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• I want to begin by thanking:

• The Eastern APA Program Committee

• Denise Vigani (Session Chair)

• All four of the session’s critics, for taking the time to read and engage
thoughtfully with my work.

• Each of you in the audience!

• It is a real honor to be here to share and discuss by work with you, and
I look forward to an enlightening discussion!

Advance thanks



• This is a follow-up to my 2016 book, Rightness as Fairness: A
Moral and Political Theory.

• In that book, I argued that ethics should be based on 7
principles of theory-selection adapted from the sciences. The
claim: more truth-apt & fruitful than traditional methods:
• Moral intuitions
• Reflective equilibrium
• Etc.

• The book then argued that these principles support grounding
normative moral theory in:

1. Instrumental (‘means-end’) normativity - universal
2. Empirical moral psychology - verifiable / testable

Background



• Critics of Rightness as Fairness raised a number of good concerns:

1. Its account of moral psychology was questionable. (Newey 2017, Moore 2017)

2. Its derivation of the rationality of its moral principles was unsuccessful. (Dees 2017, Newey 2017)

3. It at most provided a theory of prudence, not morality. (Jaquet 2017, Moore 2017).

• Neurofunctional Prudence & Morality is in part an attempt to grapple with and
resolve these concerns by:

A. Using behavioral neuroscience to develop & support my theory of moral psychology.

B. Outlining a normative theory of prudence to better address morality’s rationality.

C. Using (A) & (B) to address (3): unifying prudence and morality.

Criticisms of RF



Chapter 1
Outline of the Emerging Behavioral Neuroscience of Prudence and Morality

• Neurofunctional Prudence & Morality begins by outlining empirical findings on
prudential and moral cognition and behavior.

• The chapter outlines how both forms of cognition have been found to involve:
1. Mental time-travel
2. Other-perspective-taking
3. Risk-aversion
4. The Default Mode Network (widely distributed neural system)

• Here is a quick overview of relevant findings, followed by the role I argue they
should play in philosophical theory…



Chapter 1
Mental time-travel in prudential and moral cognition

• Mental time-travel = capacity to imaginatively simulate possible futures and pasts.

• Moral responsibility and performance vary in proportion to involvement in cognition:

i. Robust in typical human adults (Kennett & Matthews 2009)

ii. Absent in non-human animals, who can plan put not imaginatively simulate (Suddendorf & Corballis 2007: §3)

iii. Underdeveloped in children and adolescents (Casey et al 2008; Kennett & Matthews 2009; Giedd et al 1999)

iv. Neurobiologically impaired in psychopaths (Levy 2007; Litton 2008; Shoemaker 2011)

v. Moral and prudential performance simultaneously improve or degrade when stimulated or inhibited.
(Van Gelder et al. 2013, Soustchek et al. 2016)

vi. Impulsivity/present-focus is one of the strongest individual-level predictors of criminal activity. (Van 

Gelder et al 2013, Hirschi 2004, Gottfredson & Hirschi 1990; and Wilson & Hernstein 1985).

vii. Adolescent impulsivity & delinquency related to inability to appreciate future consequences. (Moffitt 1993).

viii. Lack of mental TT in psychopaths leads to lack of prospective regret, which predicts criminality. (Hosking et 

al. 2017, Baskin-Sommers et al. 2017).



Chapter 1
Other-perspective-taking in prudential and moral cognition

• Other-perspective-taking (i.e. imagining others’ perspectives) is also systematically 
implicated in prudent and moral behavior:

• Prudence: essential intertemporal strategy for predicting outcomes, reduces temporal 
discounting (increases focus on long-term). Viganò (2017): 219-21. Cf. Benoit et al. (2011), etc.

• Morality: imaginative sympathy and empathy. Arvan (2016), Singer & Lamm (2009), Singer & Tusche (2014).

• Neurofunctionally intertwined with mental time-travel - inhibiting the temporoparietal
junction (TPJ) simultaneously inhibits:

A. Imaginative empathy with and concern for one’s own possible future selves.

B. Imaginative empathy with and concern for others. Santiesteban et al. (2012), Soutschek et al. (2016)



Chapter 1
Risk-aversion

• Risk aversion involves preferring sure benefits over gambles with equal or higher 
expected value (but potential losses).

• Empirical research finds that human beings have pronounced tendencies to:

1. Risk-aversion: Experience the value of losses as roughly 2x similar gains. Tom et al. (2007).

2. Moral risk-aversion: avoiding imposing intolerable costs on others. Crockett et al. (2015).  

• Absence of risk aversion strongly predicts imprudent and immoral behavior.
• Adolescents and young adults (particularly young adult males) are risk-seeking and prone to 

illegal behavior.

• Psychopaths are also risk seekers, showing deficits in the ability to learn from negative outcomes 
from past risks and using prospective regret to inhibit risk-taking behavior. Birbaumer et al. (2005).



Chapter 1
The Default Mode Network & moral judgment

• Han’s (2017) meta-analysis found the following DMN areas implicated in moral judgment 
(moral belief) across a wide variety of experimental tasks:

a. Ventromedial PFC: risk and emotion regulation. Deficits cause patients to choose immediate over future rewards.

b. Dorsomedial PFC: sense of the self (‘me-ness’) and theory of mind (others’ mental states).

c. Temporoparietal junction (TPJ): empathy with one's own future selves and others through representing different 
perspectives. Includes Wernicke’s area (inner monologue) and angular gyrus (episodic memories / stories).

d. Middle temporal gyrus: contemplating distance from oneself and facial-recognition.

e. Superior temporal sulcus: perception of where others gaze (joint attention) and directedness of others’ emotions.

f. Middle occipital gyrus: topographical maps of external world.

g. Temporal pole: facial recognition, theory of mind, semantic memory, visceral emotions.

h. Fusiform gyrus: face and visual word recognition.

i. Inferior temporal gyrus: object and facial recognition.

j. Precunus: neural correlate of consciousness and self-awareness, including episodic memory of how past events 
affected oneself. Also represents others’ points-of-view in empathy and forgiveness.



Chapter 1
The Default Mode Network & sensitivity

• Han found many of the same regions implicated in moral sensitivity (i.e. sensitivity to 
morally relevant details of situations), but also the following:
• Ventromedial prefrontal cortex: self-control & motor inhibition.

• Cingulate gyrus: memory formation, self-esteem, and sadness.

• Orbitofrontal cortex: signals expected rewards and punishments.

• Lingual gyrus: logical order of events and encoding visual memories.

• Cuneus: inhibition – overstimulation results in pathological gambling.

• Amygdala: fear, anger, emotional arousal.

• So, moral cognition (including moral belief) appears to systematically involve capacities 
normally identified in philosophy with ‘non-moral’/prudential reasons.
• Risk, reward, punishment, sense of self, concern for future selves, etc.

• Relevant to whether morality and prudence are distinct.



Chapter 1
Two explanatory questions

• I contend that these findings generate two different sets of explanatory questions:

A. Normative explanatory questions: why should these capacities and brain regions be 
involved in moral cognition and behavior? Why these capacities, but not others?

B. Descriptive explanatory questions: how exactly do these capacities function in 
prudential and moral cognition?

• The rest of the book:

1. Outlines a unified normative theory of prudence, morality, and justice.

2. As well as a unified descriptive theory of prudential and moral cognition.

3. Argues via principles of theory selection that these theories better answer both sets of 
explanatory questions than alternatives.



Chapter 2
Outline of a theory of prudence

• Prudence is making decisions that make one’s life as a whole go as well as possible 
(maximizing aggregate expected lifetime utility).

• However, our lives as a whole are profoundly uncertain:
• Unexpected events (increases exponentially long-term)
• Preference reversals (Bazerman et al. 1992)
• Poor affective forecasting (Wilson & Gilbert 2003)
• Transformative experience (Paul 2015)
• Problems of interworld comparisons (Baumann 2018)

• So, prudence requires aiming to maximize lifetime value given radical uncertainty.

• Donald Bruckner (2003): this is best modeled by a Prudential Original Position.
• Which principle of action is rational given radical ignorance of who you might turn out to be?
• Bruckner’s answer: minimax regret (minimize the maximum regret you might face). 
• Convergence with utility-maximization the more one cares about future and past.



Chapter 2
‘Moral risk-aversion’

• One of Chapter 2’s main claims is that prudent people internalize moral-risk aversion on 
minimax regret grounds, ultimately coming to have categorical attitudes favoring it.

• Moral-risk aversion is a set of attitudes not to risk violating moral norms even when 
violating them might appear to benefit you.

• Why is moral-risk aversion prudent?

• Two complementary moral-prudential lessons are embedded in & incentivized by:

A. Ubiquitous myths and fiction across cultures and eras.

B. Everyday life across childhood, adolescence, and adulthood.

C. Due to genuine empirical regularities rooted in human psychology & social dynamics.



Chapter 2
The Prudence of Moral-Risk Aversion: the negative lesson

• Consider the moral-prudential lesson of a ubiquitous form of storytelling: tragedies.
• Adam & Eve’s banishment from Eden
• David & Bathsheeba
• Hamlet
• The Godfather trilogy
• The Irishman
• Star Wars prequel trilogy
• Simmba (2018)

• The standard plot of tragic fiction goes like this:
1. Protagonist(s) decide to risk violating moral norms for some perceived advantage.
2. As sure as they are that it will work out, unexpected events lead to disaster.
3. If the protagonist(s) live at all, they profoundly regret their decisions.

• Negative moral-prudential lesson: ‘No matter how sure it seems that immoral actions 
will benefit you, don’t do it - you might profoundly regret it.’
• Also lesson of divine punishment/hell myths



Chapter 2
The Prudence of Moral-Risk Aversion: the positive lesson

• Now consider another ubiquitous form of storytelling: redemption stories (heroic fiction).
• Original Star Wars trilogy (Han Solo, Darth Vader)
• The Big Boss (1971)
• Thor (2011)
• Simmba (2018)
• Etc.

• The standard plot of these stories is as follows:
1. Act 1: tragedy - hero violates moral norms, suffers catastrophe and regret.
2. Act 2: hero learns the error of their ways, acting morally even when things appear hopeless.
3. Act 3: the hero is unexpectedly rewarded for their ‘faith in morality’ (saves the world!).

• Positive moral-prudential lesson: ‘Always act morally even when it appears 
disadvantageous…because in the longer run it is more advantageous.’
• Also lesson of heaven/divine justice myths (Job, Jesus, Karma, etc.).



Chapter 2
The Prudence of Moral-Risk Aversion: social regularities

• Although these are just stories, they represent genuine empirical regularities across:

A. Childhood
B. Adolescence
C. Adulthood

• People do not always suffer for their moral inequities or benefit from moral behavior. Yet, 
over the longer run, human psychology and social dynamics favor the 2 lessons:

moral norms violations --> punishment --> moral risk-aversion --> long-term benefit

• 1st-personal and 2nd/3rd-person experience.

1. Childhood: School, parents, childhood fiction (Saved by the Bell, cartoons, etc.)
2. Adolescence: School, police, young-adult fiction (The Outsides, Divergent, superhero movies).
3. Adulthood: Workplace, relationships, adult fiction (The Godfather, etc.).



Chapter 2
The Prudence of Moral-Risk Aversion: regularities in childhood

Present-focus Moral risk-taking Punishment/regret

Negative lesson
Moral risks punished

(imprudence)

Delayed reward

Positive lesson
Moral-risk aversion 
rewarded long-term

(prudence & morality)

Temptation Memory of punishment

Prospective regret

Moral decision



Chapter 2
The Prudence of Moral-Risk Aversion: regularities in adolescence

Present-focus Moral risk-taking Punishment/regret

Negative lesson
Moral risks punished

(imprudence)

Delayed reward

Positive lesson
Moral-risk aversion 
rewarded long-term

(prudence & morality)

Temptation Memory of punishment

Prospective regret

Moral decision



Chapter 2
The Prudence of Moral-Risk Aversion: regularities in adulthood

Present-focus Moral risk-taking Punishment/regret

Negative lesson
Moral risks punished

(imprudence)

Delayed reward

Positive lesson
Moral-risk aversion 
rewarded long-term

(prudence & morality)

Temptation Memory of punishment

Prospective regret

Moral decision



Chapter 2
Prudence --> progressive internalization of categorical moral-risk aversion

• I argue that prudent people progressively internalize categorical moral-risk aversion:

• Negative categorical attitudes

• Beliefs: ‘I should never behave immorally, even when it might seem beneficial.’

• Desires: ‘I don’t want to behave unethically. I might profoundly regret it, wishing in vain for all 
the world that I could go back in time and undo my mistakes.’

• Positive categorical attitudes

• Beliefs: ‘I should always behave morally - chances are, it will have better long-term outcomes 
even when I don’t think it will.’

• Desires: ‘I want to do the right thing. Whatever happens, I can take pride in it.’



FIGURE 4
Outline of a Normative Theory of Prudence

Highest-level normative 
requirement

First-level normative 
requirement

Diachronic instrumental rationality: An action is prudent for an agent if and only if it has the best-expected aggregate lifetime value.

Rational choice under radical diachronic uncertainty: Because life as a whole is deeply uncertain, an action has the best-expected aggregate lifetime value 
for an agent only if it conforms to principles of prudence that are rational on an assumption of radical uncertainty.

Rational choice from a Prudential Original Position: Because a Prudential Original Position represents choice under radical uncertainty, an action is prudent 
for an agent only if it is consistent with whichever principle(s) are instrumentally rational from a Prudential Original Position.

Minimax regret: The most instrumentally rational principle from a Prudential Original Position is minimax regret. 

Categorical ‘moral risk-aversion’: Prudent individuals typically learn on the basis of empirical regularities to treat the maximum possible regret resulting 
from immoral behavior as always greater than for moral behavior. Thus, an action is (typically) prudent for an agent only if it is based on standing, 
internalized attitudes to categorically avoid risking violating moral norms.

Categorical moral commitment: Prudent individuals also typically learn on the basis of empirical regularities that, given life’s uncertainty, ‘categorically’
committing to acting on moral norms ‘for their own sake’ has greater expected aggregate lifetime value than alternatives, even in cases where immoral
behavior may appear to have better expected outcomes. Thus, an action is (typically) prudent for an agent only if it is based upon standing, internalized
attitudes to categorically obey moral norms ‘for their own sake.’

Morally-constrained utility-maximization: An action is (typically) prudent if and only if it (A) has the best-expected aggregate lifetime value given (B) 
standing negative attitudes of categorical ‘moral risk-aversion’, and (C) standing positive attitudes to categorically obey moral norms ‘for their own sake’.



Memory of potential regrets for immoral 
behavior (first-, second-, and third-personal)
• Social punishment
• Internal punishment (guilt)
• Fictional moral tragedies
• Hell narratives for immoral behavior
• Etc.

Memory of delayed rewards for moral 
behavior (first-, second-, and third-personal) 
• External rewards (from parents, etc.)
• Internal rewards (self-esteem)
• Redemption stories
• Heaven narratives for good behavior
• Etc.

Internalized Attitudes
1. Aim to act in ways w/best-expected lifetime outcomes.
2. Standing (implicit) commitment to minimax regret.
3. Standing beliefs that, given life’s uncertainty and 

observed empirical regularities that:
A. Immorality has greater possible regret than 

morality.
B. Morality has greater long-term benefits.

4. From 1-3, internalization of:
i. Categorical moral risk-aversion
ii. Categorical commitment to moral behavior

5. Morally-constrained utility-maximization: aim to 
maximize expected lifetime value constrained by 
categorical moral-risk aversion and moral commitment.

Temptation to immorality
‘I am so tempted to lie. I think I probably would not get
caught, and it looks like I might benefit’.

PRUDENT AGENT (PRESENT)

RETROSPECTIVE CONCERNS (PAST) PROSPECTIVE CONCERNS (FUTURE)

‘Moral Risk-Aversion’ (MRA) - viz. Minimax Regret
‘I do not want to risk doing something I might deeply regret.
I want to make a choice I know I will not regret’.

Categorical Negative MRA
‘I don’t want to risk telling
the lie. I might regret it’.

FIGURE 5.
A Descriptive Model of Prudential Psychology

Morally-constrained utility-maximization
‘I will aim to make whichever choices are best for my life,
but only within moral bounds’.

Categorical Positive MRA
‘I should tell the truth for its
own sake. I won’t regret it’.RETROSPECTIVE CONCERNS (PAST)



Chapter 3
Derivation of prudence from morality

• Chapter 3 uses this theory of prudence to:

1. Derive my 2016 moral theory (Rightness as Fairness) from prudence.

2. Refine the theory to address criticisms of my earlier book.

3. Outline a unified theory of prudence, morality, and justice.

1. Normative

2. Descriptive theory of prudential and moral cognition.

• The argument is rooted in the categorically morally-risk averse attitudes internalized by 
prudent agents.

• Let me explain.



Chapter 3
Lifetime uncertainty (again)

• Prudent people aim to make choices with the best-expected lifetime outcomes. 
However, as Bruckner argues, prudent people should see life as profoundly uncertain. 

…

• Traditional decision theory says to act directly in 
whatever way has the best expected outcomes.

• Yet, this is how children, adolescents, criminals, 
and psychopaths deliberate.

• They try to ‘play the odds’, behaving immorally 
when it seems likely to benefit them.

• Prudent people internalize moral risk-aversion, 
seeing immoral behavior as not worth the risk of 
possible regret (no matter how small!).

• Prudent people want to act in a manner they 
know that none of their future selves will regret.



Chapter 3
The Categorical-Instrumental Imperative

• Prudent people ought to act on the Categorical-Instrumental Imperative, acting in ways 
that their present self and every possible future self can mutually agree upon.

• Some of one’s future selves are selfish.

• And other future selves are other-regarding.
• Sympathy
• Empathy
• Concern for social reward and punishment

• So, the C.I. Imperative requires modeling a universal 
agreement among one’s possible selves that 
privileges neither set of selves.

• And the prudent person should see this agreement as 
maximizing expected lifetime utility.
• Response to Dees.

…



Chapter 3
The Moral Original Position

• I argue that we can model a universal agreement among all of one’s possible selfish 
and other-regarding selves via a Moral Original Position.

• This is just like the Prudential Original Position, except now the focus is on:
A. One’s own possible interests, and by extension
B. The interests of all human and nonhuman beings one could end up caring about.

• In other words:
1. Prudence = fairness to oneself across time (Prudential Original Position)
2. Fairness to oneself requires fairness to oneself and others across time (Moral OP).

• Prudence requires moral behavior (and moral normativity reducible to prudential).



Chapter 3
Four Principles of Fairness

• What is rational from the standpoint of the Moral Original Position?

• Four Principles of Fairness advance one’s interests no matter who one cares about:

1. Principle of Negative Fairness: ideal of avoiding & minimizing coercion.

2. Principle of Positive Fairness: ideal of helping others.

3. Principle of Fair Negotiation: negotiating fair compromises with others regarding 
costs & conflicts associated with (1) and (2) - compromises all parties can accept.

4. Principle of Virtue of Fairness: cultivating standing attitudes viz. (1)-(3).



Chapter 3
Social & Political Disagreement on Interpreting Four Principles

• In my 2016 book, I argued that we should use the Four Principles of Fairness to 
determine directly what morality & justice require --> ‘principled fair negotiation’.

• Dees (2017) objected that all of those principles’ central requirements are moralized 
notions over which there is deep disagreement:
i. What is coercive, and what isn’t?
ii. What is helpful, what isn’t?
iii. When is negotiation fair?

• Consequently, in Neurofunctional Prudence & Morality I argue the same diachronic 
issues (radical uncertainty & motive to avoid potential regret) require yet another 
kind of model for interpreting and applying the Four Principles of Fairness.
• A series of Rawlsian original positions (cosmopolitan, international, domestic)
• Ideal & nonideal variants (Arvan 2014, 2019)



Diachronic instrumental rationality: An action is prudent for an agent 
if and only if it has the best-expected aggregate lifetime value.

Rational choice under radical diachronic uncertainty: Because life as a 
whole is deeply uncertain, an action has the best-expected aggregate 
lifetime value for an agent only if it conforms to principles of prudence
that are rational on an assumption of radical uncertainty.

Rational choice from a Prudential Original Position: Because a 
Prudential Original Position represents choice under radical uncertainty, 
an action is prudent for only if consistent with whichever principle(s) are 
instrumentally rational from a Prudential Original Position.

Minimax regret: The most instrumentally rational principle from a 
Prudential Original Position is minimax regret. 

Categorical ‘moral risk-aversion’ (negative): Prudent individuals 
typically learn on the basis of empirical regularities to treat the 
maximum possible regret resulting from immoral behavior as always 
greater than for moral behavior. Thus, an action is (typically) prudent 
for an agent only if it is based on or consistent with standing, 
internalized attitudes to categorically avoid risking violating moral 
norms.

Categorical moral commitment (positive): Prudent individuals also
typically learn on the basis of empirical regularities that, given life’s
uncertainty, ‘categorically’ committing to acting on moral norms ‘for
their own sake’ has greater expected aggregate lifetime value than
alternatives, even in cases where immoral behavior may appear to have
better expected outcomes. Thus, an action is (typically) prudent for an
agent only if it is based upon or consistent with standing, internalized
attitudes to categorically obey moral norms ‘for their own sake.’

Highest-level normative 
requirement

First-level 
normative 

requirement

Morally-constrained utility-maximization: An action is (typically) 
prudent for an agent if and only if it (A) has the best-expected 
aggregate lifetime value given (B) standing negative attitudes of 
categorical ‘moral risk-aversion’, and (C) standing positive attitudes to 
categorically obey moral norms ‘for their own sake’.

FIGURE 6
Outline of a Unified Normative Theory of Prudence, Morality, and Justice

PRUDENCE
(Diachronic Fairness to Oneself)

MORALITY
(Fairness to Oneself = Fairness to Others)

The problem of possible future selves: A prudent agent motivated by
morally-constrained utility-maximization will have a standing desire to
act in ways they know they will not regret in morally-salient cases,
wanting to know their future interests before the future occurs.

The Categorical-Instrumental (CI) Imperative: A prudent agent who
faces the problem of possible future selves has rational grounds to
resolve it by a cross-temporal commitment to act for its own sake—
both now and in the future--on principles that their present and every
possible future self can agree upon given mutual recognition of one’s
ignorance of the future in the present.

Three Equivalent Formulations of the CI-Imperative: A prudent agent
has rational grounds to recognize that insofar as their possible future
selves can have a wide variety of egoistic and other-regarding concerns,
the CI imperative has three identical formulations comprising moral
principles that require acting in ways that all human and nonhuman
sentient beings could universally agree upon together abstracting away
from all differences between their interests.

Obeying the CI-imperative = morally-constrained utility-
maximization: a prudent agent with negative moral-risk aversion and
categorical moral commitment will judge acting on the CI-Imperative
for its own sake to maximize their aggregate expected lifetime value,
using the CI-Imperative to guide and constrain their first-order life-
decisions.

The Moral Original Position: a prudent agent will rationally recognize
that a Moral Original Position—a situation where they assume behind a
veil of ignorance that they could be any human or sentient being under
any conditions—represents the CI-imperative’s satisfaction-conditions.

Rightness as Fairness: a prudent agent in a Moral Original Position has
rational grounds to act upon Four Principles of Fairness: a principle of
coercion-minimization, principle of mutual assistance, principle of fair
negotiation with others (viz. no arbitrary bargaining advantages) for
weighing these principles against costs, and a principle of virtue
requiring internalizing these principles as settled attitudes (beliefs and
desires).

POLITICAL MORALITY / JUSTICE
(Fairness to Others = Social-Political Fairness)

Social-Political Fairness: A prudent agent motivated by Rightness as Fairness will want social-
political conditions to ensure that every human and nonhuman sentient being is treated according 
to these principles (coercion-minimization, mutual assistance, equal bargaining power, etc.).

Ideal & Nonideal Fairness: A prudent agent who wants social-political conditions to ensure that 
every human and nonhuman sentient being is treated according to Rightness as Fairness will 
recognize that two questions arise regarding how to interpret and apply those principles to 
individuals and societies:

A. Applying Rightness as Fairness given strict social-political compliance: ideal theory
B. Applying Rightness as Fairness given non-compliance: nonideal theory

IDEAL FAIRNESS
(Perfect Moral-Social-Political Fairness)

NONIDEAL FAIRNESS
(What Fairness Requires in Response to Unfairness)

Ideal Cosmopolitan Original Position:
A prudent agent seeking to ensure that every
human and nonhuman sentient being is
treated according to Rightness as Fairness will
seek an ideally fair world for all, as modeled
by an Ideal Cosmopolitan Original Position
where all rational agents are assumed to
strictly comply with 4 Principles of Fairness.

Ideal International Original Position (?):
depending on output of Ideal Cosmopolitan
OP, a prudent agent seeking to ensure that
every human and nonhuman sentient being is
treated according to Rightness as Fairness will
want nation-states to act fairly
internationally, as modeled by an Ideal
International OP.

Ideal Domestic Original Position: Subject to
outputs principles of Ideal Cosmopolitan and
International OPs, a prudent agent motivated
by Rightness as Fairness will want societies to
treat citizens and nonhuman beings fairly
within their national jurisdiction, modeled by
a Ideal Domestic Original Position.

First-Order Ideal Morality: A prudent agent in  
fully fair social-political conditions will 
negotiate answers to first-order moral 
questions with others constrained by 
principles of ideal justice, and then uphold 
fairly negotiated norms as such.

Nonideal Cosmopolitan Original Position:
A prudent agent seeking to ensure that all are
treated according to Rightness as Fairness will
seek to counteract unfairness to all, as modeled
by a Nonideal Cosmopolitan OP where agents
behind the veil are aware of and want to rectify
non-compliance with output principles of the
Ideal Cosmopolitan OP.

Nonideal International Original Position (?):
depending on output principles of a
Cosmopolitan OP, a prudent agent seeking to
ensure that every human and nonhuman
sentient being is treated according to Rightness
as Fairness will want to counteract unfairness
between nation-states, as modeled by a Nonideal
International OP.

Nonideal Domestic Original Position: Subject to 
principles are agreed upon in the Ideal Domestic 
OP, a prudent agent will seek to counteract all 
unfairness to human and nonhuman sentient 
beings within individual societies, as modeled by 
a Nonideal Domestic Original Position.

First-Order Nonideal Morality: A prudent agent 
in  unfair social-political conditions will negotiate 
answers to first-order moral questions with 
others constrained by principles of nonideal
justice, and then uphold fairly negotiated norms 
as such.



Memory of regrets for immoral behavior (first, 
second, and third-personal)

Memory of delayed gratification for moral 
behavior (first-, second-, and third-personal)

Psychologically internalized normative prudence
• Desire to act in ways w/best expected life-outcomes.
• Profound uncertainty about the future.
• Standing desire to minimize maximum possible regret.
• ‘Moral risk-aversion’ (See FIGURE 5).

Temptation to act immorally (possible) 
PRUDENTIAL COGNITION

Categorical  unwillingness 
to risk immoral behavior.

FIGURE 7. A Unified Descriptive Model of Prudential and Moral Psychology

MORAL ORIGINAL POSITION (implicit or explicit)
Believe & desire to follow Four Principles of Fairness.

Categorical commitment to 
morality ‘for its own sake’

Memory of severe regrets for unfairness
Oneself/others being punished for unfair behavior 
Oneself/others feeling guilty for unfairness.

Memory of delayed gratification for fairness
Oneself and others benefitting long-term by 
treating others fairly (viz. Four Principles)

Memory of disagreements about how to interpret 
Four Principles of Fairness 

Psychologically internalized moral-prudential conscience
• Desire to act on Four Principles of Fairness.
• Standing desire to minimize maximum possible regret.

Worry about possible regret from unilateral 
interpretation of Four Principles of Fairness

‘What if what I think is fair coercion or bargaining isn’t what
other people think? What if they punish me or I feel guilty?’

Memory of regrettable social-political unfairness
Recalling disastrous consequences of Nazism, 
slavery, racism, etc.

Memory of delayed benefits of social-political 
fairness Better world without Nazism, slavery, 
racism, etc.

Internalized moral-social-political prudence
• Desire to act on Four Principles of Fairness
• Desire to settle Fairness disagreements non-arbitrarily

Cosmopolitan Original Position (Ideal Theory)
Wanting to act according to principles that all persons and 

nonhuman sentient beings could rationally agree upon 
behind a veil of ignorance.

Domestic Original Position
(Ideal Theory)

International OP (?)
(Ideal Theory)

Nonideal Original Positions to model what is fair and just
in an unjust world - variants for different contexts:
• Global
• International (?)
• Domestic

Moral Rightness as Ideal & Nonideal Fairness: interest in
conforming to Four Principles of Fairness as socially
negotiated for ideal / nonideal social-political contexts.

FIRST-LEVEL MORAL COGNITION

HIGH-LEVEL MORAL COGNITION

‘Moral risk-aversion’ (MRA): Wanting to make a (moral) 
choice one knows one’s future self won’t regret 

SOCIAL-POLITICAL MORAL COGNITION

Commitment to the Categorical-Instrumental Imperative 
(implicit or explicit): act in ways that one’s present and 

every possible future self can mutually accept.

RETROSPECTIVE CONCERNS (PAST)
PROSPECTIVE CONCERNS (FUTURE)



Chapter 4
What is the best explanation of philosophical & behavioral neuroscientific data?

• Chapter 4 returns to the two explanatory questions presented in Chapter 1:

A. Normative explanatory questions: why should the capacities and brain regions 
implicated in moral cognition and behavior be involved? Why them but not others?

B. Descriptive explanatory questions: how exactly do these capacities function in 
prudential and moral cognition?

• I argue that my account, Prudence & Morality as Fairness to Oneself and Others, 
answers both explanatory questions better than rivals:
• Aristotelian virtue ethics, Kantianism, Utilitarianism, Contractualism
• Mind-independent moral realism, sentimentalism, etc.



THEORY

MORAL BELIEF

Arvan
(2020)

Aristotelian VE
(MV = settled 
dispositions)

Utilitarianism Kantianism Contractualism
(Scanlon)

Intuitionist MR Sentimentalism

Mental TT ✓ ❓ ✓ ✓ ❌ ❌ ❌

OPT ✓ ❓ ✓ ❓ ✓ ❓ ✓

Risk-aversion ✓ ❓ ❓ ❓ ❓ ❓ ❓

vmPFC (risk/benefit & future) ✓ ❓ ✓ ❌ ❓ ❌ ❓

dmPFC (sense of self & TOM) ✓ ❓ ❓ ❓ ❓ ❓ ✓

TPJ (perspective-taking) ✓ ❓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ❓ ✓

Wernicke (internal monologue) ✓ ❓ ❌ ✓ ✓ ❌ ❌

Angular gyrus (stories) ✓ ❓ ❓ ✓ ❓ ❌ ❓

MTG (distance & faces) ✓ ❓ ❓ ❌ ❓ ❓ ❓

STC (directionality of others’ 
emotions)

✓ ❓ ✓ ❓ ✓ ❓ ✓

TP (TOM & visceral emotions) ✓ ✓ ❓ ❌ ❓ ❓ ✓

Precunus (episodic memory) ✓ ❓ ❓ ❌ ❓ ❌ ❓

Which philosophical theories predict that various capacities should be systematically 
involved in moral cognition, and explain how they function in it?



THEORY

MORAL SENSITIVITY

Arvan
(2020)

Aristotelian VE
(MV = settled 
dispositions)

Utilitarianism Kantianism Contractualism
(Scanlon)

Intuitionist MR Sentimentalism

Cingulate gyrus (emotion, 
memory)

✓ ✓ ❓ ❌ ❓ ❓ ✓

Cuneus (gambling avoidance) ✓ ❓ ❓ ❓ ❓ ❌ ❓

OFC (cross-temporal 
contingencies, reward & 
punishment)

✓ ✓ ❓ ❌ ❌ ❌ ❓

Lingual gyrus (visual processing, 
memories & dreams)

✓ ❓ ❓ ❓ ❓ ❓ ❓

Amygdala (fear, anger, anxiety) ✓ ❓ ❓ ❌ ❓ ✓ ✓

Which philosophical theories predict that various capacities should be involved in 
moral sensitivity and moral motivation, and explain how they function therein?

THEORY

MORAL MOTIVATION

Arvan
(2020)

Aristotelian VE
(MV = settled 
dispositions)

Utilitarianism Kantianism Contractualism
(Scanlon)

Intuitionist MR Sentimentalism

Hubris Syndrome (powerful 
people  losing risk-aversion & 
moral motivation)

✓ ❌ ❌ ❌ ❌ ❌ ❓

‘Moral mediocrity’ (rationality 
of fair over altruistic behavior).

✓ ❌ ❌ ❌ ✓ ❌ ❓



Chapter 5
Replies to objections, and avenues for future research

• Chapter 5 concludes by examining four objections:
1. Is my account too speculative?
2. Does it violate the is-ought gap and commit the naturalistic fallacy?
3. Are there counterexamples to my claims about prudence?
4. Is my theory at most a theory of prudence, not morality?

• My answers to the first two concerns are quick:

A. The book engages in well-informed speculation: which is important and has 
been historically fruitful.

B. The account does not violate the is-ought gap.
• The normative and descriptive parts of my theory are distinct.
• I am optimistic about ‘Humean reductions’ of the normative to descriptive.



Chapter 5
Counterexamples to theory theory of prudence

• Potential counterexamples to my theory of prudence:
A. Minor cases: people risking moral violations and benefitting (cutting in line, etc.).
B. Major cases: people who systematically benefit from risking major violations of moral norms.

• My responses:
1. Individuals like these may still behaving imprudently. It is possible to repeatedly get lucky, 

especially if you have power. However, it is still arguably imprudent, because luck tends to run 
out in the long run (Pericles, Nixon, Hussein, Gadaffi, Weinstein, etc.).

2. It is an empirical question whether morality is always rational, and it it’s not we may be 
better off recognizing that it has no normative purchase on some people.
• Kelvans in Star Trek.
• How many morally and prudentially tragic situations might we avert by recognizing that some people 

may have no reason to behave morally?
• Priming moral principles doesn’t improve behavior--mental TT & OPT does (as my account holds).
• We would be better off incentivizing good behavioral (by preventing vast power imbalances).



Thank you!
I look forward to thinking about and discussing your questions
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