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Abstract 
Motivational internalism is a view according to which moral judgments are necessarily 
motivating. Rationalist internalism (RI) is the most popular version of this view; it limits 
internalism to people who are practically rational. Motivational internalism, including RI, has 
been criticized as being incompatible with research into certain personality disorder; in particular 
psychopathic personality and pathological personality which is the result of damage to the 
ventromedial prefrontal cortex (shortened to VM damage). In this paper, I argue that many of 
the features of psychopathic personality and of VM damage, which some philosophers 
interpreted as direct proof against internalism, should be understood as having an effect on the 
practical rationality of the patients. This means that these personality disorders cannot be used as 
counter examples to RI and can, in fact, be seen as supporting RI to some extent . I begin by 
describing RI. I then turn to I describing the phenomenon of psychopathic personality and VM 
damage and their philosophically relevant features. Finally I discuss whether the features 
characterizing psychopathy and VM damage influence the degree to which these disorders can 
serve as counterexamples to internalism of the rationalist variety. 
Key words: motivation, rationality, practical rationality, psychopathology, internalism, 
psychopathy 
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Motivationalinternalism (MI) is a view according to which motivation on the part of the person 

making a sincere moral judgement is internal to the judgement. According to the opposing view, 

Externalism (E), moral judgment is independent from motivation.Internalism and externalism 

have been the subject of much discussion in philosophical literature. In an attempt to move the 

discussion forward, a number of philosophershave put forward arguments based on 

psychopathology which are intended to show that MI is incompatible with empirical phenomena.  

The empirical phenomenon which is often discussed with regards to the question of internalism 

is psychopathy (Cima,Tonnaer andHauser, 2010; Levy, 2007; Levy, 2014;Prinz, 2006; Zhong, 

2013) (Cahn-Fuller,. Shook, Giordano, 2018) and damage to the ventromedial prefrontal cortex 

of the brain (usually referred to as VM damage) (Roskies, 2003). This is because psychopathy and 

VM damage appear to pose a serious problem for MI, as the agents with high scores on the 

psychopathy checklist appearto be perfectly capable of moral judgment, but seem to be 

indifferent to it. In other words, they seem to lack any motivation connected to the judgments 

they express and the situation is similar in the case of VM damaged patients.  

At this point, it is important to note that ‘psychopathy’ is not a label currently found in 

the contemporary versions of the IDC and DSM which are the two most common systems for 

classifying mental disorders. Some psychologists view ‘psychopathy’ to be an unhelpful, 

colloquial term rather than a medical one. Thus, the very existence of the disorder, as it is 

presented in philosophical literature, might be problematic.  That being said, there is a substantial 

body of literature on the topic of ‘psychopathy’ which seems robust enough to justify a 

philosophical interest. We must however, remain careful about using the term given that there is 

controversy regarding its adequacy and explanatory and predictive value, as well as the pejorative 

and stigmatizing implication it often carries with it.  

The aim of this paper is to demonstrate that contrary to the arguments of a number of 

philosophers psychopathy and VM damage cannot be used as counterexamples to internalism. 

However, I will focus on a specific form of internalism: rational internalism, or RI, which is 

currently the most often held version of internalism. I will first describe RI and show why it is the 

most popular, up to date, version of internalism. I will then turn to describing how psychopathy 

and VM damage have been understood in the philosophical debate concerning internalism and 
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whether the features characterizing psychopathy and VM damage influence the degree to which 

these disorders can serve as counterexamples to internalism of the rationalist variety. 

 

 

1. DEFINING INTERNALISM 

 

Broadly speaking, internalism is the view that moral judgments are necessarily connected to 

motivation. According to the internalist, when an agent makes a moral judgment he or she will 

necessarily be motivated to act in accordance with that judgment, though the motivation does not 

have to be overriding. Motivational internalism has been formulated in an array of various ways. 

Take for example just a couple formulations: 

- Nagel (1970, p.7) “Internalism is the view that the presence of a motivation for acting 

morally is guaranteed by the truth of ethical propositions themselves”.  

- Harman (1977, p.33) To think you ought to do something is to be motivated to do it” 

- Blackburn (1984, p.188) “It seems to be a conceptual truth that to regard something as a 

good is to feel a pull toward promoting or choosing it.” 

Clearly, the differences between these formulations, though at first glance similar, are in 

fact substantial. However, what they all have in common is that they feature a necessary 

connection between moral judgment and action. Thus, while they are formulated differently, they 

are all examples of a traditional form of internalism where moral judgment and motivation are 

necessarily connected. One of the main complaints about internalism is precisely that this 

connection between moral judgment and motivation is too strong. These forms of internalism 

propose that as a matter of fact, if someone makes a moral judgment he or she is motivated. This 

rules out the possibility of phenomena such as weakness of will, that is acting against one’s own 

judgment about what one ought to do. Because these phenomena are important aspects of our 

moral psychology, a theory of motivation which is incompatible is highly implausible. This is why 

RI is superior to traditional formulations of internalism. RI is an alternative version of 

internalism, which makes room for precisely such cases is RI, that is rational internalism by 

claiming that the internalism clause applies only to agents who are practically irrational. However, 

people suffering from phenomena such as weakness of will are in fact, practically irrational, hence 

they are not incompatible with this version of internalism.  

RI: If an agent judges that she ought to Φ, then she will be motivated to Φ, if the she is 

practically rational.  
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The form of internalism I call RI is the most commonly found version of internalism in 

the literature. Versions of RI have been proposed by Michael Smith (1994), Christine Korsgaard 

(1996, 1997) and Jay Wallace(2006). RI is a conditional form of internalism, because it restricts 

internalism to a specific condition: only agents who are practically rational are necessarily 

motivated by their ought-judgments. This means that the connection between judgment and 

motivation is defeasible to some extent. The connection depends on the agents being practically 

rational. In other words, according to this version of internalism, if someone makes a moral 

judgment he or she is motivated or he or she is practically irrational.  

The question is, of course, what is meant by practical rationality. One common worry is 

that RI might turn out to be trivial or circular; if being practically irrational simply means ‘not 

being motivated to act in accordance with what the agent judges he or she ought to do’ then RI is 

trivially true. If RI is to be a non-circular claim then, practical rationality must be characterized in 

a richer way. One such acceptable explanation of practical rationality is coherence between 

mental states. Failures of motivation are therefore cases of practical irrationality, because the 

agent's judgments are incoherent with his or her motivations. In other words, the defender of RI 

does not simply stipulate that ‘practically irrational’ simply means ‘not motivated by his or her 

moral judgments’, because he can explain where the practical irrationality lies, namely in the 

mismatch between the judgment and motivation (Smith, 2008). There are other ways in which we 

can give an account of practical rationality, prima facie at least, which would not make RI circular. 

Given the popularity of RI and the fact that RI and formulations of internalism in a similar vein 

are currently seen to be the most probable version of internalism, it seems to me worthwhile 

considering how RI fares when faced with criticism stemming from observations of psychopathic 

and VM damaged persons who, despite being apparently capable of moral judgment, seem to 

lack any motivation to act in accordance with their professed moral judgments.  

 

 

2. PSYCHOPATHY AND VM DAMAGE  

 

Two separate disorders are discussed in this paper,because both appear in important discussions 

concerning internalism and empirical phenomena. The two disorders are ‘psychopathy’ which, as 

I have already pointed out, carries problems with it as it is not clear the label is accurate, andVM 

damage, as discussed in the work of Damasio. It is worth mentioning, that like most discussions 

of internalism and externalism, discussions of the metaethical significance of psychopathy and 
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VM damage has always been discussed in terms of what it can tell us about motivation and moral 

judgement. 

 

2.1. Psychopathy 

 
The psychopath presents clinically as a “walking oxymoron”. On the one hand, the 
psychopath is capable of articulating socially constructive, even morally appropriate 
responses to real-life situations. However when left to his or her own devices, the 
psychopath’s actions are frequently inconsistent with his or her verbal reports. (Kiehl, 
2008, p119) 

 

The term “psychopathy” refers to a personality disorder which is often associated with 

displays of moral indifference followed by a lack of remorse or guilt. Furthermore, the disorder is 

usually characterized by a lack of empathy, by irresponsibility, shallow affect, impulsivity and 

indifference to the rights and feelings of others (Kiehl, 2008, p120). The main deficiency of 

psychopathy is supposed to be emotional, and it is from emotional impairments that the curious, 

and often deeply unsettling behavior of psychopaths stem. (Blair, Mitchell, and Blair, 2005) 

The reason why psychopathy has recently received a lot of attention from metaethicists is 

because people diagnosed with psychopathy can display high levels of control and completely 

unimpaired reasoning abilities, while also displaying complete moral indifference. They are 

seemingly capable of making articulate and appropriate normative judgment which is clearly in 

stark contrast to their poor behavioral conduct and lack of any remorse or guilt at wrongdoing. 

This has been interpreted as showing that while psychopaths use normative language to pick out 

the same properties that non-psychopathic agents tend to, these seem to be of no practical 

significance to the psychopathic agent. In other words, psychopaths seem to be making ought-

judgments completely devoid of motivation.  

Clinical diagnosis and study of psychopathy have been based on the characteristics 

introduced by HarveCleckly and Robert Hare. Hare's psychopathy “checklist” is currently the 

basic model for diagnosis. 

 

Hare’s Psychopathy Checklist—Revised (PCL-R) 

Factor 1: Interpersonal/affective    Factor 2: impulsive/antisocial            Neither 

Glib/superficial charm Need for stimulation/proneness 

to boredom 

Promiscuous sexual 

behavior 

Grandiose sense of self-worth Parasitic lifestyle Many short term marital 

affairs 
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Pathological lying Poor behavioral controls Criminal versatility 

Conning/manipulative Early behavioral problems  

Lack of remorse or guilt Lack of realistic, long-term goals  

Shallow affect Impulsivity  

Callous/lack of empathy Irresponsibility  

Failure to accept responsibility for 

own actions 

Juvenile delinquency  

 Revocation of conditional 

release 

 

 

However, as has been mentioned before, currently the DSM does not refer to 

‘psychopathy’ as such. Furthermore, there are now arguments proposed that the PCL-R does not 

capture important aspects of psychopathy and thus should be expanded or provided with other 

dimensions (Patric, Fowles, Krueger, 2009). 

 

2.2. “VM Damage”  

 

The so called “acquired sociopathy” is a personality disorder which is the effect of damage to the 

ventromedial (VM)  area of the brain and is characterized by significant changes in the behavior 

of patients as well as cognitive impairments after the damage of specific brain areas (Damasio, 

1993). Acquired sociopathy shares many features with psychopathy, especially an indifference 

towards the wellbeing and rights of others, impulsivity, poor social conduct, and problems with 

empathy. However, the two disorders do not align completely, and psychopathic individuals 

exhibit some symptoms which do not characterize acquired sociopaths, for example high levels 

of callousness, and instrumental or goal-directed aggression. Patients with VM damage (acquired 

sociopaths) on the other hand are characterized by problems with decision making, mood 

disturbances and problems with general motivation which are not characteristic of psychopathy. 

To summarize then, the philosophically relevant features characterizing psychopathy then 

are low levels of empathy, lack of feelings of remorse and guilt at wrongdoing, shallow emotions, 

difficulties with long term planning, disruptive social behavior, goal directed violence, declarative 

social and moral knowledge, difficulty with the moral/conventional distinction, and some 

abnormalities in language use. The key features that seem to characterize patients with VM 

damage are: problems with decision making and motivation, disruptive social behavior, low 

empathy, shallow emotions, declarative social and moral knowledge, risky or imprudent behavior, 



Jasser/Studies in Global Ethics and Global Education/ no 9/2018, pp. 42-59 
 

 

 48 

difficulties choosing the most advantageous course of action.  The levels of IQ and working 

memory are not defective in any of the disorders. 

 

 

3. PRACTICAL RATIONALITY AND  PSYCHOPATHY 

 

When considering whether the existence of psychopathy and VM damage are a problem for RI, 

what needs to be established is whether they involve problems with practical irrationality. If the 

features characterizing VM damage and psychopathy render people practically irrational, then the 

lack of moral motivation which we assume characterizes both disorders is not a problem for RI.  

According to much of the literature, people with psychopathic personalities and VM damaged 

patients appear to have unimpaired reasoning capabilities outside of the moral social and 

prudential sphere. One of the most striking aspects of the discussed personality disorders is the 

high level of intelligence displayed by patients. Abstract reasoning, reasoning about space and 

numbers, classification of tasks all show that patients suffering from psychopathy or VM damage 

are capable of reasoning on par with control groups, sometimes higher. If we accept that ought-

judgment is the sphere of reason, that is some loose sense of cognitivism, then we might think 

that the process of making ought-judgments should not be impaired in the case of people with 

psychopathic personality and VM damaged patients just like their abstract reasoning skills are not 

impaired. Theoretical rationality, which is usually understood as the rationality of cognition, 

particularly of beliefs, is usually distinguished from practical rationality, that is reasoning about 

what one ought to do (Harman, 2004). If this is right, then a preserved and fully functioning 

ability to reason theoretically, will not automatically mean that there is equal ability to reason 

practically.  The evidence concerning psychopathic and VM damaged agents seems to indicate 

precisely that while the theoretical reasoning abilities of people with psychopathic personality, 

and VM damaged persons remain intact, their practical reasoning abilities may be impaired. 

The first such issue we will take a closer look at is language use. First, consider some statements 

made by persons suffering from psychopathy from the studies of Robert Hare and Antonio 

Damasio. First, some quotes from agents with psychopathic personalities:  

When asked if he had ever committed a violent offence, a man serving time for theft answered, 

'no but I once had to kill someone’ (Hare 1993, p.125). 

My mother is a beautiful person, but I worry about her. She works too hard. I really care for that woman, and I'm 

going to make it easier for her. When asked about the money he had stolen from her he replied, ‘I've still got some 

of it stashed away, and when I get out it's party time’ (Hare, 1993, p.138). 
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Consider also (Kiehl and Buckholtz, 2010, p.120) the description of a man (scoring high on the 

PCL-R ) convicted of killing his partner:  

When asked if what he had done was wrong, he said that he knew it was a bad idea to throw her off the bridge. 

When I probed further, he said that he realized that it was bad to actually kill her. This inmate was subsequently 

released from prison and then convicted for killing his next girlfriend. 

Furthermore, this description of another man whom Kiehl diagnoses with a psychopathic 

personality, who was convicted for rape and murder (Kiehl and Buckholtz, 2010, p.25): 

He told the story, then concluded with an unforgettable nonseqitur. ‘Do you have a girl?’ he asked. ‘Because I 

think it’s really important to practice the three C’s—caring, communication and compassion. That’s the secret to a 

good relationship. I try to practice the three C’s in all my relationships’. 

The most we can safely infer from statements such as the ones above is that psychopathic 

subjects are capable of using normative and evaluative language with some accuracy as it is used 

by non-psychopathic agents. However, it is not clear whether these statements can be viewed as 

sincere moral claims. Viewing such statements as clearly indicating that subjects are making 

corresponding judgements about what they themselves ought to do seems implausible if one 

considers the context in which these judgements are made. The lack of motivation (or indeed 

often acting in ways completely opposite to what they claim), lack of regret etc., so characteristic 

of both agents with psychopathic personalities and VM damaged agents, suggests their lack of 

sincerity. The manner of speech of people with psychopathic personalities can make us doubt 

their sincerity. Describing one's mother as ‘a beautiful person’ claiming that one will ‘definitely 

make things easier for her’ and stealing her money and stashing it for ‘party time’ hardly seem 

consistent for example. While hardly any of us are always consistent, it seems that most of the 

normative and evaluative statements of people with psychopathic personalities are in this vein.  

Research into the linguistic capabilities of psychopathic agents fits well here. Psychopathic people 

seem to use evaluative and emotional language in a slightly different way than non-psychopathic 

people. The linguistic abnormalities which seem especially relevant to the question of ought-

judgment and motivation include difficulty in categorizing moral metaphors, the same way of 

expressing morally affective and neutral words, and a difficulty in understanding the affective 

significance of emotional words, even though patients are fully capable of providing the 

dictionary meaning of these words. These difficulties are evident in the way people with 

psychopathic personality traits use evaluative terms. One example of this is the tendency to speak 

in contradictory ways, making statements that use evaluative words without following their 

implications, so for example ‘Mary is a trustworthy person. Sometimes she tends to go back on 
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her promises’. Though such statements are not strictly contradictory, they do not make much 

sense on the whole. They appear as if the speakers themselves were confused as to the real 

meaning of the words used. Kiehl (2008) suggests that one of the linguistic features common in 

people with psychopathic personality is their lack of sensitivity to the meaning of evaluative and 

emotional terms. One might be tempted to claim that, while understanding evaluative terms in a 

strict dictionary sense, people with psychopathic personalities are not aware of what these terms 

imply. As a result, evaluative terms seem to hold slightly different meaning to psychopathic and 

non-psychopathic people.  

This lack of sensitivity to terms with either an evaluative or emotional aspect, seems to 

offer a plausible explanation of the, sometimes bizarre, ways in which psychopathic personalities 

use normative language without regard to how unfitting their claims appear in the context of 

their behavior. And it seems to support the interpretation that when making what appears like 

moral claims, these are quite unlike the moral claims of non-psychopathic people, because they 

carry with them a different emotional content. A much more plausible interpretation would be 

seeing their normative claims as reports of what people think is the case, rather than what they 

themselves think is the case. Clearly, the linguistic abilities of people with psychopathic 

personality do not impede their theoretical rationality – after all their understanding of moral 

terms is inhibited in the sense of dictionary meanings. However, they appear to be blind to the 

emotional, evaluative and implicatory content of these words, and this, it seems to me, can 

influence their potential for practical rationality. Practical rationality after all involves precisely 

thinking of values and oughts. So while basic rationality does not seem to be a problem for 

people with psychopathic personalities and VM damaged patients, their problems with language 

use might negatively influence their practical rationality.  

Another piece of important data regarding psychopathy which may influence to what 

extent they can be considered to be practically rational are the results of studies regarding the 

distinction between morality and convention in the case of people with psychopathic 

personalities. The moral/conventional distinction has been one of the main focuses of Blair’s 

research into moral thinking.  According to Blair, the moral/conventional distinction is a 

distinction between transgressions  with a moral and conventional character which is made by 

both adults and young children. Following other literature in the area, Blair characterizes moral 

transgressions as violations of people’s rights and well-being, and conventional transgressions as 

violations of social and conventional rules which are not connected to rights and wellbeing. 

According to Blair, people treat moral violations as (a) serious and (b) independent from 

authority and geography, while they view conventional violations as (c) less serious and (d) 
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dependent on authority or geography. Whether or not individuals make this distinction is tested 

in experiments where participants are asked questions about hypothetical scenarios. After being 

presented with a scenario the participants are asked: 

(1) ‘Was it OK for X to do Y?’ (Examining the subject's judgement of the permissibility 

of the act.) 

(2) ‘Was it bad for X to Y [the transgression?]’ and then ‘On a scale of one to ten, how 

bad was it for X to do Y [the transgression]?" (Examining the subject's judgement of the 

seriousness of the act.) 

(3) ‘Why was it bad for X to do Y [the transgression]?’ (Examining the subject's 

justification categories for the act.)  

(4) ‘Would it be OK for X to do Y if the authority says that X is allowed to do Y?’ 

(Examining the subject’s judgment of authority dependence/independence of the action. 

(Blair, 1995, p.16) 

This way of characterizing the distinction may be problematic in itself. After all, it may be argued 

that the moral sphere extends beyond the realm of rights and wellbeing. For example we tend to 

assume that promise keeping is an important sphere of morality, but not every case of promise 

keeping is related to either rights or wellbeing. Furthermore, social and conventional rules may 

actually be connected to morality. Breaking social or conventional rules may well cause significant 

distress to people in some circumstances, in such cases the transgression is apparently both. 

However, even if we are not convinced about the terminology that a distinction between 

authority-dependent and independent requirements is made and further that this connects with 

the seriousness of the transgression, points to an important aspect of moral thinking. It seems 

that it suggests the ability to distinguish different types and sources of norms and values. Being 

unable to detect this distinction is surely a big problem for practical rationality. Blair’s research 

suggests that in psychopathic people the ability to make the moral/conventional distinction is 

impaired.  

In two different studies, Blair (1995) and Blair et al. (1995) administered the test for the 

moral/conventional distinction to a group of subjects with psychopathic personalities and to a 

group of non-psychopathic subjects. The subjects were all diagnosed with psychopathy according 

to the PCL-R, while the control group was non-psychopathic. The crimes were of a similar caliber. 

It turned out that the psychopathic subjects did not draw the moral/conventional distinction or 

only drew a mild one, while most of the non-psychopaths drew a distinction between 

conventional and moral transgressions. Furthermore, when asked to justify their answers 

psychopaths referred to general rules, conventions or authorities while non-psychopaths tended 
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to refer to the harming of victims. What this research suggests therefore is that there is a 

distinction that we standardly make in moral thinking which  psychopathic subjects do not. This 

has important implications for practical reasons, because it seems that certain reasons do not 

enter into the deliberation of psychopathic agents.  

The problem with Blair’s research is that there are alternative explanations to his results. 

It is important to mention here that in Blair’s tests, people with psychopathic personalities tended 

to rate all sorts of transgressions (both moral and conventional) as both very serious and 

impermissible, even those which non-psychopaths characterized as being authority independent 

and less serious. So they erred in favorof morality rather than convention. Blair’s own 

explanation of this phenomenon was that they were ‘faking good’ in order to impress the 

interviewer. The question is whether they do make the distinction but rate all the transgressions 

for the reason Blair suggests, or if they do not make the distinction at all.  

In other research by Aharoni et al. (2012), similar tests were presented to a group of 

people with psychopathic personalities and to non-psychopaths. However, in the Aharoni et al. 

test, the participants were informed that eight of the acts were morally wrong while eight were 

conventionally wrong. This means that the incentive to treat all of the presented transgressions as 

moral was removed. The result of the test was that the psychopathic subjects did not perform 

differently on this task than subjects who were not diagnosed with psychopathy,  which suggests 

that they do, after all, possess the ability to distinguish moral from conventional norms. The 

problem with this conclusion is that the test does not make it clear whether the subjects report 

their own views or ones which they know they are expected to report. Further, informing them 

of the distinction primes them into providing particular answers.  

Clearly, the ability to make the moral/conventional distinction is important to practical 

rationality. Should it be established that Blair is right and psychopathic people do have problems 

wish making the moral/conventional distinction, it would be an important factor limiting 

practical rationality. However, the results considering the ability to make this distinction is not 

clear.  

 

 

4. TROLLEY CASES 

 

Research conducted recently on the basis of moral dilemmas is related to this. Moral dilemmas 

such as trolley cases, are a familiar tool in moral philosophy. The aim of such cases is to test our 

intuitions regarding ‘personal’ and ‘impersonal’ harms – where a personal harm is one where the 
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agent harms a victim directly rather than by redirecting an existing threat (for example pushing a 

fat man off a footbridge to stop a speeding trolley to save five people) and impersonal harm is 

when the agent harms the victim indirectly by redirecting an existing threat (for example flipping 

a switch on the trolley to kill one person, but save five) . Five studies presented such scenarios to 

subjects diagnosed with psychopathy and subjects who were not diagnosed with psychopathy, 

with different results. In the studies by Glenn et al. (2009) and Cima et al. (2010),there was no 

significant difference between the judgments of psychopathic and non-psychopathic persons. 

Subjects diagnosed with psychopathy judged the permissibility of personal and impersonal harms 

in the same way as those who were not. On the other hand, the study of Koenigs et al. (2012) 

found that the subjects with psychopathic personalities claimed that they would perform actions 

with impersonal harm significantly more often than those who were not diagnosed with 

psychopathy, and furthermore that subjects diagnosed with psychopathy and with low anxiety 

were much more likely to claim that they would commit an action that brought about personal 

harm. A similar result was found in other studies on moral judgment in VM damaged patients 

who in the study of Ciaramelli et al. (2007) were much more likely to claim to endorse actions 

involving personal harm if this harm brought about a significantly large benefit to others.  

The results are therefore in conflict, some suggest that in the domain of 

personal/impersonal harms psychopathic people reason differently to non-psychopathic ones 

while others indicate that there is no significant difference. It is not clear-cut what this means for 

the issue of practical rationality in cases of psychopathy or VM damage. However, the distinction 

between personal and impersonal harms does seem to be an important aspect of moral reasoning. 

Thus, the research is relevant to the issue of practical rationality in cases of psychopathy to the 

extent that it tells us something about the way subjects with psychopathy and VM damaged 

patients reason about morality and the facts which they attend to in moral reasoning. An 

interesting problem here is that the moral dilemmas were not presented in a particularly moral 

way to the subjects. Rather than being asked whether they judge the action to be wrong or right, 

permissible or impermissible etc. the subjects  were asked whether they would perform an action. 

Thissuggests a different, though connected, sort of reasoning to reasoning about norms. The 

practical reason is largely connected to the issues of value, it helps us guide our actions along the 

lines of what we ought to do. Hence, while research into moral dilemmas cannot be seen as being 

decisive to the issue of the practical reason of people with psychopathic personalities and VM 

damaged patients, it does suggest that the moral reasoning of these patients is slightly different 

from non-psychopathic, non-VM damaged patients and hence throws some doubt on whether 

they can be said to be practically rational in the way that is needed for RI.  
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Yet another issue suggesting problems in the sphere of practical reasoning that might 

make us question whether it is appropriate to say that psychopathic persons and VM damaged 

patients have unimpaired reasoning abilities is the ability to learn to avoid dangers from past 

experience. Conventionally understood, rationality seems to involve reasoning and calculating for 

one’s own benefit, which also means avoiding that which is harmful. However, studies show that 

psychopathic persons and VM damaged patients (both late onset and early onset) fail to develop 

negative conditioning against things that are bad for them and favor immediate gains over higher, 

long-term ones. The Iowa Gambling Task (Bechara, Damasio, Damasio and Anderson, 1994) is 

designed to check whether the patient gains preference for more advantageous optionsthrough 

experience. Damasio (1994) says: 

 

The patients participated in a computerized version of the Gambling Task. This task 
simulates real-life decision-making in the way it factors uncertainty of rewards and 
punishments associated with various response options. Unlike normal controls, but 
precisely as patients with adult-onset prefrontal lesions, both patients failed to develop a 
preference for the advantageous response options. They failed to choose options with 
low immediate reward but positive long-term gains; rather, they persisted in choosing 
response options which provided high immediate reward but higher long-term loss. 

  

A similar experiment, the Card Playing Task (Newman, Patterson &Kosson, 1987), 

demonstrated that people with psychopathic personalities act in a similar way even if their 

strategy for obtaining a goal is failing. Participants received a deck of cards that had been 

arranged in such a way that ‘nine of the first ten cards were face cards, eight of the next ten were 

face cards, seven of the next ten were face cards, and so forth. They were told that each time they 

turned over a card they would receive a point if it was a face card and lose a point if it was not. 

They could end the game at any time. Players earned easy points at first, but as the odds 

worsened, non-psychopaths noticed and stopped playing, usually after about 50 cards. People 

with psychopathic personalities, on the other hand, kept on playing until the deck was almost 

finished and their winnings had vanished’ (Kiehl, 2010, p.2626). The discussed explanation for 

this failure at strategic planning concerned the shifting of the focus of attention, information 

gathered during the game shifted the attention of the non-psychopathic subjects while this was 

not the case with psychopathic patients. For the discussion of internalism and externalism the 

experiment seems very much relevant to the question of the ability to act in favor of one’s own 

success.  

Other studies (Bechara, Damasio, Tranel, & Damasio, 2005; Johns and Quay, 1962) show 

that psychopathic subjects and VM damaged patients have difficulty in fear conditioning and do 

not respond to punishment. The threat of receiving a painful stimuli and insertion of hypodermic 
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needles (Hare, 1972) showed that participants’ aversive conditioning, which is measured by the 

levels of skin conductance is much lower than that of non-psychopathic agents, at least if their 

attention is directed at something else (Kiehl, 2010). What this suggests is that their ability to 

avoid what is dangerous or disadvantageous is grossly impaired. Subjects diagnosed with 

psychopathy seem to react with lack of concern to the threat of pain. Even their physiological 

reactions are different than those of non-psychopathic agents – they do not blink or have 

sweating palms when viewing drastic images, for example (Ermer and Kiehl, 2010). Difficulties 

with changing courses of action, even when they see that the action is not succeeding, as well as 

lacks standard reactions to unpleasant stimuli help understand why the apparently rational people 

diagnosed with psychopathy, tend to land in jail repeatedly. They have, after all, problems in 

learning from past mistakes. The irresponsibility, tendency for risky behavior and general lack of 

realistic long-term plans, which are all features often cited in discussion of both psychopathy and 

VM damage, make a lot of sense in this context and suggest significant impairments in practical 

reasoning.  

 

 

CONCLUSION 

Looking at all these issues, namely linguistic impairments, which affect semantic understanding of 

certain types of terms (abstract, emotional and evaluative), difficulties in reading some types of 

emotion, problems with the moral/conventional distinction inhibited fear conditioning which 

impairs their abilities to learn from past mistakesis it still fair to say that patients suffering 

psychopathy or VM damage have intact reasoning abilities? If reason is understood in a very 

narrow way, as the ability to make inferences that conform to the principles of logic, then it does 

seem that VM patients and subjects with psychopathy display no defect in reasoning. If we want 

to adhere to a richer understanding of practical reason, however, then some of the characteristic 

features found in people diagnosed with psychopathy and VM patients affect their ability to 

reason practically. Such a richer sense of rationality is exactly what supporters of RI argue is 

necessary for a connection between judgment and motivation. While none of the research 

discussed above shows, individually, that the practical reasoning skills of people with 

psychopathic personalities are seriously limited, taken all together they provide us with a picture 

of an agent who is seriously impaired in his or her practical reasoning. Thus, research into the 

behavior, language use, general motivation deficits, and practical reasoning skills cannot serve as a 

counter example to rationalist forms of internalism such as RI. On the contrary, such research 

seems to fit right into the RI picture. Psychopathic and VM damaged agents may be capable of 



Jasser/Studies in Global Ethics and Global Education/ no 9/2018, pp. 42-59 
 

 

 56 

high level abstract reasoning, while their practical reasoning abilities are impaired, and so it is no 

wonder that they lack motivation when making ought-judgments. Therefore, cases of 

psychopathy and VM damage not only cannot serve as good counterexamples to RI, but may 

perhaps even be seen to support it.  
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