2006, Vazire et al. 2008). 
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some authorities have raised questions about whether such conditions are legitimate mental 

disorders.18 And this is a skepticism that lay people may quite reasonably share, since the line 

between a psychopath or a narcissist and a jerk may in many instances be a vanishingly fine 

one.  After a fashion, that’s our point. Both clinical populations present abnormally with 

regard to social affect and interaction.  And whether you think them legitimately ill or just 

nasty, individuals of both sorts fail to reason and behave appropriately on matters of moral 

concern.  In our lexicon, their reasoning falls manifestly short of optimal moral reasoning, 

and this deficiency is due to their inability to engage normally in social interaction. As 

sociality goes – or fails to go – so goes morality. 

The evidence indicates that environmental and congenital impoverishments of 

sociality are implicated in the development of deficits in practical and moral reasoning. But 

this does not entail that for normally developed adults, optimal reasoning is, in an ongoing 

way, a social process. Hence, the considerations thus far adduced do not appear to favor 

collaborativist conceptions of practical rationality over individualist conceptions; insisting on 

the sociality of normal development is quite compatible with individualism. Call the 

individualism that explicitly acknowledges this observation individualisma: optimal human 

reasoning is substantially asocial, and (a) sociality is necessary for the development of 

optimal reasoning. 

                                                
18 We doubt such skepticism is entirely warranted, particularly for psychopathy.  Recent 

research (e. g., Blair et al. 2006) seems to indicate that psychopaths manifest cognitive and 

neurological abnormalities of the sort that legitimize attribution of mental illness, though the 

question of what conditions merit such attributions continues to be controversial (see Murphy 

2006), and some observers maintain that psychopathy is not an illness (Mealey 1995). 
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The individualist may allow that normal development requires sociality, but deny that 

optimal reasoning in mature individuals requires it. This suggestion is not implausible, but 

we nevertheless reject it. On our view, practical rationality is not only socially developed, it is 

socially sustained; in many domains, optimal practical reasoning occurs when the reasoning 

process occurs as part of a social process. 

While the isolation to which confined children are subjected is considered criminal, 

such treatment of adults is socially sanctioned, in the form of solitary confinement and 

“security housing units.” The terrors of solitary are well known: 

The air in your cell vanishes.  You are smothering.  Your eyes bulge out; you clutch 

at your throat; you scream like a banshee.  Your arms flail the air in your cell . . .. The 

walls press you from all directions  . . .You become hollow and empty . . .. You are 

dying.  Dying a hard death.  (Abbott 1991: 25) 

Lest anyone think that such effects are limited to the faint of heart, we should note that this 

description was penned by Jack Henry Abbott, a hardened recidivist and murderer, who, it is 

not unlikely, was a psychopath. 

 Over the past thirty years or so, American penitentiary practice has, with the aid of 

technological innovations, refined the practice of solitary confinement into “supermax” 

institutions, where prisoners are held for extended periods with radically curtailed human 

contact. At California’s Pelican Bay supermax, the “pinky shake,” which consists of touching 

fingers through nickel-sized holes in cell doors, is in some instances the only physical contact 

individuals have with other human beings for years.19  The effects of such deprivation now 

have a name, Security Housing Unit Syndrome (Grassian 1983). To put it mildly, sufferers 

are not feeling very well.   

                                                
19 http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=5584254 
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For example, Haney’s (2003: 136) interviews with prisoners at Pelican Bay indicated 

radically inflated incidences of psychopathology.20  Below are the percentages of inmates 

reporting various symptoms; the figure in parentheses indicates the factor by which this 

percentage exceeds estimates of base rates in non-incarcerated populations. 

Chronic Depression 77% (3x) 

Trouble Sleeping 84% (5x) 

Perspiring Hands 68% (4x) 

Heart Palpitations 68% (18x) 

Dizziness 56% (8x) 

Nightmares 55% (7x) 

Irrational Anger 88% (30x) 

Confused Thought Processes 84% (8x) 

Hallucinations 41% (24x) 

The picture is clear enough:  prolonged isolation results in wildly elevated instances of 

psychopathology.  Hallucinations are not common in the population at large.  Yet for 

individuals in “secure” housing the probability of experiencing hallucinations approaches a 

coin flip – they’re pretty nearly as likely as likely to hallucinate as not.  Similarly, victims of 

such treatment are overwhelmingly likely to experience confused thought processes; again, a 

symptom which is – appearances notwithstanding – uncommon in the general population. 

This is especially salient in the present context because morally responsible agency is 

plausibly thought to require “cognitive feats” (Doris & Murphy 2007) – moral self regulation, 

as one might call it, apparently requires that one get quite a lot right about one’s 

                                                
20 Brodsky and Scogin’s (1988) earlier study presents a similar picture for other prisoner 

populations.  For a review of the literature, see Haney (2003). 
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circumstances.  (Would that hurt her feelings?  Does getting that mean I have to do this?)  A 

person falling prey to hallucinations, confused thought processes, irrational anger, and the 

like makes an unlikely candidate for the achievement of such feats. 

It may be observed that the prison population represents a demographic group which 

is in considerable distress prior to incarceration – for example, substance abuse is 

considerably elevated among criminal populations (Sinha and Easton 1999) – so little can be 

ascertained about the pathogenic role of prison isolation.  In, this regard, Sestoft and 

associates’ (1998: 103) study of Danish prisoners is illuminating: there, the probability of 

being admitted to the prison hospital for psychiatric reasons after 4 weeks in solitary 

confinement was 20 times higher than for prisoners held in the general prison population for 

a comparable period of time.  It seems reasonable to suppose that whatever pathologies afflict 

populations in corrections systems, isolation is an added pathogen.   

Isolation is implicated in psychopathology – indeed, florid psychopathology.  

Therefore, it is reasonable to conclude that sociality is required to sustain normal adult 

functioning, and is not merely a developmental prerequisite.21 To explicitly acknowledge this 

fact, individualism needs to be amended again, to individualismab: optimal human reasoning 

is substantially asocial, and (a) sociality is necessary for the development of optimal 

reasoning and (b) sociality is necessary for the sustenance of optimal reasoning. 
                                                
21 We hasten to add that we are not denying that some adult human isolates, such as hermits 

and explorers, may enjoy passable mental hygiene – though some of the anecdotal evidence, 

such as found in histories of polar exploration (e. g., Bickel 1977: 225-6; cf. 166), gives 

cause for doubt.  As ever with empirical argument, we are committed only to generalizations, 

not exceptionless generalizations, and viewed in light of that standard, our present contention 

seems quite secure. 
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6. Cognitive Science, Sociality, and Practical Rationality  

Through consideration of the literature on solitary confinement, we now seem to have 

earned the following point: optimal cognitive functioning is sustained by sociality. This 

appears to trouble individualist accounts of well being like Nietzsche’s and Mill’s, at least for 

variants of those positions that suppose well being is something fairly widely accessible, as 

opposed to the singular achievement of a few scattered ubermenchen. But what we’ve 

established so far might be taken in the following relatively minimal sense: isolation is 

causally implicated in psychopathologies of a sort that may impair cognitive functioning. 

We’re suggesting something stronger: the optimal exercise of rationality is a socially 

embedded process, meaning that sociality is not just a precondition of rationality, but that 

even among those with normal cognitive functioning, the optimal exercise of rationality 

typically occurs as part of a social process.  But the minimalist reading of the evidence just 

offered – sociality is required for basic cognitive health – does not entail anything about 

embeddedness: so long as the actor enjoys whatever minimal level of sociality is required to 

keep madness at bay, perhaps she can reason optimally on her own.  However, further 

evidence indicates that embeddedness is a condition of optimality.   

Consider the role of sociality in substantial cognitive achievement, such as scientific 

and technological discovery.  There are various reasons why cognitive achievements tend to 

be socially engendered and sustained.  In the first instance, knowledge is cumulative: the 

present generation learns from the previous generation, and the steam engine gives way to 

internal combustion, which in turn (one prays) gives way to some more sustainable 

technology.  In the second instance, knowledge is specialized, especially in cases of large-

scale industrial productions:  it takes a lot of different engineers, in a lot of different fields 

and subfields, to make something like a modern commercial aircraft fly.  Moreover, as 

Kitcher (1993: 70; cf. Kitcher 2001: ch. 9; Longino 1990) argues, a diversity of researchers 
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pursuing a diversity of research programs facilitates scientific growth, because in this way a 

larger percentage of the empirical and theoretical space is investigated, which increases the 

likelihood that non-obvious, but high payoff, research programs will be identified.  

In addition, work in social psychology suggests that better reasoning will be achieved 

when a diverse set of views is actually represented in the population (see Zamzow & Nichols 

forthcoming).  A large body of research indicates that motivation plays a crucial role in 

reasoning, which carries asymmetric effects (see Zunda 1999 for review).  Say you’re 

motivated to maintain your own theory and repudiate opposing theories; as a result, you’re 

good at coming up with support of your view and objections to your opponent’s theory.  But 

you may be significantly worse at recognizing deficits in your theory advantages in your 

opponent’s theory.  Thus, the quality of a person's reasoning will be lopsided in favor of his 

own view.  That isn’t a bad thing, so long as there is someone else who is motivated to 

defend the opposite view, and the strengths and weaknesses of the contending positions 

receive, in the aggregate, balanced exposure.  Given the role of motivation affects human 

reasoning, we can expect that the best reasoning will emerge in social groups where opposing 

views are more or less equally represented.   

While the advance of knowledge requires diversity, it equally requires conformity.  

This is due the importance of expertise and authority in the accumulation and transmission of 

information.  As Boyd and Richerson (2006: 24) observe of cultural evolution, “[t]o get the 

benefits of social learning, humans have to be credulous, for the most part accepting the ways 

they observe in their society as sensible and proper.”  If each generation has to reinvent the 

wheel, or in Boyd and Richerson’s example, the kayak, not a lot of wheels or kayaks will get 

built. Inevitably, in kayak builders we trust; innovations may change the shape of the kayak 

(if not the wheel) from one generation to the next, but a lot has to be taken on the authority of 

those who have previously worked the field. 
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 This picture contrasts sharply with a certain Enlightenment picture of genius, like that 

associated with Mill (1863/2002; cf. Brennan 2007), where intellectual achievement is the 

province of the rouge and rebel.  Surely this is partly true: innovation is driven by those who 

refuse to see the wisdom in the old wisdom.  But it is equally true that science, at least 

Kuhn’s (1962) normal science, is driven by true believers – those able to absorb and exploit 

the achievements of others.  Helping us to appreciate this fact is one service done by the best 

intellectual history, such as Ellenberger’s (1970) monumental The Discovery of The 

Unconscious.  Popular culture often appears to credit Freud alone for uncovering (or 

inventing) the depths of the mind, but Ellenberger adduces important elements of this 

advance in Freud’s predecessors who are not today’s household names: Mesmer, Charcot, 

and even the countless unnamed practitioners of shamanistic cures. 

 Of course, the moral case is importantly different.  Skepticism seems to have more 

bite in ethics than it does elsewhere (Railton 2003: 3), so that the notions of progress and 

expertise appear to be much more uncertain in the moral domain than they do in technical 

and (at least some) scientific domains.   But even on broadly skeptical accounts of moral 

norms (e. g., Sripada & Stich 2007), it remains the case that basic moral competence, 

however arbitrary and culturally local one takes that competence to be, requires a substantial 

measure of social conformity.  This applies even to moral reformers: perhaps it was a moral 

innovation when abolitionists began to insist that African slaves be regarded as persons, but 

these same abolitionists were also drawing on a body of cultural norms regarding the 

appropriate treatment of persons.  The point becomes clearer when we think of the historical 

role of religious leaders in moral dissent: King and Ghandi were not only innovators, but also 

conservatives, drawing on the resources of ancient religious traditions.  Without a large 

measure of fealty to tradition, it becomes unclear how people could function morally at all.  
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We have argued that human reasoning not only depends on a minimal social context, 

but also that human reasoning is facilitated in specific ways by being embedded in social life.  

But the individualist can attempt to accommodate this as well.  Now we’ve got 

individualismabc: optimal human reasoning is substantially asocial, and (a) the development 

of optimal reasoning and (b) sociality is necessary for the sustenance of optimal reasoning, 

and (c) sociality is necessary for the transmission of information requisite for optimal 

reasoning. 

 According to (c), social interactions and institutions transmit information requisite 

for optimal cognitive functioning, but this does not entail that social process itself is 

necessary for optimal cognitive functioning.  It is worth remarking on the rather remarkable 

entailments of this view: for instance, it seems to follow that as much can be learned from a 

book as from a teacher or a research collaboration, and this would seem to make the 

existence of institutions like universities rather mysterious.  We have ourselves substantial 

sympathy for the suggestion that a primary function of American universities is the provision 

of socially appropriate mating opportunities for the upper middle class, but it would seem 

rather odd, given the familiar and plausible views in science studies we mentioned above, if 

collaborative learning and research were only a spandrel of cultural evolution.  As a result, 

we suspect that individualismabc still does not properly accommodate the importance of social 

process for optimal cognitive functioning.   

The first point to make is that people undoubtedly do reason in groups, and there is 

now ample evidence that there are indeed significant differences between group reasoning 

and individual reasoning.  To illustrate, we’ll turn first to work in experimental game theory.  

On a standard game-theoretic conception of rationality, a rational agent will always seek to 

maximize her own payoffs in an economic game, yet it has been a hallmark of experimental 

work on economic games that humans deviate from this conception of rationality (Thaler 
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1988).   

Consider, for instance, the centipede game.  In a typical version of this game, there 

are two players.  In the first round, player 1 is given the opportunity to end the game, in 

which case he will get $1 and Player 2 will get nothing.  Alternatively, he can “pass,” in 

which case player 2 gets the option to end the game, in which case he gets $2 and player 1 

gets nothing.  Alternatively, player 2 can pass, and then player 1 gets the chance to end the 

game, getting $3 with player 2 getting $1.  The pot builds in this fashion as the game 

continues.  The entire set of possibilities is made clear to the players before the game begins, 

including the fact that there is a set termination point for the game, and this point will involve 

a worse outcome for the player who has the last chance to take the money.  So, for instance, 

if the game goes for 10 rounds, then player 2 gets the last chance to take the money at round 

10. If player 2 passes at that point, he will get less money (and player 1 will get more).  This 

means that player 2 should – “rationally” – take the money at round 10.  But then player 1 

should anticipate that player 2 will do this, and so player 1 should take the money at round 9.  

But then player 2 should anticipate this at round 8, and take the money then.  You can see 

where this is heading.  A form of backwards induction suggests that you should end the game 

(and take the money) at the first opportunity, because if the other player is rational, he will 

end the game on the very next turn, leaving you with less money than if you had ended the 

game. But experimental work shows that people do not take the money right away, as game-

theoretic norms of rationality suggest they should.  Instead, people tend to let the game run 

for several rounds before one of the players takes the money. But when the game is played 

between groups, the groups behave in ways that conform more closely to the predictions of 

game theory; while groups don’t take the money right away, they take the money 

significantly earlier than individuals (Bornstein et al. 2004; see also Borstein & Yaniv 1998).  

From our perspective, this is a mixed result. By the dictates of game-theoretic-
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rationality, groups reason better than individuals.  But of course it’s also the case that letting 

the centipede game continue means that the players get more money overall.  So while the 

individuals are in some sense less rational than the groups, the individuals end up with more 

of the experimenters’ money.  And you might think that this makes them in some sense more 

rational than the groups.  Of course, it depends on how one construes what counts as rational.  

On the one hand, groups grab the money sooner than individuals, and that is supposed to be 

game theoretically rational.  On the other, individuals reliably earn more in the game, and it 

certainly looks like that is a form of economic rationality.  And one might be tempted to 

suppose that the individuals’ conduct is in some sense “more moral,” inasmuch as it might be 

supposed that it benefits both themselves and the person they are playing with.  Here, as 

elsewhere, it is difficult to make judgments of rationality in the absence of substantive 

normative discussion of what counts as rational, and this difficulty will be evident 

throughout.  But at this point, we eschew substantive normative questions, and develop some 

further complications. 

 As with other aspects of human functioning, the impact of group process is very much 

context sensitive; in particular, it is variable according to the kind of task and the kind of 

process.  To see how, it is helpful to begin with a well-studied area in which sociality has 

often been found to impede reasoning.  In early studies of group reasoning, research indicated 

that groups consistently outperformed individuals (e.g., Laughlin 1965; Davis 1969; Maier 

1970). But that work compared the output of a group with the output of a single individual, 

meaning that the effect may have simply been the function of increased numbers, rather than 

group process.22 Subsequent work compared the output of a group of n individuals with a 

                                                
22 Numerous studies have suggested that factual judgments reached by aggregating and 

averaging the judgments of individuals in a group will be more accurate than the judgment of 
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suitably matched “nominal” group of n individuals working in solitary, and the results of 

these exercises were much more mixed.  In particular, research has repeatedly found in that 

in brainstorming – relatively unstructured group discussion aimed at solving some problem -- 

groups perform less well than individuals (Hill 1982; Paulus et al. 1995). For example, when 

Taylor and colleagues (1958) compared the brainstorming output of a group of 4 individuals 

working together to the pooled output of 4 individuals working separately, they found that 

those who worked individually produced more overall ideas, more unique ideas, and higher 

quality ideas than those who worked together.  

Why is it that sociality may impede brainstorming?  Several factors have been 

identified: free riding or social loafing, social anxiety about making contributions (Camacho 

& Paulus 1995), and the costs of “production blocking” -- the tendency for each individual’s 

production time to be diminished by listening to others (Diehl & Stroebe 1987).  However, 

although individuals have often outperformed groups in some brainstorming paradigms, in 

other paradigms, groups are markedly better.  In corporations, where the bottom line is 

(almost) everything, collaborative research has been honed into an extremely successful 

technique; Sawyer (2007) recounts a litany of cases where companies like Gore-Tex achieved 

remarkable market gains by using small groups to work on particular kinds of tasks.  

Moreover, there is experimental evidence for the superiority of groups on some 

problems.  For instance, in the familiar problem of “cannibals and missionaries,” there are 3 

cannibals and 3 missionaries on one side of the river and the task is to figure out how to get 

them all to the other side of the river, but the boat can only carry two persons at a time, and 

never can a missionary be outnumbered by cannibals.  In solving this task, groups do better 

                                                                                                                                                  
most individuals in the group (Suroweicki 2005: 3-7), but this does not indicate anything 

about the efficacy of collaborative reasoning. 
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than individuals. Part of the explanation for the superiority of groups is the role of error 

correction; as is evident to anyone who has attended an academic talk, individuals are 

frequently slower than groups to see the problems in their own proposed solutions (Hill 1982: 

524; see also Schwartz 1995). Moreover, groups may be quicker to uncover an inobvious 

solution.  Schwartz (1995) presented individuals or pairs of individuals with problems 

involving rotating gears.  For instance, he had them imagine 5 interlocked gears lined up in a 

row, and asked them which direction the 5th gear would turn if the first gear turns to the right.  

Eight such problems were presented, varying only in how many gears were involved.  There 

is a single abstract rule that can be deployed for these problems: if the number of gears is 

odd, then the last gear will turn in the same direction as the first.  Schwartz found that only 

14% of the individuals came to appreciate the rule, but 58% of the pairs did.  It’s better to 

appreciate the principle: those who got the rule were able to solve the problem much faster, 

as was especially clear on the final trial, which involved over 100 gears. The large difference 

in success that Schwartz found between individuals and groups cannot be accounted for by 

appealing to nominal groups, since the success rate for nominal pairs is 28%, less than half 

that of the actual pairs.  Somehow, working together on these problems helped people to 

recognize the deeper principle. 

Such studies make it unsurprising that creative workers benefit from displaying their 

ideas in the public arena: their ideas are more likely to get the required critical feedback and 

correction when considered by someone other than themselves.  This might help explain why 

some analyses of research productivity and impact indicate that quantity predicts quality; 

researchers who produce more research are more likely to produce impactful research (e.g. 

Simonton 1997). For many academic philosophers, this result may seem untoward, since 

there appears to be a strong emphasis in the disciplinary culture on being “careful” and not 

publishing “too much.”  This strategy has always seemed to us an uncertain one, akin to 
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supposing that the best way to improve one’s golf game is by playing fewer golf games, but 

there are more telling reasons.  First, by subjecting one’s work to public (as opposed to 

ingroup) scrutiny in journals one may get more, and more diverse, feedback that can help to 

improve the quality of future research. Second, since it is difficult to anticipate which of 

one’s ideas will “have legs” and generate an influential or provocative research program  -- 

just as it may be difficult to predict which mutations will confer reproductive advantage -- 

one is well advised to avail themselves of more, rather than fewer, opportunities for such 

impact. 

This sort of question may be of pressing interest to ambitious young academics, but 

we’d like to have some cases that are more straightforwardly about practical, as opposed to 

theoretical, reasoning. Here’s a couple: public health interventions have been found to 

decrease rates of smoking  (Fiore et al. 2000), while seatbelt laws have been found to increase 

seatbelt use (Gantz and Henkle 2002; Shults et al. 2004).23  Here, the social apparently 

facilitates the rational.  Take the case of smoking.  It is likely that most smokers want to quit: 

79% in a 2002 Gallup poll said they did.24  In the argot, most smokers are dissonant, rather 

than consonant (McKennell and Thomas 1967; cf. Kunze 2000).   And of course, there’s 

good reason to want to quit: not smoking, for the majority of smokers, is likely in their 

“objectified subjective interest.”   As we might put things, smokers value not smoking, 

despite their desire to smoke, or perhaps more accurately, their craving for nicotine. Quitting 

is hard, of course, as witnessed by our favorite slogan in the smoking cessation business, 

“Don’t quit trying to quit.”  But for some smokers the increased social support, or perhaps 

pressure, of public health campaigns helps them realize what they value.  

                                                
23 Thanks to Ernest Sosa for suggesting these examples. 

24 http://www.gallup.com/poll/9910/Tobacco-Smoking.aspx 
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The case of seat belt laws is interestingly different, but for our purposes, similarly 

suggestive.  Like quitting smoking, wearing one’s seat belt is strongly in one’s interest, and 

this is something most Americans get: in 2007 American seatbelt use was 82%, with the low 

being 64% in new Hampshire, where people apparently prefer to live free and die (National 

Highway Traffic Safety Administration, May 2008).25 Unlike quitting smoking, wearing 

one’s seat belt is easy to do, but apparently, for some people, laziness or inattention intrudes, 

and they fail to buckle up. (The first author admits, sheepishly, to twice being ticketed for 

this offence.)  But seat belt laws, and their aggressive enforcement, work: in states with 

“primary enforcement laws,” where violators may be cited even if no other violation is noted, 

people apparently tend to buckle up more frequently, and die in (and around) their vehicles 

less frequently, than in states with weaker laws (National Highway Traffic Safety 

Administration, Feb. 2008).26  Perhaps the laws work because for many people, the 

possibility of a ticket seems a more likely bad outcome of failing to wear one’s seatbelt than 

does a traffic accident serious enough to result in significant injury. 

However such interventions work, there’s an important issue here, for in making 

assessments of rationality, the mechanism matters.  While there is little doubt that avoiding 

the sort of health consequences associated with failing to quit and neglecting to buckle up is a 

rational outcome, we might yet wonder if the outcome has been achieved by rational process. 

For social techniques such as smoking cessation programs and seatbelt laws might very well 

work pretty well on children, and one might not be much inclined to attribute this success to 

                                                
25http://www.nhtsa.dot.gov/ 

 

26http://www.nhtsa.dot.gov/ 
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the children’s exercise of practical rationality. Securing rationally appropriate behavior 

through boxing someone’s ears doesn’t look much like that someone is exercising practical 

rationality in any very rich sense, just as securing morally appropriate behavior through 

someone’s terror of eternal damnation doesn’t look much like that someone is exercising 

morality. 

The intuition here is a compelling one, roughly akin to a familiar intuition in 

epistemology – a true belief that comes about any old way doesn’t count as knowledge (e.g., 

Alston 1989).  And similarly, one might think, for rationality: timidity ain’t sagacity, and 

good luck ain’t good reasoning.  Well, a lot depends on the details here.  While we share the 

view that the mechanism matters, we doubt that the cases in question rely solely on 

mechanisms that operate outside of rationality.  With both smoking and seatbelts, the social 

enables people to better realize their values in their lives, and whatever practical rationality 

has to do with, it ought to have something to do with this. Suppose we do buckle up with one 

eye on the rear view mirror? What exactly is the justification for denying this the honorific of 

rational activity?  We’re not sure, but we are sure that the justification had better not – on 

pain of begging the question, presuppose individualism.  

Perhaps those unconvinced may find the case of psychotherapy more convincing.  

Quite often, people seek out psychotherapy in hopes of making their lives go better, so this 

process may have more the feel of rational agency than the rather passive process involved, 

say, in the cops bullying drivers into buckling up.  And there is good reason to believe the 

process can be an effective one: a variety of outcome studies, using both clinician assessment 

(Luborsky et al. 1985: 609) and client self-report (Seligman 1993) suggest that that “talk 

therapy” works (Lambert and Ogles 2004).  That is, amelioration of numerous adverse 

psychological conditions, such as depression and anxiety, may be achieved through this sort 

of treatment.  Now this looks an appealing example for the collaborativist, because such 
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treatment is very much a social one, where client and therapist work things through together 

more effectively than the client could do on his own.   

The skeptic might still have doubts, of course; psychotherapy does not have an 

exalted reputation in all quarters.  To begin, even sympathetic observers agree that oftentimes 

the problems people take to therapy are recurring ones, so that the talking cure is rarely a 

permanent cure (e. g., Keller et al., 2000).  This doesn’t worry us too much, any more than 

we’d be worried about the effectiveness of ibuprofen if the user, at some point in the future, 

got another headache.  More serious, perhaps, is the assessment of outcomes:  who’s to say, 

for many psychiatric conditions, whether there was improvement, and how much?  This is all 

the more problematic because nosology, the categorization of psychiatric conditions, is a 

uncertain affair (Murphy 2006), and observers (such as observers with insurance dollars to 

safeguard) may disagree about whether a given adverse condition should be counted as a 

mental illness (Woolfolk & Doris 2002).  Once again, substantive normative discussion may 

be required.  However, some cases may be more tractable than others.   

Consider somatization disorder, where sufferers exhibit unexplained physical 

symptoms, discomfort and disability, and may incur health care expenditures that are 6 to 14 

times the US average (Smith et al. 1995).  A short course of cognitive therapy developed by 

Allen and colleagues (2006) was designed to help patients increase awareness of emotions, 

modify dysfunctional beliefs, and enhance communication of thoughts and emotions; 12 

months after initiation of treatment, the severity of patients’ symptoms was rated as 

significantly reduced by independent evaluators and by the patients themselves, and average 

health care expenditures were reduced by more than a third. By our reckoning, it’s relatively 

uncontroversial that such outcomes are in the patients’ rational self-interest, the many 

evaluative skepticisms notwithstanding.  Similarly, we rather doubt that sufferers of major 

depressions who have been helped by psychotherapy are troubled over the normative status 
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of their improvement.  

Nevertheless, there remain interesting questions about process. In the case of 

psychotherapy, success appears to be substantially theory neutral; the therapist’s theoretical 

predilections have relatively little to do with client outcomes (Luborsky et al. 1975; Dawes 

1994: 38-74; Wampole et al 1997; Brown et al. 1999). So it seems fair to say that whatever 

process underwrite successful therapy are, at best, incompletely understood.  But for our 

purposes, there seems to be good evidence for the following: a “positive alliance” between 

therapist and client is associated with positive outcomes (Horvath & Symonds, 1991; 

Krupnick et al. 1996; Martin, Garske, & Davis, 2000; Orlinsky, Rønnestad, & Willutzki, 

2004).  To the collaborativist, this is certainly an unsurprising finding: sociality – of the right 

sort – facilitates rational self-direction.  While we need to know more about group process 

and cognition, we know enough to see a connection between social embeddedness and 

practical reasoning. 

So far, we’ve suggested that the individualist may attempt to take the facts on board. 

Can the individualist assimilate the present observation?   We’re up to individualismabcd: 

optimal human reasoning is substantially asocial, and (a) sociality is necessary for the 

development of optimal reasoning and (b) sociality is necessary for the sustenance of optimal 

reasoning, and (c) sociality is necessary for the transmission of information requisite for 

optimal reasoning, and (d) sociality, in the form of socially embedded cognition, is necessary 

for optimal reasoning.  It starting to look as though we’re losing the plot.  For  (d) doesn’t 

look so much like an emendation of the original statement of individualism as it does a 

rejection of it.  It may be possible to offer readings of “substantially asocial” and “socially 

embedded” that dispel the appearance of contradiction, or it may be possible to retain 

individualism as a distinctive brand while jettisoning the “substantially asocial.”  We 
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certainly don’t want to discourage such efforts, though we won’t undertake them ourselves. 

Instead, we’ll try to ratchet up the tension a little more.  

 

7.   Cognitive Science, Sociality, and Morality 

So far, we can conclude that for certain sorts of problems, going it alone is inferior to 

socially embedded reasoning.  But we also have a further result: whether sociality helps or 

hurts depends on context. So is there any justification for thinking that sociality should be 

important for reasoning in moral contexts?  We take collaborativism to be an approach not 

only to the cognitive science of rationality, but also to the cognitive science of morality, so 

there’d better be some.  We think there is, as we’ll now try to show.     

To begin, sociality is very often implicated in whether people engage in moral 

reasoning at all; moral reasoning is very often socially induced.  As Haidt (2001: 828-829) 

develops the point in his “social intuitionist” account of moral reasoning, moral judgment 

is not just a single act that occurs in a single person’s mind but is an ongoing process, 

often spread out over time and over multiple people.  Reasons and arguments can 

circulate and affect people, even if individuals rarely engage in private moral 

reasoning for themselves. 

Haidt relies on a “dual process” model of cognition, contrasting analytic processing, which is 

supposed to be conscious, intentional, effortful, and controlled, with automatic processing, 

which is supposed to be unconscious, fast, effortless, uncontrolled (cf. Stanovich 2004: 34).  

Moral reasoning is supposed to be analytic processing, while “snap” or unreflective 

judgments, Haidt’s (2001) “intuitions,” are supposed to be examples of automatic processing.  

The idea is not that solitary individuals are somehow bereft of moral intuitions; it is that they 

will relatively seldom go in for moral reasoning without social provocation.  Haidt’s (2001; 

cf. Haidt et al. 2001) work on “moral dumbfounding” exemplifies this phenomena: his 
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participants had no difficulty producing confident moral judgments (such as that a case of 

brother-sister incest is wrong) but only attempted to produce justifications when pressed to 

do so by experimenters.  The kind of elaborated moral cognition that seems distinctive of 

adult humans, then, may typically appear dialogically, in the context of social interaction.  If 

so, moral reasoning is typically socially embedded reasoning. 

 We’re forced to admit that the systematic empirical evidence for this position is not as 

thick as we’d like.  In fact, while Haidt and colleagues (2001) have produced a variety of 

provocative evidence for the “intuitionist” part of the Social Intuitionist model, the evidence 

for the “social” is harder to come by.  Part of this has to do with the methodological/logistical 

considerations we adverted to at the outset: it is difficult to run well-controlled experiments 

with groups, and more prosaically, it requires lots of resources, including larger numbers of 

participants.  So while armchair evidence favors the sociality of morality – just read the 

paper, or watch the tube – systematic evidence is harder to come by. 

 Matters are worse for us, because we are not only saying people reason morally in 

groups, we are saying that moral reasoning is better when socially embedded.  And the prima 

facia case for this is not a promising one, as any number of mass movements like National 

Socialism would indicate.   Experimental study may seem to give the same impression. 

Indeed, Haidt’s (2001) moral dumfounding program induced moral reasoning, but not moral 

reasoning that was much good.  Some of the classic findings in social psychology are 

similarly dispiriting:  in Latané and Darley’s (1970: e.g., 101, 111) “group effect” paradigm 

the presence of bystanders depressed individual probability of helping in emergency 
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situations,27 while Milgram’s (1974) work on obedience associates sociality and destructive 

behavior.   

We need to slow down.  Milgram’s (version 5; Milgram 1974: 55-57). “65% 

obedient” finding is of course among the most famous results in the human sciences; two-

thirds of subjects were willing to repeatedly shock a vehemently protesting victim in 

response to the “not impolite” request of the experimenter.   Less often remarked on is that 

obedience dropped to 10% in the “defiant peers” condition, where participants were asked to 

shock the victim in the presence of two experimental confederates who were not complying 

with the experimenter’s requests. Natural contexts also present both sides of this coin: while 

the Nazis exploited social dynamics to secure compliance in the implementation of their 

genocidal policies, such as peer “mentoring” of doctors involved in medicalized killing at 

Auschwitz (Lifton 1986: 193-217), sociality also facilitated resistance to the Nazi’s, as when 

the extraordinary village of Le Chambon, united under a Huguenot religious tradition by 

charismatic leadership, cooperated to rescue Jews from extermination  (Hallie 1979). 

Another lesson emerges here:  good examples matter, as has been demonstrated in 

numerous studies of the “precedent effect.”   For example, Reingen (1982), found that 

students were nearly twice as likely (46% v. 25%) to donate to the American Heart 

Association if they were first shown a list of 8 students who had previously done so, and 

participants asked to donate blood were 10 times as likely (30% vs. 3%) to sign up after 

having been shown a list of previous signers. Relatedly, Cialdini and associates (1999) 

discovered that participants’ estimates of how likely they were to take part in an unpaid 

                                                
27 The kind of group matters here: in the group effect studies, it was found that pairs of 

friends were faster to intervene in than were pairs of strangers, though they did not do so as 

quickly as individuals (Latané and Darley 1970: 63). 
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survey varied dramatically with the number of classmates they had been told agreed to do so: 

the greater the number of potential co-participants, the greater the estimated likelihood of 

helping.  

The individualist might allow that social information, such as information about good 

precedents, is requisite for optimal moral reasoning, but deny that this requires socially 

embedded reasoning.  We are unpersuaded.  The precedent effect studies are certainly social 

in some pretty strong sense:  the participant is given the information by someone, and the 

information is about her peers.  That’s starting to look like pretty “hot” social processing, and 

it is not obviously described as “merely” informational.  

The role of social embedding in moral reasoning is especially clear in a canonical 

case of moral improvement (evaluative controversy again duly noted), the development of 

more inclusive moral attitudes (i.e., less racist, sexist, xenophobic).  As we hope the reader by 

now suspects, such attitudes are not engendered by solitary reflection, but interestingly, nor 

are they borne simply of being in the same building with a diversity of people.  In the early 

days of American desegregation, it was hoped that simply putting African American and 

white children in the same place would effect increased racial harmony.  After all, one of the 

staple results in social psychology is that mere familiarity facilitates attraction (e.g., Zajonc 

1968, Matlin 1970, Grush 1976).  What happened instead was the formation of ethnic in-

groups, which eventuated in in-group/out-group hostility and violence (see Rogers, 

Hennigan, Bowman & Miller 1984; Oskamp & Schultz 1998). 

 One factor that may have contributed to the divisiveness of desegregated classrooms 

is the competitive nature of the school environment, an interpretation supported by a classic 

experiment conducted by Sherif and colleagues (1961). The first part of the experiment 

generated group competition between two “teams” of children at a boy’s camp, which lead to 

significant intergroup hostility. The researchers initially tried to reduce friction by bringing 



 46 

the groups together for pleasant activities like movies and picnics.  But this didn’t work at all; 

the activities merely served as occasions for the boys to express hostility by such charming 

expedients as shouting and throwing food at each other.  However, when the experimenters 

introduced situations in which boys from each team had to work together in pursuit of a 

common goal, such as dislodging a vehicle trapped in the mud, these social activities 

succeeded in significantly reducing conflict. It was only when members of the different teams 

had to engage in cooperative activity that hostility was alleviated: the critical factor appeared 

to be not merely living together, but working together.  

The idea that cooperative sociality facilitates inclusiveness was applied to the 

pressing case of desegregation in Aronson’s “Jigsaw Classroom” experiments (for review, 

see Aronson & Bridgeman 1979). Suspecting that ethnic hostility was fueled by the 

competitive nature of the school environment, Aronson devised experiments in which success 

on academic tasks required interethnic cooperation.  In these experiments, grade school 

children had to work together to master material.  In one version (Aronson et al. 1978), each 

member of a 6-child group was given a paragraph that they had to learn and then teach to the 

other group members, all of who were responsible for all of the material; because each 

member was reliant on other members, students had to work cooperatively to learn the 

material.   Such expedients have been shown to convey significant benefits in breaking down 

the racial ingroups that naturally formed upon desegregation.  In addition to the positive 

effects on ethnic interactions, these experiments also led to greater liking for school and, at 

least in the case of the minority students, higher scores on standardized tests.   

 Liberal theorists who advocate deliberative democracy advocate increased social 

interaction as a way of developing a better citizenry and a healthier state (Gutmann & 

Thompson 2004), but as any viewer of the presidential debates knows, it is not obvious that 

making discussion public makes it more intelligent.  Deliberative polling, which has been 
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studied in various countries with a diversity of issues, puts deliberative democracy to the 

empirical test: participants are surveyed before an after a weekend of conversation, which 

consists of moderated small group discussion and plenary discussion with expert panelists 

representing different perspectives on the issues.28  According to Ackerman & Fishkin (2004: 

52): 

It is not unusual for deliberation to significantly change the balance of opinion on 

two-thirds of the policy questions. And more than half of the respondents typically 

change their positions on particular policy items after sustained conversations. 

Changing minds after discussion looks like evidence of reasoning, but is it here evidence of 

good reasoning? 

At a major American deliberative polling event, held at Austin in 1996, the proportion 

of participants favoring "a tax reduction for savings" increased 17%; favoring a “flat tax” 

decreased 14%; agreeing that “divorce should be made harder to get" (as a way of 

strengthening the family) increased 21%; agreeing that the "biggest problem facing the 

American family" is "economic pressure” increased 15%; agreeing that the “biggest problem 

facing the American family" is "breakdown of traditional values" declined 10% (Ackerman 

and Fishkin 2004: 52).  Now this is a somewhat motley assortment of views, and we may 

again seem plagued by stubborn normative questions.  As ever, there’s something to that 

thought, but a bit more can be said.   

In the first instance, participants tend to become much better informed (Luskin et al. 

2008: 23), and better-informed reasoning is not implausibly held, as it is by full information 

theories, to be better reasoning.  Moreover, there is reason to believe that participants are, 

with the appropriate structure, able to reason together cooperatively and respectfully; once 

again, not just any group will do.  For example, in a Vermont deliberative polling weekend 
                                                
28 Thanks to Nicholas Southwood for directing us to this research. 
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on energy policy (Luskin et al. 2008: 23), 83% agreed (59% strongly) that their “small group 

moderator provided the opportunity for everyone to participate in the discussion”; 71% 

agreed (33% strongly) that that the members of their small group did in fact participate 

“relatively equally in the discussions”; 83% agreed (59% strongly) that “the important 

aspects of the issues were covered in the small group discussions.”  The anecdotal evidence is 

also suggestive.  Participants report being better able to respect one another’s beliefs and 

circumstances (Luskin et al. 2008: 14); at the end of one weekend, a participant was heard 

remarking to another, to whom he had made a demeaning remark at the beginning of 

discussion, “What are the three most important words in the English language?  They are ‘I 

was wrong’” (Ackerman and Fishkin 2004: 54). This sounds pretty good to us: the 

deliberative polling events have the feel of reasoned discussion, and it is not unlikely that 

judgments so secured could better withstand scrutiny than unconsidered political opinions.  

Dual process models may illuminate how such structured sociality may contribute to 

improved moral reasoning.  Many cognitive processes are automatic, and proceed without 

conscious direction.   As well they might be, given how often speed is at a premium. (Quick, 

pass me the fire extinguisher!)  But many automatic processes are morally pernicious 

processes, as in “implicit racism,” where unconscious processing results in discriminatory 

behavior, even among people who appear to explicitly reject the racist judgments their 

behavior appears to express (Kelly et al. forthcoming). However, sociality may counter the 

influence of tendencies like implicit racism.  For instance, exposure to pictures of admired 

and disliked African-Americans and whites (Denzel Washington, Tom Hanks, Mike Tyson, 

Jeffrey Dahmer) has been found to weaken implicit racism (Dasgupta and Greenwald 2001) 

as has white participants interacting with an African-American experimenter rather than a 

white experimenter (Lowery et al. 2001). 
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Obviously, the point is not that social processes are controlled and asocial processes 

are automatic.  Automaticity is abundantly evident in social contexts, and this “social 

automaticity” may facilitate good reasoning.  One salient feature of group interactions is that 

they are likely to induce emotional responses; many familiar emotions like anger, guilt, and 

sympathy are characteristically triggered by cues in social interaction.  It is the stunned look 

on your friend’s face that makes you feel guilty for slighting her.  It’s the tone of your 

colleague debasing a peer that makes you angry.  And it’s the tears running down the child’s 

face that triggers your sympathy.   

Guilt, anger, and sympathy are paradigmatically moral emotions (see Prinz & Nichols 

forthcoming), and Robert Frank (1988) argues that these emotions serve us well in the long 

term. Yet from the perspective of one’s short-term material interests, these emotions may 

seem counterproductive.  As serial killer Ted Bundy said: 

Guilt? … It’s a kind of social control mechanism - and it’s very unhealthy. It does 

terrible things to our bodies. And there are much better ways to control our behavior 

than that rather extraordinary use of guilt…. I guess I am in the enviable position of 

not having to deal with guilt. There’s just no reason for it (reported in Michaud & 

Aynesworth 1989, 288). 

In contrast to Bundy’s psychopathic insouciance, many people appear liable to guilt when 

they mistreat a friend, colleague, or subordinate.  And it turns out that this feeling has 

salutary consequences in the long run.  For example, people feel guilt over hurting someone, 

this motivates them to repair the damage that they have caused (Baumeister 1994).  Similarly, 

when people feel sympathy or empathy at the plight of a person in distress, this motivates 

them to help the other person (Batson 1991).  Or, to take Frank’s leading example, feeling 

anger at mistreatment motivates one to retaliate, and while the retaliation might be costly in 

the short term, it signals one’s intolerance for mistreatment.  For our purposes, the point to 
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emphasize is that such emotions are socially cued.  Thus, we have another reason to think 

that sociality will facilitate moral well-functioning: moral emotions like sympathy and guilt 

tend to improve our moral behavior, and the moral emotions are social emotions that are 

especially likely to be triggered in a social context.  

Moreover, deficiency with regard the social emotions is plausibly thought to be 

implicated in moral deficiency, as it was in the case of (perhaps we may here be indulged in 

omitting to acknowledge the possibility of normative controversy) Ted Bundy.  If we’re right 

about this, the individualist has a further fact to take on board.  Here we go again, with 

individualismabcde: optimal human reasoning is substantially asocial, and (a) sociality is 

necessary for the development of optimal reasoning and (b) sociality is necessary for the 

sustenance of optimal reasoning, and (c) sociality is necessary for the transmission of 

information requisite for optimal reasoning, and (d) sociality, in the form of socially 

embedded cognition, is necessary for optimal reasoning, (e) sociality, in the form of socially 

embedded cognition, is necessary for optimal moral functioning. 

We heartily approve of the qualifications, but we wonder about retaining the 

individualist brand, since the qualifications follow rather more naturally on a collaborativist 

tag line, optimal human reasoning is substantially social.  Indeed, if one begins here, the 

qualifications start to look rather more like implications.  As we’ve said, it may be that a 

suitably qualified individualism might be fashioned into a tidier package, perhaps by offering 

suitably nuanced readings of “substantially asocial” and “socially embedded” that dispel the 

awkward appearances. We suspect that such efforts are likely to devolve into 

gerrymandering, but we also suspect that the disagreement is threatening to devolve into a 

terminological spat.  This is tedium we wish to avoid: our main concern is that moral 

psychology acknowledge the critical importance of sociality.  We think collaborativism an 

efficient way to do so, but we’ve no objection to a qualified individualism -- so long as that 
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branding does not serve to distract us from a necessary emphasis on the social.  There’s little 

in a name, and much in the facts.  We think the facts put pressure on the name 

“individualism,” and various understandings of human psychology that have been forwarded 

in the vicinity of that appellation, but there is perhaps relatively little that needs be said about 

the name, once we’ve reached the appropriate understanding. 

 

8. Conclusions 

We have argued that optimal human reasoning is typically socially embedded 

reasoning, and any individualism espousing the notion that sociality is inimical to the optimal 

expression of human rationality is contradicted by the evidence.29 Thus, classic statements of 

individualism in the philosophical tradition must be understood as highly – if not explicitly -- 

qualified, in which case it is not clear they possess distinctive philosophical interest.  On the 

other hand, if they are not highly qualified, they are badly overstated, in which case they are 

distinctive, but wrong.  This is not to say that people never reason, or reason well, on their 

own.  As we have been at pains to point out, not all cognitive processes are group processes, 

and not all social processes are felicitous processes.  It is to say that an empirically defensible 

philosophical moral psychology will be more collaborativist in flavor than individualist. 

Furthermore, an appropriately developed cognitive science of morality will have to 

                                                
29 Space precludes us from exploring some important implications of our approach: 

collaborativism may appear allied with two controversial approaches to human morality and 

mentation: collective responsibility (see May 1992; May and Hoffman 1991; Tollefsen 2002, 

2003, 2006) and the “extended mind” (Clark and Chalmers 1998).  The authors are afflicted 

with disagreement as to the appeal of these views, and the extent to which they might be 

supported by collaborativism, but we agree that the issues deserve further discussion. 
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empirically investigate group processes in much more depth than has been done.  For 

example, studies of moral judgment will need to investigate how moral judgment eventuates 

from group process, and the ways in which these judgments and processes may differ from 

those identified by the individualistic methodologies that have so far dominated our emerging 

field. If the cognitive science of morality is to continue to thrive as it has recently, it must 

move beyond individualism – in our view, considerably beyond individualism.  We hope that 

both philosophers and scientists will take up our challenge.30 

 

 

 

                                                
30 Versions of this material were presented at the Ethics Programme and the Seminar in 

Science Studies, University of Oslo; 32nd Midwest Philosophy Colloquium, University of 

Minnesota, Morris; Experimental Philosophy Meets Conceptual Analysis Conference, 

Research School of the Social Sciences, The Australian National University; Society for 

Philosophy and Psychology Annual Meetings, York University; we are grateful to these 

audiences for helpful feedback.  Special thanks to James Bohman, Michael Gill, Daniel 

Haybron, and especially Eric Brown for valuable comments.  Doris gratefully acknowledges 

the National Humanities Center and the American Council of Learned Societies for their 

support. 
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