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Intro  

As Haidt so memorably phrases it, ‘in intellectual history, morality shows up in chapter one’ 

and hand in hand with any morality is an accompanying picture of human nature. In a 

particularly telling section of The Republic, Plato recounts an exchange between his brother, 

Glaucon, and Socrates on what makes people law abiding. Glaucon puts forward that it is 

only a fear of detection which prevents everyone from doing so and acting purely in 

accordance with their own interests. Two thousand years later saw Hobbes imagining that 

life without a state and its accompanying norms, the so-called state of nature, is a life in 

which homo homini lupus. In more recent times, Rational Choice theorists have apparently 

explained away all of human nature in terms of a simple cost analysis calculus, stripping 

human nature of any particular interest or affection in the affairs of their peers.   

Aside from their overly pessimistic conclusions, all of the above bear little resemblance to 

the reality of human nature that scientific research is uncovering and, in particular, it 

overlooks the fundamental role played by trust in human interactions.  

 

This paper will begin with a brief characterisation of the main features of moral systems 

over time, especially their view of human nature. It will then proceed to compare them with 

findings from neurobiology and ethology in order to gauge which elements of the moral 

systems seem to be compatible with the emerging picture of human nature. The final 

section will examine the consequences and implications of these findings. 

 

 

 

 

 



Section One: “Moralities” and shifting conceptions of human nature 

Classical 

Plato/Aristotle. Based on an understanding of eudaimonia/arete, where exercise of 

virtue/the virtues leads to eudaimonia but assisted by external goods – e.g. wealth.   

Stoics – held that virtue/living in accordance is enough in itself to achieve eudaimonia. 

Scholastics/Religious  

Stress that this focuses less on theological aspects, more on human nature – also not strictly 

chronological as certain religious ‘universals’ pre date Classical philosophers. 

Gross simplification (avoiding hotly contested scholastic areas such as free 

will/determinism/ omnipotence of God-origin of evil & suffering) but largely guided, in 

Western Judaeo-Christian thought, by the Seven Deadly Sins (stemming from the 6 to be 

found in the Book of Proverbs, through Evagrius Ponticus to Gregory the Great) & the 10 

Commandments. Essentially morality is focused on the keeping of these covenants. 

Enlightenment 

 Kant/ Locke – moving God from the heart of morality/replacing with Reason.    

Hume/Smith – Reason plus emotions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Section Two: Neuroscientific Findings in relation to philosophical theories 

Enlightenment  

Kant/ Locke – idea of a morality module supported by the findings of Damasio/Hauser 

Hume/Smith – Greene Cognitive Neuroscience and the Moral Mind in The Innate Mind/ no 

morality module but emotions and reason act in tandem/ Haidt/ mirror neurons/ reciprocity 

http://reason.com/archives/2007/11/21/the-theory-of-moral-neuroscience 

 

Scholastics/Religious 

Tancredi 

Though it is indeed a social construct, morality gets its timelessness and universality from 

the human brain – avoidance of Seven Deadly Sins is hardwired into brain e.g. “Gluttony is 

on its way to being seen as part of the spectrum of addictive diseases. Research is already 

showing that gluttony and obesity may involve abnormalities in specific areas of the brain.” 

(Tancredi) 

and 

“We know that the limbic structures of the brain, often referred to as the “old” brain, are 

the physical circuitry for our emotional responses – fear, disgust, guilt – to the environment. 

These structures work in concert with the prefrontal lobe to attach emotions to specific 

behaviors. When we have done something that we feel was terribly wrong – like failing the 

final examination in mathematics in college because we stayed up the night before at a 

party – our prefrontal lobe considers the facts and checks them against a particular set of 

emotions. We feel shame because we have been trained from childhood to understand that 

our parents and friends will look disparagingly at our failure. Over time we internalize that 

emotional response and automatically feel shame whenever we are not successful.” 

 

Findings of De Waal on primates - questioned the validity of Huxley’s and Dawkins’ views. 

Since the early 1900’s biologists have been aware of how evolution favours mutual 

http://reason.com/archives/2007/11/21/the-theory-of-moral-neuroscien


assistance among animals. Good Natured: The Origins of Right and Wrong in Humans and 

Other Animals. 

 

Classicists 

Aristotle  

 Virtues – example from autism vs Williams syndrome. If we avoid pathologies and lesion 

data, how about ‘normal’ people? Are people hardwired to be selfish? To share? This is like 

saying we are either autistic or suffer from William’s syndrome - its polar opposite.  

From this perspective, the ability to balance behaviour leads to the good life – seemingly 

reflected in neuroscientific findings. However, other elements of Aristotelian thought – such 

as the idea that a person’s character are reflected in their appearance – and that beauty is a 

component of the good life, make the theory unpalatable for most of us – most of us are not 

beautiful, no matter how well we behave. 

Stoics  

Is this balance enough? Stoicism is attractive in two ways: 

1. As with Aristotle, balance is an attractive model but stripped of the accompanying 

metaphysical baggage. 

2. As a normative moral theory - even if we find evidence that morality is governed by a 

‘morality module’ after Damasio et al, how do we know if the damage was caused by 

social contact or by a physical deficiency? Does this change our notion of morality? 

Or our notion of justice/fairness/criminal justice system? Stoics would say no – we 

just have to accept it and strive to live and conduct our lives in accordance with the 

virtues. 

So, in a sense, this makes moral norms objective – it is still wrong to kill someone if your 

brain was mangled at birth or distorted by social contact.  

 

 



Section Three: Implications 

Neuroscience offers much material for philosophy in action – should we differentiate 

between physical and psychological brain damage? If we consider the factor of trust, for 

example, ethology and neurobiology seem to suggest that the differences in OT (Oxytocin) 

levels manifest themselves in very different behavioural patterns, leading Churchland to 

state that ‘attachment, and its cohort, trust, are the anchors of morality; the reward 

systems tune up behavioral responses’.  

However, it does not seem to alter our theories much – findings can be found to support 

most philosophical understandings of morality, from Aristotle to Smith. What is perhaps 

key, however, are the philosophical implications of neuroscientific findings for other fields of 

activity and study – law, medicine, government etc. The role for philosophy and 

neuroscience is not to prove/disprove one particular theory of morality but rather for 

philosophy to work in tandem with neuroscience to consider the normative implications of 

progress in the latter for society.  

Finish with 2 examples of implications which need some philosophical input: 

 Neuroscience lie detectors – should they be used not only with suspects but also 

with judges?  

 Should the criminal justice system be adjusted to be genuinely rehabilitive, given 

that neuroscience, it seems, is able to prove that criminals and psychopaths are 

hardwired to view the world differently?  


