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Abstract
The neuroscience of morality presents novel approaches in exploring the cognitive and
affective underpinnings of moral conduct, and is steadily accumulating influence within
discursive frames of biocitizenship. Many claims are infused with varieties of neuro-
actuarialism in governing morally risky subjects, with implications that other fields
should observe closely. Sociologists and other social scientists, however, have typically
been reluctant to interject their expertise. However, a resurgent sociology of morality
offers the means by which closer engagement may be realized. In encouraging this
interdisciplinarity, a brief outline of recent developments in the neuroscience of morality
is provided. Some interdisciplinary collaborations are then explored, which weave
together novel methodological affordances from the neurosciences with conceptual
models from sociological inquiry. A brief overview of ‘neuroliberalism’ follows, to
concretize the growing appeal and practical application of the psy- and neurosciences in
governing moral conduct. Finally, some tentative ‘provocations’ are offered, towards
fostering moralities that, ultimately, we can live with.
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The neurosciences of morality (hereafter NoM) constitute a range of methodological

approaches. Each explores the neural underpinnings of manifestations and expressions of

values, volitions, dispositions, and aversions that we cluster together under the broad

umbrella of the ‘moral’. NoM efforts have grown exponentially over the last two

decades, wielding increasing influence within discursive frames regarding the

right-thinking and good-acting subject. Moreover, the rise of NoM is part of a broader

(re-)turn towards the ‘biologization of morality’ (Meloni, 2013). One distinctly contem-

porary trend is evident in renewed emphasis on our inherent ‘pro-sociality’, with

proponents investigating how we may better understand and exploit innate endowments

in promoting collective well-being (Meloni, 2013). Early touchstones here once included

ethicist Peter Singer’s (1981) The Expanding Circle (first published, it is worth noting,

with the subtitle of ‘Ethics and Sociobiology’). This influential work explored whether

our native capacities for altruism could be fruitfully reconfigured via closer integration

with moral reasoning, thereby expanding our circles of recognition in ways befitting

complex, heterogeneous, interdependent societies.

Yet, both parallel to and oppositional to views emphasizing our pro-sociality, there

emerged growing diagnoses of counter-productive mechanisms in our now malfunction-

ing ‘moral physiology’ (Schleim and Schirmann, 2011). In this line of argument, pro-

pensities given by evolution are implicated in the seemingly irrevocable edging towards

mass collective harms. Our biopsychosocial propensities are framed as increasingly

incommensurable with contemporary requirements of sociality, and in reckoning with

species-threatening problems. Through this now inverted ‘moralization of biology’

(Meloni, 2013), the brain’s ‘default settings’ are seen as lagging behind requirements

for expansive social recognition and responsible use of technological affordances. These

views are infused with varieties of neuro-actuarialism and concerns regarding the suit-

ability of the moral subject to live in the ‘risk societies’ (Beck, 1992) we now inhabit.

Put differently, in the estimation of some closely engaged with NoM, our circles of

moral recognition may not be expanding proportionately fast or wide enough. Ironically,

it is argued, our native ‘pro-social’ capacities – empathy, for example – may prove our

very undoing, given their relative inflexibility to accommodate rapid social change, or

potential for exploitation (see, for example, Bloom, 2017). This kind of argument,

observes Richard Joyce (2006: 221), is not unprecedented, and can be traced as far back

as ‘Darwin’s bulldog’, Thomas Huxley, who remarked that ‘the ethical progress of

society depends, not on imitating the cosmic process [i.e. evolution through natural

selection], still less in running away from it, but in combating it’. Ever since, how to

first reveal, and then better instrumentalize pro-social inclinations has been intensely

debated.

It is due to these broad motivations that scholars across many disciplines have taken

an acute interest in NoM, critically assessing the conceptual frameworks, experimental

models, and proposed socio-political applications offered by neuro-practitioners (Decety

and Wheatley, 2015; Liao, 2016b). Further discussed below, a growing chorus of neu-

roscientists, bioethicists, social psychologists, and moral philosophers, among others,

posit that some ‘default settings’ of cognition are no longer conducive to maximizing

well-being in post-industrial societies, and should be open to instrumental reconfigura-

tion. This includes assessing the permissibility and viability of ‘moral
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neuroenhancement’, or other varieties of ‘neurointerventions’ (see, for example, the

recent special journal issue on neurointerventions of AJOB Neuroscience).

However, despite the far-reaching implications in this ontological refashioning of

subjectivities, sociologists have appeared reluctant to offer their own expertise to the

debate. Fortunately, however, a resurgent sociology of morality is tentatively exploring

ways in which closer engagement may be realized. This includes querying experimental

models, contextualizing proposed instrumental applications within contemporary idea-

lizations of the subject, and suggesting strategies by which we can avoid inadvertently

foreclosing unforeseen lines of inquiry. In short, a broadly shared concern felt among

sociological perspectives is that NoM – still in its nascent and exploratory forms – may

currently prescribe far more than it actually reveals.

My aim, therefore, is to loosely stitch together several sub-fields, angling towards

shared questions of sociality, governance, and moral conduct. These interests are emer-

gent during a time where our neurobiology is framed as increasingly visible, permeable,

and malleable. Consequently, this article will be a necessarily whirlwind tour through

multiple fields that – though only recent developments – already comprise an expansive

literature. First, with an eye to accessibility, a brief outline of recent developments in

NoM will be provided, tracing where these findings are heading (particularly with regard

to biocitizenship). The parallel resurgence of the sociology of morality will then be

addressed, broadly advocating a cautious but open approach towards the cognitive

sciences. Some successful interdisciplinary collaborations are then discussed, which

weave novel methodological affordances from the neurosciences with conceptual

models drawn from sociological inquiry. Following this, a brief overview of ‘neuroli-

beralism’ is given, to concretize the growing influence and practical application of the

psy- and neurosciences in the governance of moral conduct. Finally, to conclude, some

brief ‘provocations’ are offered in the hope of encouraging further interdisciplinary

exchange, working together to cultivate everyday moralities with which, ultimately,

we can live and thrive.

A brief historical overview of the neuroscience of morality

Despite its relatively short history – though comparable efforts can be traced to at least

the nineteenth century (Verplaetse, 2009) – recent NoM comprises an incredibly exten-

sive literature (see Pascual et al., 2013; Liao, 2016a). By necessity, this overview will be

highly selective, curated to provide an entrée into current debates.

Like much of modern neurology, early breakthroughs in NoM were, in part, driven by

variants of lesion studies (where evident trauma to the brain is correlated with measur-

able deficits in cognitive capacities). Similarly, subjects already diagnosed as cogni-

tively and/or affectively deviant – psychopaths being a classic example – were analyzed

with neuroimaging technologies, to discern any structural and functional anomalies

(Glenn et al., 2009; Koenigs et al., 2011). Perhaps the most influential early break-

through, however, was the implication of emotion with moral decision-making. The

work of Antonio Damasio and collaborators (Damasio et al., 1996), broadly encapsu-

lated in the ‘somatic marker hypothesis’, is particularly noteworthy. They observed that

evaluative judgements typically hold an affective quality, rendered most apparent in its
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relative absence among persons with emotional deficits, who may find themselves

comparatively impaired in weighing up future outcomes (Bechara et al., 1994). This

functional integration of emotion with decision-making was demonstrated in participants

with damage to their ventromedial prefrontal cortex (vmPFC), long implicated in gen-

erating emotional valences (Damasio et al., 1990). Without these ‘somatic markers’ as

pre-conscious spurs to action, subjects found themselves ‘unable to feel their way

through life’ (Greene and Haidt, 2002: 518).

NoM accelerated with the uptake of functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI),

including the formative work of Jorge Moll and colleagues, who developed experimental

constructs that mapped brain function in response to moral judgements (Moll et al.,

2001; Moll et al., 2002a; Moll et al., 2002b). A flood of studies followed, many of which

were concerned with the role emotion served in fomenting moral inclinations. Very

broadly summarized, neural processing of morally salient stimuli was found to be dis-

tributed across various functional areas, dependent on what particular forms of salience

were enacted. Many studies can be highlighted, but the basic shared methodological

thread is mapping pre-existing models of morality to localized brain functions.

Concurrent with these developments, Jonathan Haidt’s social intuitionist model

received significant attention both inside and outside the academy. Haidt (2001) posed

that moral avowals are typically post-hoc constructions of intuitive evaluations, them-

selves shaped by socio-cultural influences. In some circumstances, this can lead to

‘moral dumbfounding’, where persons are unable to articulate reasons for strong aver-

sions to a course of action (Haidt et al., 2000). Haidt developed this interplay into a

‘moral foundations theory’, an expansive model that sought common ground between

anthropological and evolutionary approaches (Haidt and Joseph, 2004; Graham et al.,

2009). Drawing upon both Moll’s fMRI-based methods and Haidt’s social intuitionist

model, Joshua Greene and collaborators then developed a ‘dual-process theory’ of moral

decision-making. Using fMRI, Greene presented subjects with moral and non-moral

dilemmas (often variations of ‘trolley problems’, see Foot, 1967; Thomson, 1976).

Through this stimulus of neatly circumscribed moral dilemmas, relative measures of

functional differences were derived, with significant differences sometimes emerging

only through subtle changes in dilemma parameters. These localized functional areas

include the aforementioned vmPFC and the amygdala (implicated in emotional and

autonomic responses), along with the dorsolateral prefrontal context (dlPFC, associated

with measured, deliberative thought) (Greene et al., 2001; Greene and Haidt, 2002;

Greene, 2005, 2007). Much of the time these two functional areas are in accordance,

but fraught dilemmas may generate intra-psychical conflict.

This see-saw between dissonance or accordance, argues Greene, can be closely

mapped against characteristically utilitarian and deontological responses. Comparatively

‘emotional’ activations are strongly correlated with deontological preferences, and

‘cooler’ activation with more utilitarian stances. In short, Greene’s (2014) dual-

process theory is likened to ‘automatic’ and ‘manual’ camera settings. In this analogy,

our ‘automatic’ settings are attuned to affective heuristics that usually induce overall

positive outcomes, but on occasion need to be supplanted by the ‘manual’ mode (ideally

in cases where emotional responses may predispose subjects to action that fails to

maximize utility). Ultimately, and controversially, Greene (2008: 36) suggested that our
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patterned failure to decide in ways that effect morally best outcomes ‘cast[s] doubt on

deontology as a school of normative moral thought’. Rather, in Greene’s estimation,

formalized ethical systems – deontology especially – are often simply overlays of post-

hoc rational abstraction onto intuition-driven volitions.

Finally, another growing area of inquiry involves moral decision-making under con-

ditions of neuromodulation. Such interests were especially apparent within neuroeco-

nomics where, for example, attention was drawn to the role that neuropeptides such as

oxytocin may play in shaping pro-social qualities of trust and generosity (Kosfeld et al.,

2005; Zak et al., 2007; Barraza and Zak, 2009). Molly Crockett and colleagues (2009)

also produced curious findings in the ‘neurochemistry of fairness’, such as how serotonin

depletion is correlated with sensitivity to ‘unfair’ offers in generosity games (Crockett

et al., 2008). Relatedly, studies observed the influence of stress in shifting decision-

making from flexible ‘cognitive’ modes to rigid ‘habit’ stances (Starcke and Brand,

2012; Youssef et al., 2012; Schwabe and Wolf, 2013). This, in turn, lends further support

to the theories of Crockett and Greene, on tendencies to default to deontological stances

in conditions of high emotional salience.

To summarize, in this potted overview of the neurologizing of morality, several trends

are worth noting. One is the rapid uptake of fMRI and other neuroimaging techniques. A

second is problematizing the role of emotions, not only in shaping decision-making in

morally taxing situations, but in formulating initial, pre-conscious preferences. Finally,

neuroimaging, neurochemistry, neuroendocrinology, and behavioural economics have

been brought together in neuromodulatory studies. These studies served as a spur to

current debates around ‘moral neuroenhancement’. Taken together, these findings

seeped into an array of discursive spheres, variously put to work in effecting socio-

political ends. For instance, while some proponents deemed our neurological scaffolding

‘normatively significant’ (Greene, 2014: 26–7), others went much further, proclaiming

the urgent necessity of a ‘universal ethics’ grounded in neuroscience (Gazzaniga, 2005;

cf. Rasmusson, 2009). The aforementioned Peter Singer (2005: 349) was also an early

advocate, highlighting Greene’s work and advising that ‘[a]dvances in our understanding

of ethics do not themselves directly imply any normative conclusions, but they under-

mine some conceptions of doing ethics which themselves have normative conclusions’.

Since then, however, many philosophers and ethicists have been decidedly more

circumspect (e.g. Liao, 2017). Indeed, after a period of fervent ambition in the first

decade of the century, few today would be so bold to claim ‘that a science of normativity

can exist’ (Changeux and Ricoeur, 2000: 178). Instead, given our failures of empathy,

our neuromodulatory fragility, and intuitions open to co-opting and exploitation, the

neurologizing of morality is today largely driven by an undercurrent of governing per-

petually ‘risky’ populations (Rose and Abi-Rached, 2014). At their most forthright, these

appeals take on a ‘hard’ transhumanist edge, with declarations that we are ‘unfit for the

future’ and are obliged to enhance ourselves towards ‘moral transhumanism’ (Persson

and Savulescu, 2012; see also Buchanan, 2011). Such neuro-actuarialism asserts we are

stuck in narrow, increasingly obsolescent modes of moral conduct, in need of

reconfiguring.

Thus, as authoritative fields with high translational appeal, the cognitive neuros-

ciences can serve as a ‘strategic phenomenon’ deployed as ‘support for edifices of
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extra-scientific origin’ (Vander Valk, 2012: 9). Dual-process models of moral cognition,

for example, have been implicated in our collective inability to reckon with climate

change (Grosso, 2013). Ambitious arguments of this kind within ‘neuropolitics’ have

gained some niche appeal (Schreiber, 2017; cf. Altermark and Nyberg, 2018). Early

proponents of rethinking (neuro-)political subjectivities, such as Thomas Metzinger

(2009: 230), proposed the need for future legislative overhauls based upon neuroanthro-

pological insight, in order to uphold principles of ‘neuronal liberty’. Neil Levy (2010:

xxi) likewise suggested that if ‘it can be shown that some (and only some) of our moral

responses are irrational, because driven by raw emotion, then we have a powerful reason

for rewriting policy to discount these responses’. Exploratory policy papers raised the

prospects of enhancing our collective neurological capacities for optimization, self-

governance, and resilience (Broer and Pickersgill, 2015). These proposals invoked trans-

lational appeals, aspiring to cultivate a ‘neurological reflexivity’ that could ‘work with

and not against the grain of human nature’ (Grist, 2009: 34). Dutiful stewardship of the

‘pro-social brain’ has thus been framed as a ‘crucial socio-political challenge for our age’

(Keestra, 2012: 222). Most recently, such discussions have shifted into governing ration-

alities of ‘neuroliberalism’ (discussed below).

The (re-)emergence of the sociology of morality

In the previous section, I traced how a growing chorus of empiricists have sought

footholds by which to straddle the ‘hard’ neurosciences and the ‘soft’ social sciences

through the study of morality. However, with the exception of praiseworthy studies

discussed below, existing sociological scholarship into NoM has been somewhat limited

to post-hoc analyses and critical genealogies (De Vries, 2005; Brosnan, 2011; Conrad

and De Vries, 2011; Schleim and Schirmann, 2011; Pickersgill, 2012; Schirmann, 2013).

Sociological contributions regarding NoM were initially far more prevalent within ‘crit-

ical neuroscience’ debates, rather than directly shaping experimental constructs (Ortega

and Vidal, 2011; Pickersgill and Van Keulen, 2011; Choudhury and Slaby, 2012; Little-

field and Johnson, 2012). However, the steady epistemic expansion of the cognitive

neurosciences has compelled more interdisciplinary exchange, and the recent surge in

collaborative entanglements holds promise in undoing the ‘baneful disciplinization of

the sciences’ (Rose, 1999: xvi).

Further progress, however, requires mutual understandings of respective angles into

the ‘moral’ terrain. Maurizio Meloni’s (2014, 2016) work is useful here in tracing the

‘social turn’ among the biological sciences. In particular, Meloni observed recent trends

where

[f]ar from being invoked as a justification for traditionally bleak views of human nature, the

biology of the early 21st century becomes increasingly celebrated as the right place to look

at when searching for the origin of pro-social and moral behaviours. (2013: 85)

While a pro-social turn among the life sciences is certainly evident, Meloni (2013)

problematizes this trend, drawing attention to emerging research fields likely to desta-

bilize romantic framings of the ‘innately’ moral subject. Indeed, such a counter-turn
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appears to be emerging, via recent ‘anti-empathy’ debates (Bloom, 2017), along with the

now inverted ‘moralization of biology’ (Meloni, 2013) evident in moral neuroenhance-

ment discussions around correcting the supposed failings and inadequacies of our neu-

rological capacities (for a critique, see Wiseman, 2016).

Curiously, it is partially due to the ‘social turn’ of biology that the sociology of

morality has experienced its own resurgence. Contemporary sociology has tended to

eschew discussion of ‘morality’, preferring the less fraught conceptual spaces of struc-

ture, conflict, stratification, etc. (Hitlin and Vaisey, 2013: 52–3). Still, there are notable

exceptions that have aspired to reinvigorate the sub-field (e.g. Bellah et al., 1985; Bau-

man, 1989; Lamont, 1992; Hitlin and Vaisey, 2010; Stets and Carter, 2012; Bargheer and

Wilson, 2018). A small collective of sociologists are now closely attentive to develop-

ments in NoM, seeking means by which to interpose their expertise.

For instance, Gabriel Abend (2008) – a key figure in outlining a sociology of morality

cognizant of the turn to the neuro – sees value in (partially) resurrecting a Durkheimian

perspective. Abend (2008: 88) criticizes the ‘Weberian paradigm’ of much contempo-

rary sociology of morality, which operates under two primary principles that ‘Moral

judgments are not capable of objective truth or falsehood’ and ‘Sociology in general and

the sociology of morality can and should be value-free’. Abend observes that, since the

1980s, there has been an abundance of metaethical theories that affix judgements of

morality to empirical bases, and perhaps the only way to rebut or reframe such claims

requires addressing them in commensurate terms (see also Vaisey and Valentino, 2018).

Sociologists and social theorists are obliged to poke around within these empirical

frameworks, deconstructing any circularities, hidden political inflections, or question-

begging constructions. In turn, it must likewise be conceded that ‘value-free’ sociology

is a hopeless impossibility, undone immediately by the always value-laden inflections of

where we direct our inquiring eye. If sociology holds any interpretative authority, it is via

this contextual reflexivity, along with what Foucault described as a ‘hyper-pessimistic

activism’ towards any metaethical stances (Dreyfus and Rabinow, 1983: 231–2). Such

activism is crucial when considering ‘the relative costs of making a metaethical assump-

tion that may turn out to be mistaken’ (Abend, 2008: 90).

This cautionary note bears reiterating, for sociology has long been wary of becoming

complicit in social injustices rationalized through misplaced scientism (let us not forget,

for example, Émile Durkheim’s awkward endorsement of relative brain size in justifying

inequalities between the sexes, see Sowerwine, 2003: 290, 296). Abend (2008: 90) urges

us to retain this critically interpretive approach, for ‘insofar as there can be a project

mainly concerned with, for example, figuring out what different social groups under-

stand by rightness and goodness, it is reasonable that sociology be asked to take it up’.

This includes practising good faith inquiry into empirical frameworks adopted in mea-

suring elusive properties, such as moral conduct (see Abend, 2017). To this end, Abend

(2011) laments the lack of ‘thick concepts’ within NoM. Admittedly, this lack is under-

standable, for thin concepts prove far easier to operationalize. Still, current difficulties do

not mean they should be neglected until techno-methodological ruptures compel new

ways of seeing. We must remind ourselves that vortex-like ‘looping effects’ (Hacking,

1995: 21) can threaten, whereby ‘People classified in a certain way tend to conform to or
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grow into the ways that they are described; but they also evolve in their own ways, so that

the classifications and descriptions have to be constantly revised.’

Hence one promising line of inquiry in the (neuro-)sociology of morality considers

ways in which richer conceptual models may be eased into prevailing constructs (Firat

and Hitlin, 2012a). There is likewise broad consensus within NoM that the field needs

innovative means by which to untether itself from individualist models and towards more

socially embedded frameworks. To this end of developing ‘sociologically applied neu-

roscience’, Firat and Hitlin (2012a) outline some organizing principles by which joint

inquiry around morality, empathy, and identity may be realized. In particular, they

highlight that: (1) some moral capacities are universal, but are nonetheless always

mediated through heterogeneous sociocultural contexts that cannot be neatly excised;

(2) our morality serves functional purposes of both bonding and bounding subjects, and

so we must be attentive to exclusionary harms; and, finally, (3) emotions are tightly

imbricated with volition to moral action (as neuroscientists would agree, see above).

Therefore, one line of reconciliation, already recognized by many cognitive scientists,

lies in drawing further links with social psychological models, such as Haidt’s afore-

mentioned intuitionist framework (see also Oishi et al., 2009). Another promising path is

the microsociological study of emotions and identity, which is somewhat accommodative

to evolutionary and neurological models (see Turner and Stets, 2005: 261–83; Kalkhoff

et al., 2016a; Stets, 2016). More broadly, Steven Hitlin and Stephen Vaisey (2010) encour-

age interdisciplinary engagement in reimagining the sociology of morality in ways better

attuned to structure, power, and cultural repertoires of meaning-making (see also Vaisey

and Valentino, 2018). Emerging concurrently is ‘neurosociology’ (Hitlin and Vaisey,

2010; Franks and Turner, 2013), which has been comparatively daring in drawing direct

links between sociological theory – for example, symbolic interactionist models – with

developments in social neuroscience (Franks, 2010: 85–104). Some remain wary, how-

ever, that neurosociology may be too intent on ‘proving’ the validity of sociological

theories in ways that leap over other orders of explanation (Firat and Hitlin, 2012b).

However, a striking congruence is apparent, with proponents in broad agreement that

closer engagement is decidedly not a kowtowing to either hasty reductionism or slippery

abstraction, but a necessary and now realizable reconciliation (Callard and Fitzgerald, 2015;

Kalkhoff et al., 2016a). Permeating this emerging literature is a palpable sense of urgency,

one where the ‘time is ripe to incorporate neurological understandings into these more

culturally oriented sociological theories about human cognition and behavior’ (Firat and

Hitlin, 2012a). This onto-epistemological opening may prove a rare and brief opportunity.

Nevertheless, we must remain cautious in our attempts towards jointly tracing moral

agency. In contrast to the potential harms of unfounded claims, there is comparatively

little cost in simply confessing that the tools – both material and conceptual, for they are

co-constitutive – are not yet available for many burning questions. If sociological and

neurological interdisciplinarity is worth defending, we must reconcile ourselves to the

reality that gaps between speculated hypotheses and demonstrative probes may be long

enduring. This is not to devalue the important discursive role of neurosocial speculation.

However, such speculation must remain sensitive to the looping effects of any normative

thrust that is inferred by other stakeholders. It therefore merits turning to some recent

examples of praiseworthy interdisciplinary engagement around questions of morality.
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Some prior interdisciplinary efforts

In this section, I draw attention to three commendable efforts in forging collaboration

across the social sciences and neurosciences. All three projects investigated aspects of

moral conduct, while also providing some hard-earned advice on interdisciplinarity.

Another common theme was their willingness to risk failure, recognizing that interdis-

ciplinarity may require sacrificing some precision in our home fields and digging deeper

into the epistemic wells of others. As Felicity Callard and Des Fitzgerald (2015: 56)

recount, difficult compromises usually prove necessary, for ‘One of the – many –

uncomfortable facts about collaboration is that some kind of strategic reduction (of one’s

own concepts and immediate intellectual ambitions) is often the price of entry.’ An

epistemologically holier-than-thou attitude is often unproductive, especially given the

limitations of current technological affordances. Hence, rather than wilful self-exclusion

from fields that, frankly, will get along just fine without us, we must work with available

means to weave sociological theory with neuroscientific empiricism.

In an early proof-of-concept study, Rengin Firat and Steven Hitlin (2012a) specify

social contexts of morality as an area where productive collaborations can be established.

Taking inspiration from Michèle Lamont (1992; 2009; Lamont and Molnár, 2002), Firat

and Hitlin start by outlining the always socially bounded quality of moral recognition.

That is, symbolic boundaries of moral recognition and exclusion serve several social

functions: affirming identity and solidarity; providing a sense of security; inscribing

shared norms; and as means of securing power and resources, the ill-effects of which

are especially prevalent when observing racial and ethnic prejudice (Firat and Hitlin,

2012a: 174–6). Concurrent with this interest in conditional recognition, Firat and Hitlin

(2012a: 177–81) also highlight expanding efforts in the neuroscience of empathy

(Singer, 2006; Decety and Ickes, 2009; Zaki and Ochsner, 2012). In recognition of these

convergent lines of inquiry, a pilot study was developed to demonstrate how they may be

aligned within an experimental construct. In this single-participant experiment, images

were used as stimuli to test differential activation under fMRI between in-group and

out-group identification, based on race and socio-economic standing. Differences in

functional activation across stimuli were subsequently found (thus, at least, arguably

demonstrating construct validity). Such models, argue Firat and Hitlin, indicate that

it is possible to empirically integrate sociological and neuroscientific accounts of human

morality, and demonstrate how neurological analysis need not threaten sociological under-

standings of perception and interpretation; rather, they may unlock the processes whereby

societal patterns of interaction are shaped and reformed within the human mind. (2012a: 189)

Taking up this challenge, sociologist Will Kalkhoff led an interdisciplinary team in using

electroencephalography (EEG) to test personal identity theories, specifically the effects

of receiving confirming or disconfirming personal feedback (Kalkhoff et al., 2016a). In a

parallel paper, Kalkhoff, Thye and Pollock (Kalkhoff et al., 2016b) provide an illumi-

nating commentary and some pragmatic advice for those undertaking comparable

efforts. Kalkhoff and colleagues note that standard approaches within social psychology

have trouble definitively ‘testing’ models of identity, in part due to the typical
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unreliability of self-reported states (Stets and Asencio, 2008). EEG, they argue, provided

a partial work-around, for its high temporal acuity allows precise comparisons in

response to various stimuli. In short, the EEG measure can subvert any post-hoc con-

fabulation. There lies potential here in further incorporating neurotechnologies as a

means of complementing sociological insight, if not to necessarily ‘prove’ a theory,

then at least to demonstrate plausibility at the level of physiology.

Finally, in another fine example of interdisciplinary endeavour, a motley crew drawn

from literary studies, STS, sociology, anthropology, psychology, and neuroscience made

use of their respective expertise in developing a novel experimental construct. This was

inspired by one collaborator’s prior work in literary and historical accounts around

technologies of ‘reading’ truth-telling and deception. However, instead of focusing on

hard binaries of ‘truth’ and ‘deception’, their experiment instead sought to trace the

telling of an ‘awkward truth’ (Littlefield et al., 2015). An ‘awkward truth’, we might

readily agree, is far more prevalent in interactional displays than either outright decep-

tion or blunt honesty, and so it is fitting that brain-gazing methods attempt to tease out

this ‘thicker’ practice of everyday moral conduct. Thus, this study was admirably daring

in employing the otherwise phenomenologically inflexible tool of fMRI – always teth-

ered to a single subject in an undeniably alien setting – to illuminate an inescapably

social phenomenon. In later commentary from Callard and Fitzgerald (2015: 40), they

note that the collaboration sought ‘an experiment that would work with the potent and

important reductive force of the scanner, in order to bring something like “context” into

view’ (see also Fitzgerald et al., 2014; Littlefield et al., 2014).

Unsurprisingly, this experiment was comprised of a fragile construct unlikely to

produce neat findings (though they proved rigorous enough to be published, see Little-

field et al., 2015). Yet any inconclusive outputs were not cause for ascribing failure.

Rather, part of the working hypothesis was in (re-)problematizing hard bifurcations

between ‘truth’ and ‘lie’, for

what it means to be deceived, or to confess, is buried within a whole series of fraught social

relationships, memories, feelings, sensations, and so on, whose entanglements are not well

indexed by the hemodynamic response at stake in fMRI. (Callard and Fitzgerald, 2015: 39)

Hence the study helpfully disturbed thin and ossified categories perhaps too readily

accepted within current methodological constructs and affordances. This ingenious use

of neuroimaging to subvert its own authority reminds us ‘to resist the temptation of too

hastily affixing elusive placeholder understandings of the human subject into the com-

forting tangibility of our materiality, and what interdisciplinarity can offer in averting

such traps’ (Wade, 2017: 187).

Nudges and neuroliberalism: a site of converging
interests in governing moral conduct?

Looking ahead, with this willing interdisciplinary spirit in mind, it merits highlighting

the ways in which insights from the cognitive sciences are now being turned to ‘nudging’

subjects into becoming more morally upstanding citizens (Thaler and Sunstein, 2008).
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Such shifts towards ‘neuroliberalism’ (discussed below) are significant, for this is not

simply a refinement of governing through subjects (rather than over them, see Rose,

1993). Rather, neuroliberalism reflects aspirations of governing under, via the subcon-

scious, in ways that unsettle and reconfigure prior models of the morally enfranchised

citizen. Such modes of administering conduct are difficult to resist (because, by defini-

tion, we are not aware of them). This can be especially troubling when applied models

appear narrow and deficient, often in ways that sociological insight can address.

For example, in one intriguing study published in Nature Human Behavior, sociolo-

gist Michèle Lamont and colleagues (Lamont et al., 2017) proposed that three highly

influential lines of inquiry within the cognitive sciences could benefit from closer

engagement with cultural sociology. The three research programmes highlighted were:

(1) variable capacities of cognitive bandwidth; (2) dual process models of moral

judgement (discussed earlier); and (3) biases revealed through implicit-association

tests. All three programmes have already been widely applied to constructions of moral

conduct, but sociologists still may ‘offer new empirical insight into unexplained

sources of variation by foregrounding causes of cultural heterogeneity’ (Lamont

et al., 2017: 867). At the time of publication, Lamont was President of the American

Sociological Association – a highly influential role – and was perhaps inspired by how

her earlier work on class, gender, and moral recognition had informed the aforemen-

tioned studies of Firat and Hitlin.

To focus on just one example from this study – cognitive bandwidth capacities –

debates on the causal factors of poverty have long been unsympathetically moralistic,

citing poor choices and ethical failings as behaviours in need of intervention and cor-

rection, and so further damning the already downtrodden (Somers and Block, 2005).

However, cognitive scientists and behavioural economists have argued that day-to-day

struggles of subsistence impose an undue load on limited cognitive systems. This can

‘leave fewer cognitive resources available to guide choice and action’ (Mani et al., 2013:

976; see also Schilbach et al., 2016). These comparative shortfalls of cognitive band-

width, it is hypothesized, render the poor vulnerable to cycles of self-defeating beha-

viour, worsened by the state imposing ‘cognitive taxes’, such as compelling subjects to

navigate complex welfare systems (Mani et al., 2013: 980).

However, Lamont and colleagues (2017) query these assumptions of ‘non-optimal

decision-making’, noting that the relation between cognitive bandwidth and poverty is

‘limited by the assumption that there is universal agreement about which resources are

most essential’. In reality, they contend, ‘people often experience multiple simultaneous

forms of scarcity’, many of which are less about primary needs of food and shelter.

Rather, these parallel needs are concerned with meaning-making and status, expressed

through rituals, symbolic acts, or other socially affirming schema that would otherwise

be classified as ‘irrational’. Failing to understand why, for example, a poor family might

expend scarce resources on a funeral – ‘because the social cost of failing to contribute

outweighs competing economic considerations’ (Lamont et al., 2017: 868) – can result in

heavy-handed interventions that misrecognize the underlying meaning attached to

actions, and so undermine personhood itself.

Ultimately, Lamont and colleagues expressed concern that some research pro-

grammes in the cognitive sciences – which have already enjoyed widespread
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applications in social policy, business schools, employee training, etc. – assume ‘an

ahistorical or “natural” set of cultural referents, which is contradicted by research that

demonstrates cultural variation shaped by complex socio-cultural pathways’ (p. 870).

They therefore urged ‘building from both ends’ of interdisciplinary bridges, developing

more sensitively attenuated theoretical models and empirical constructs, and finding

ways in which ‘cultural repertoires’ of ‘the available schemas, frames, narratives, scripts,

and boundaries that actors draw on in social situations’ could be better accommodated

(p. 866). Such appeals are echoed by other cultural and cognitive sociologists who

(tentatively) point to promising intersections, most notably in further developing dual-

process models of meaning and action (see Vaisey, 2009; Lizardo et al., 2016, Vaisey

and Valentino, 2018).

Nonetheless, despite these critiques, translational labours through which insights

from the neuro and psychological sciences are incorporated into governing everyday

life (including moral conduct) have proven highly influential. Such efforts have recently

been characterized as a turn towards ‘neuroliberalism’. In its initial critical formulation

(Isin, 2004), neuroliberalism reflected tactics of ‘governing through neurosis’. Under this

both individualizing and totalizing rationality, subjects are responsible for governing

themselves amid incalculable external risks and uncertainties – resulting in ceaseless and

anxious calibration of the self – while also being expected to maintain their own optimal

cognitive and affective constitutions (Isin, 2004: 223). Notwithstanding the value of this

critical theorization, more recent discussion – particularly after the much-debated turn

towards ‘libertarian paternalism’ (Thaler and Sunstein, 2003) – led to ‘neuroliberalism’

more commonly describing ‘the use of behavioural, psychological and neurological

insights to deliberately shape and govern human conduct within free societies’ (Pykett

et al., 2018: 1). Of course, as with its conceptual counterpart of neoliberalism, the term

remains an orienting lightning rod for critique.

As an applied mode of governance, neuroliberalism is ‘in part, based upon emerging

insights into the role of the central nervous system . . . within the constitution of human

decision making and social life’ (Pykett et al., 2018: 1, 62). Neuroliberalism is especially

‘characterized by an appreciation of the role of the automatic, unconscious and invo-

luntary within human action, and an ability to predict, respond, regulate, enhance and

exploit these behavioural vectors’ (Pykett et al., 2018). Thus, for governing powers, here

lie new tranches of cognitive bandwidth open to repurposing, undertaken beneath the

conscious perception of the subject (and so, arguably, not undermining autonomy and

agency). Such modes of governing were a key interest in both the Cameron government

in the United Kingdom and the Obama administration in the United States, and now

proliferate around the globe (Whitehead et al., 2014). This presents wide-ranging impli-

cations for the ontological delegation of morality, of which actors are accorded moral

agency. Unfortunately, such an analysis cannot be accommodated here. Rather, my

intention is to simply draw attention to neuroliberal projects, for shifts towards subjec-

tification through the subconscious will likely prove far more influential in shaping

moral conduct in the foreseeable future than, for example, some of the speculative

bombast within ‘neuropolitics’. It is therefore crucial that, given these expanding pro-

grammes of shaping the moral subject, sociologists and related scholars offer their

assistance in a spirit of ‘critical friendship’ (Rose and Abi-Rached, 2013: 3).
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Conclusion: a few provocations towards future
interdisciplinary work

To conclude, I would like to humbly offer some considerations for joint efforts between

the neurosciences and social sciences in the study of morality. Each (tentative) ‘provo-

cation’ warrants an entire study in itself, and is far from exhaustive. Still, my hope is that

it may foster potentials for others to pursue.

Beyond Durkheim and Weber

If the Durkheimian sociology of morality is beset by vagary, Weberian approaches

undermined by impossible purity, Parsonian takes are turgid, rigid, and hard to sell

(Bargheer and Wilson, 2018: 6), and all are difficult to operationalize empirically, then

why not go further with the ‘new sociology of morality’ (Hitlin and Vaisey, 2013)? In

particular, given that this article highlights shifting delegations and divisions in the

cognitive labour of morality – whether within the brain itself, or between self and the

other, or citizen and the state, or human and non-human actors – can the sociology of

morality adapt in ways more reflective of this diffusion of moral agency?

Today, everyday forms of ‘moral outrage’ are typically expressed through digital

media platforms (Crockett, 2017), and our interactions with artificial intelligences will

no doubt accelerate in their diffusion, sophistication, and complex division of moral

labour. There is therefore something more to be said for the ‘missing masses’ of mun-

dane artefacts by which moral conduct is enacted (Latour, 1992). Given that we increas-

ingly act upon the world through an array of mediating devices, it is pertinent to

acknowledge that moral agency is largely a function of affordances and frames of many

interacting kinds. For those interested in pressing this further, promising interdisciplin-

ary links emerge here with Levy’s (2007: 61) ‘ethical parity principle’ and, more

broadly, the extended mind thesis of Andy Clark and David Chalmers (1998). We could

also look to recent studies within cultural and epistemological sociology around notions

of ‘choice’ (e.g. Vaisey and Valentino, 2018). Particularly interesting amid a coming age

of neuroliberalism is Abend’s concept of ‘decisionism’, which worries less about affix-

ing ‘morality’ to some elusive ontological mast, and instead simply starts with tracing

the capacities of recognizing and enacting choice in itself. Through decisionism, we are

urged to consider ‘What kinds of things are taken to be capable of making decisions?

What kinds of things are understood and represented as decisions, choices, decision-

makers, and decision-making?’ Through such conceptual proposals we can open up

space for ‘strategic assimilation’ with the cognitive sciences (Vaisey and Valentino,

2018), discovering more conciliatory, pragmatic, and generous ways of translating our

insights across disciplines.

Undoing irreal constructs

While there have been numerous commentaries on, for example, the interpretive lim-

itations of neuroimaging, perhaps still too little is said of the ‘irreality’ of many

prevailing experimental constructs (Rose and Abi-Rached, 2013: 78). Consider the
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compounding strangeness of contemplating grave dilemmas in the alien setting of an

MRI machine, analyzed through Western constructs of normativity, and the almost

invariably WEIRD research participants used in these studies (Henrich et al., 2010).

This irreal setting, implausible context-cutting, narrow sampling, possible ethnocentr-

ism, and overall weak ecological validity are worrisome given the weighty properties

under investigation (for detailed critiques, see Kahane and Shackel, 2010; Schleim and

Schirmann, 2011). With some neuropsychology of morality studies now venturing into

virtual reality simulations (in attempts to enhance ecological validity), new methodo-

logical considerations arise (Pan and Slater, 2011; Patil et al., 2014; Francis et al.,

2016). In light of these innovations, interdisciplinary engagement remains crucial in

order to avoid gross discordances between the concepts developed, the mediating

devices employed, and the final outputs disseminated.

Care with ‘thick’ concepts and translational haste

As Abend (2011) suggests, ‘thick’ concepts must eventually be incorporated into a richer

NoM. However, we must remain wary of translational haste, ensuring that complex ideas

are not unduly ‘cropped, split, and diminished in order to be traceable in the cerebral

purview’ (Schirmann, 2013: 292). Many unfortunate research outputs – sadly destined

for slow dismantling – can occur in the rush to operationalize, corrupting once ‘thick’

concepts into hollow simulacra that loop back as narrow prescriptions for conduct. In

avoiding this Procrustean conceptual violence, a productive place to start may be through

better incorporation of ‘repertoire’ and ‘toolkit’ models of cognition in experimental

constructs (for an overview, see Lizardo and Strand, 2010). This will also require

cognitive scientists demonstrating greater willingness to work with social scientists, to

endure some interdisciplinary discomfort and ambivalence, along with wider institu-

tional support to guide and incentivize these often risky labours (Callard and Fitzgerald,

2015). Importantly, we must also acknowledge that warning against translational haste

applies equally to sociologists making use of neuroscientific affordances, for as Kalkhoff

advises, the seductive allure of novel methods is far from a sufficient justification for

their use (Kalkhoff et al., 2016b: 254).

Finally, if I may be permitted a slight speculation, there may (eventually) arrive a time

where ‘mind-reading’ neurotechnologies are instrumentally habituated into far more

expansive self-tracking practices of ‘virtuous play’ (Wade, 2018). Already, the prolif-

eration of personal neurotechnologies has become a source of keen scholarly interest (see

Brenninkmeijer, 2016; Littlefield, 2018). Meanwhile, in the same way that self-tracking

practices are now being incorporated into actuarial assessments of risk and credit (e.g.

health insurance premiums), it is not inconceivable that personal neurotechnologies may

be delegated moral authority in similar fashion, assembling neurological risk profiles for

the benefit of others. For example, DARPA, Facebook, and Neuralink – a company

founded by Elon Musk – are just a few of the entities sinking their deep resources into

developing highly functional brain-computer interfaces (Davies, 2018). The upshot of all

this may be a ‘big data’ deluge of cognition-in-action.

What seems crucial, therefore, is that sociologists are suitably equipped with the

requisite understanding of the subtleties and complexities of these affordances, so that
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we may duly assess the incorporation of governing neurologics into everyday life. It

would not just be wilfully naı̈ve to ignore developments in the neuroscience of morality.

Rather, perhaps there is also emancipatory value in reconfiguring the moral subject

beyond the oft-impossible virtuosities expected amid contemporary individualism. The

sociology and neuroscience of morality can play crucial co-constitutive roles here,

working together to reimagine moral agency in ways both affirming and achievable.
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