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Good persons & bad brains? 

Fallon: “PET scan of  a killer” 
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New ways of  knowing  

immorality in the brain  
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A current surge... 
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Personhood & Brain 

• Homo cerebralis (Hagner, 2008)  

• Brainhood (Vidal, 2010)  

• Cerebral subject (Ehrenberg, 2004) 

• Neurochemical selves (Rose, 2003) 

 

Being an immoral person  

=  

having a disordered brain?  
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“Without the brain imaging 
stuff the jury would have 
been back in an hour,”  
Dugan’s defense attorney, Steve Greenberg 

Neuroscientific knowledge  social action 



Performativity/co-construction of  

science and society 

• Consequences for understanding, 

evaluating, judging immoral persons 

• modes of  interpretation determine  

courses of  action 

 

 



How have we come to think of  immoral 

persons in terms of  disordered brains? 
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Morality in the brain?  
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Spurzheim, 1818 “conscientiousness”  

Rush, 1786  



 

19th century:  

Immorality as mental disorder  
 • Moral derangement (Rush, 1812) 

• Moral insanity* (Prichard, 1835) 

• Moral mania (Ray, 1838) 

• Moral imbecility (Krafft-Ebbing, 1890)  

• Moral idiocy (Bleuler, 1893) 

• … 

• Render immoral persons as sick 

• Transfer from sin to mental disorder 

• “medical model of  vice as pathology” (Rimke & Hunt, 2002) 
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19th century 

• Rise of  bio-medical experts 

• Medico-legal evaluation 

–  Crime  Criminal 

• What have you done?  Who are you? 

• Causes obscure 

– Environment 

– Degeneration, Heredity, Brain Disorder 
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Immoral persons: exemplary cases 

• Brain scientific descriptions of  immoral persons 

• Cerebral seats for morality  

• Cases 

– Charles J. Guiteau  

– Patient E. 

– Iberger 

– Millard Wright  

 

  

     

  



Charles J. Guiteau  

 



Patient E.  

 

 

 

 

 

• “moral defect caused by defective organisation of  the brain” (Forel)  

 

• “There are special functions of  the cortex, which in their totality 

determine the character and the morality of  an individual and these 

functions can be defective in isolation due to inborn or acquired 

inferiority” (Bleuler, 1896) 
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Patient H. – “inborn moral defect” 

Patient E.  

Patient H. 
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Iberger 
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Iberger 

Kleist, 1934 – Gehirnpathologie 
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Millard Wright 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

“His counsel [...] requested that his client be permitted to enter a 

hospital to have a prefrontal lobotomy performed in an attempt 

to cure the prisoner of  his criminal tendencies.“ (Mayer 1948)  
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How have we come to think of  immoral 

persons in terms of  disordered brains? 
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Similar underlying rationale 

• Naturalization/‘scientification’/‘psychiatrization’ 

• Brain disorder  immorality 

• Bad VS sick (person/culprit VS organism/patient) 

• Person exonerated/relieved of  responsibility  

• Brain blamed/furnished with accountability  



modes of  interpretation determine  

courses of  action 
 

 

 

 

 

• Double-edged sword of  bad biology/brains 

• prison VS asylum / penal VS health system 

• brain as target for intervention and control: 

moral bioenhancement  

 

 

 

 



Conclusion 

• Brain-based descriptions of  immoral persons  

– are of  long-standing 

–Change with changing methods & technologies 

–Contested – then and now – yet can have 

consequences 
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