
represent alternatives to normative judgments, and
give greater dimension to the moral and sociopolitical
spheres. Reframing our normative notions to accept
the validity of such alternatives presents opportunities
to also reframe the way society regards sociopolitical
demonstrations of violence. When we accept that we
can (a) have valid reasons for deeming these instances
permissible, while (b) maintaining our broader atti-
tudes about violence in general, the permittance of
particular violent demonstrations looks less “dark”
and more sensible. Perhaps the “dark side” of morality
is grayer than commonly thought.
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Moral Righteousness in an Era of Online Vigilantism and Cancel Culture
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Cancel culture has become increasingly prevalent in
recent years. It follows a typical process, usually
unfolding on the internet: When a public figure says
or does something considered offensive or pejorative
to a given group (e.g., ethnic minorities, sexual/gender
minorities, people with disabilities, women as minor-
ities, and so forth), disparaging comments quickly pile
up on social media, calling out the misconduct, with-
drawing support for the person’s work/product, or
using performative language to mock and shame the
person believed to be responsible for the wrongdoing.

Cancel culture is a double-edged sword. Social
media offers a platform for people to easily hold
someone accountable for their misbehavior and raises
awareness about injustice. Opinions favoring cancel
culture posit that it is akin to activism, using online
platforms to criticize influential people for promoting
bigotry. On the flipside, cancel culture can sometimes

become digital vigilantism. Advocates of canceling
public figures often believe that they hold the moral
high ground—they are entitled even to disparage or
humiliate someone on the grounds of political correct-
ness. However, such public shaming on many occa-
sions can be excessive and simply becomes a way of
judging and rejecting anyone who holds a different
socio-political viewpoint. This phenomenon has led to
concerns (e.g., one recently expressed by the former
President Barack Obama) that it has detrimental
impacts on society, particularly on young people.

The mentality behind cancel culture is some forms
of ‘moral righteousness’ that people believe that it is
morally justifiable to denounce someone who is mor-
ally inferior and deserves the criticism. In extreme
cases, moral righteousness leads to ruthless harmful
behavior because their moral compass convinces some
people that such violence is a necessary evil. Although
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the psychological and neural processes behind such
mentality are key to understanding human behavior,
there is little research on this important topic. As a
first step, a recent study by Workman et al. (2020) in
AJOB Neuroscience links people’s attitudes on various
socio-political affairs with neural activity.

Using functional magnetic resonance imaging
(fMRI), Workman et al. (2020) asked participants to
view various photographs of violent protests while
acquiring their fMRI data. The violent events
portrayed in the photographs could be purportedly
congruent or incongruent with a participant’s socio-
political ideology. After viewing and evaluating the
photograph, participants pressed a button to indicate
the appropriateness of the violence on a 7-point scale.
Results showed a parametric, correlative relationship
between the brain’s reward/valence system and appro-
priateness rating. Specifically, the level of fMRI activa-
tion in the ventromedial prefrontal cortex and ventral
striatum, two neural structures heavily involved in the
neural processes of desirable or positive outcome, is
positively correlated with participants’ decision on the
appropriateness of a violent event, with events rated
more appropriate eliciting grater activity in these
brain regions. Moreover, prior to scanning,
participants were asked to indicate how strongly a
socio-political issue (which was later depicted in pho-
tographs during the fMRI experiment) reflects their
personal moral convictions, again using a 7-point
scale. The authors found that the scores of moral con-
viction rating were positively correlated with activation
level of the ventral striatum and negatively correlated
with the amygdala. Research on the functionality of
ventral striatum and ventromedial prefrontal cortex
indicates the significance of these regions in associat-
ing incoming stimuli with subjective value (e.g.,
Liljeholm and O’Doherty 2012). Based on this litera-
ture, the authors interpreted the positive correlations
detected in these areas as reflecting the integrative
processes that marry subjective value (the extent of
goodness vs. badness) with the neural representations
of a socio-political event. By contrast, the amygdala
has been known to be implicated in processing emo-
tionally arousing stimuli (often negative stimuli, such
as scenes of violent protests; Murray 2007). Thus, the
negative correlation detected in the amygdala was
interpreted by the authors as reflecting regulatory
processes that dampen the brain’s aversive response to
negative events when these negative events are con-
gruent with one’s socio-political beliefs. Taken
together, when a violent action is congruous with

one’s moral convictions, the brain represents it by
amplifying the neural response of the reward system
and moderating the aversive response of the emo-
tion system.

The study by Workman and colleagues (2020) is a
step forward to understanding the neurocognitive
basis of moral righteousness and support for violence
as an excusable measure. These mechanisms might be
completely separable from one’s position on the ideo-
logical spectrum: Conservative voters believe that a
police officer applying violence during the arrest of an
unarmed person reflects the enforcement of law and
order, whereas progressive voters believe environmen-
talists using violence in protest against an oil company
is a laudable deed. While these attitudes represent
binarily opposite views on the ideological spectrum,
the underlying reasoning process and neural computa-
tion might be similar—the brain may assign a positive
valence to such violent behavior and reduce the nega-
tive emotion that it evokes. As a consequence of these
operations at the neural level, violence becomes less
aversive and more acceptable when it fits one’s moral
convictions.

More research is necessary to elucidate the complex
relationship between the neural basis of moral cogni-
tion (Moll et al. 2005) and the evaluative processes
that make violent behavior more palatable. It has been
shown that moral cognition relies on various regions
of the brain’s semantic and default-mode systems
(Bzdok et al. 2012). Moral cognition is a multifaceted
process that entails decision-making, semantic know-
ledge, and theory of mind. Conceivably, the neural
networks involved in socio-semantic processing
(Chiou and Lambon Ralph 2019; Chiou et al. 2018,
2020) and emotional regulation (Dixon et al. 2017)
would be key components of a broad neural architec-
ture that interact with the reward and valence systems
when one evaluates a socio-political issue based on
existing framework of semantic knowledge.

Cancel culture on the social media is also an
example that embodies how a sense of moral right-
eousness can lead to aggressive online behavior, which
can sometimes be vigilantist in nature. In an era in
which people increasingly resort to cancel culture and
other forms of digital vigilantism to condemn and
invalidate people believed to be morally wrong, a
deeper understanding about the neurocognitive mech-
anisms of moral righteousness is critically necessary to
offer a comprehensive account for the complexity of
contemporary human behavior in the digital space
and in the physical world.
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