
Imagining a New Path to the ‘Holy Grail’ 

Simon Blackburn describes many philosophers as seeking “the holy grail of moral philosophy, the 
knock-down argument that people who are nasty and unpleasant and motivated by the wrong things… are 
reasoning badly, or out of touch with the facts”. Like the holy grail, many have tried to find it, but nobody 
has clearly succeeded. 

The quest for this grail goes at least as far back as Plato, Buddha, and other ancient philosophers; it 
acquired a special impetus with the growing secularism of European societies in the 18th and 19th 
centuries, in relation to the anxiety expressed by Dostoevsky’s character Dmitri Karamazov as (roughly) 
“If God is dead, everything is permitted”. And it has persisted to the present - witness the furore around 
Sam Harris’ claim, in The Moral Landscape, to have provided a “scientific foundation for morality”.  

None of these attempts has been entirely persuasive, and part of the reason seems to be this: whatever 
abstract principles or scientific discoveries we present to someone, to convince them to care about 
morality, it seems possible for them to accept the factual truth of those claims, and just not care. An 
immoral person might know all the scientific facts, and all the abstract arguments; what they 
characteristically lack is empathy, a concern for the perspectives and interests of other people.  

But usually this idea, that empathy or the lack of it is central to morality, is presented as directly opposed 
to the idea of a rational foundation for morality. Shaun Nichols, for instance, suggests that evidence from 
psychopaths, who (he suggests) lack empathy but are generally able to reason correctly, “threaten[s] 
moral rationalism”, by showing that it is not “irrational to be amoral”.  

I think this opposition between reason and empathy is a mistake, a conceptual confusion that has 
hamstrung attempts to understand morality for centuries. We should not think of rationality as though it 
were a gift from above, allowing us to ‘rise above’ our emotional, imaginative, embodied nature: we 
should instead think of it as arising from it. Rationality is the ability to systematically imagine things from 
different perspectives, to feel differently in response to those perspectives, and to let those feelings 
integrate themselves. Empathy, as an emotional engagement with another’s perspective, is thus a 
paradigmatically rational activity.  

This is the idea my work tries to develop. Of course, this way of thinking about rationality isn’t simple or 
easy: it’s the beginning, not the end, of the project. It’s a major challenge to say exactly when and why 
different ways we can use empathy, and more broadly different ways we can use imagination, are better 
or worse, more or less rational, than others.  

I hope that by focusing on what it means to imagine another’s perspective accurately, and fully, and by 
focusing on how imagined feelings should and should not motivate us, I can help understand why some 
forms of altruism seem mandatory - both for those who are naturally empathetic and for those who are 
not. Of course imagining another’s perspective accurately and fully may not be possible, given the myriad 
differences between any two people, but it is an ideal we can approach more or less closely, and which 
can serve to regulate how we evaluate our inevitable failures.  

By reconceiving rationality in this way, we might be able to see why, in Nichol’s terms, it really is 
irrational to be amoral, how far Harris’s hope of a scientific foundation for morality can be fulfilled, and 
why Dmitri is wrong to fear that without God, everything is permitted. We might, that is, find a fresh path 
to the holy grail of morality philosophy.  
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