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“Bad Brains, Whatcha Going To Do? Using Neuroscience to Shape Morality?” 

Bioethics is the application of ethics, or the study of how we should treat ourselves and 

others, to the life sciences due to growing concerns about the real and potential ramifications of 

advancements (Johnson 2010). These advancements in the life sciences could control or shape 

central elements of humanity, such as the genetic code (Levy 2010). This growing ability to 

manipulate human existence via biological means has provoked questions about how the life 

science discoveries should be used.  

Specifically, here is the problem I identify: developments in the life sciences’ capacity to 

reconfigure biological realities threaten to subject the moral sense of humans itself to 

manipulation. Many philosophers argue that the kind of creatures humans are determines the 

kinds of moral frameworks we seek to manifest (Scanlon 2000). By altering the kind of beings 

humans are, the life sciences might find it within its grasps to change the moralities desired by 

and expressed by humans. Perhaps the branch of science with the greatest potential to impact 

human morality is the study of the brain, often considered the secular equivalent of the soul 

(Levy 2010). Neuroscience research (i.e., the study of the nervous system and brain) is etching 

out neurological blueprints that reveal the biological processes underpinning how humans 

determine and act upon right and wrong. Identifying triggers of these processes and being able to 

manipulate them would potentially revolutionize our relationship with morality. We could 

choose to no longer passively receive the eventual outcomes of morality mechanisms, but rather 

actively be designers. Questions that arise with this potential: should some individual’s moral 

sense be manipulated or redesigned? For what end(s) should tools that can influence humans 

moral sense be leveraged?  
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Neuroethics offers a way to navigate these questions, with its unique application of ethics 

to the scientific research that elucidates the inner workings of the brain (Farah 2005). 

Neuroscience might shed light what morality itself is by revealing the mechanisms that breathe 

life into morality – emotions, perception, assessment, behaviors, cognition – the pathways that 

could enable manipulation of the moral expressions of humans. These mechanisms can be 

referred to as MOJUM – the moral judgement machinery (Bruni et. al. 2013). If these MOJUM 

pathways exists, then the domain of neuroethics is not simply limited to applying moral 

principles to problems after morality has already been expressed (Giordano 2011). Neuroethics 

will also have to offer insights into ethical ways in which to interact with the neuroscience “how” 

of morality, the underlying MOJUM mechanisms that result in the human expression of 

morality.  

One examples of the “how” of morality is the case of “Boswell” (Eslinger & Damasio 

1986, Damasio 1997). Bilateral lesions to the medial temporal lobe left Boswell unable to 

produce any new long term memories as well as being facially and emotionally agnostic, which 

translated into an inability to perceive ‘evil.’ He could not identify negative facial emotions and 

could only offer up innocent explanations for socially or morally troubling scenes that sometimes 

contained explicit violence. When shown a poster of a man very obviously shouting at and 

angrily holding onto a woman, Boswell remarked that the man appeared to be singing to the 

woman (Churchland 1996). As a result of his lesions, Boswell lacked the emotional perception 

and judgement needed to pass appropriate moral judgements. The neurological damages Boswell 

sustained reveal underlying processes essential to moral capacity (Giordano & Gordijn 2010). 

These damages are also reflective in a small way of our burgeoning ability to outline the 

neurological blueprint of factors that appear to play significant roles in moral judgements.  
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An extensive body of research indicates high interest in defining influences on human 

decision making, a pathway of moral expression. One experiment is the administration of 

reboxetine to participants in order to increase central noradrenergic activity. This increase 

activity was hypothesized to alter decision making. Participants played the Iowa Gambling Task 

(IGT), which is a digital card game thought demonstrate that stress alters decision making. While 

the experiment did not lead to significant results (meaning there was no altered decision 

making), this is one of numerous studies looking into finding triggers of human decision making 

(Verdejo-García & Bechara 2009, Sütterlin, Olsen, & Lugo 2015). For the purpose of this paper, 

these studies are not so interesting for their results (though they are intriguing), but rather the 

interest they reflect in investing resources, energy, and time to defining what makes humans tick, 

especially with regards to decision making, an important vehicle of moral expression.  

An understanding of the “how” of morality via the field of neuroscience might eventually 

give way to an ability to place matter over mind (“The Neuroscience of Decision Making” 2011). 

In other words, manipulating the makeup of human neuroanatomy to alter how a human 

perceives wrong or right and choice of how to act. An experiment by Dr. Amemiya and Dr. 

Redish illustrates how interventions affecting matter can alter the function of the mind with 

regards to decision making. Injections of clonidine into rats resulted in reduced scores in 

measures of indecisiveness. This same reduction in indecisiveness is replicated in humans who 

demonstrated reduced times in picking a move in the Tower of London task, which is a 

neuropsychology assessment of executive function (Coul et al. 1995, Phillips et. al. 2001). The 

outcome in rats was attributed to a dampening of the hippocampal search processes for options, a 

mechanism that is hypothesized but not yet proven to be the same in humans. Manipulation of 

physiology resulted in very real consequences for the choices selected by the rats and humans in 
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clonidine experiments. This experiment is only one of many that have shown real potential for 

delineating the neurological triggers of the human condition, which includes decision making 

and moral sense.   

The ability to intervene in choice of action and perhaps even morality perception itself 

with biological triggers would open up a Pandora’s box of questions, opportunities, and 

dilemmas. In particular, the question of ‘for what purpose would the ability to control or redirect 

be leveraged’ seems acutely urgent to address. One such purpose might be the implementation of 

a morality norm. When something is referred to as a norm, that something is implied to be what 

is normally done or expected to be done in a circumstance. A morality norm would be a 

ubiquitous pattern of morality. When the processes and motivations of morality become 

vulnerable to precise control through advancements in neuroscience, humans might seek to 

scientifically tailor themselves and others according to a desired morality norm. Conforming to a 

desired morality norm might be considered an enhancement, a compliance offering ample social 

reward in return. Those deviant from the norm might no longer be free to remain so, forced to 

comply in order to participate or benefit or remain undisturbed by society at large.  

Particularly worthy of intense ethical scrutiny would be questions of whether some of 

those deviant from the norm would have the right to refuse being morally shaped by 

neuroscience. Those who repeatedly violate the law (e.g. parole violators) or those in roles with 

significant power over others (e.g., Wall Street, soldiers) might be compelling candidates for 

shaping to a certain desirable morality through manipulation of biological processes and triggers. 

The previously cited research could easily be reframed from attempts focused on defining the 

phenomenon of decision making to attempts seeking ways to intervene in undesirable decision 

making. Reducing undesirable decision making, like with regards to addiction, might come 
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across as kosher, but ethics becomes urgent with the idea of biologically manipulating the 

decision-making of Wall Street brokers or prisoners. The decision to squash deviancy away from 

a morality norm should come with heavy consideration of immorality of varied past attempts to 

do so, such as in the field of psychiatry. 

I have previously exclusively referenced examples that have attempted to show that 

triggers of the human decision making process and chosen actions can be susceptible to scientific 

manipulation. I have conjectured that eventually human perception of what is right or wrong 

might be equally subject to scientific intervention, which should be a cause for ethical concern 

particularly because the goals for which the interventions might be used to achieve might be 

morally problematic.  

However, perhaps of more immediate concern is the very identification of pathways that 

reflect a human’s understanding of right and wrong. Though a significant amount of progress 

away from true clarity, neuroimaging is advanced enough to provide some information about 

guilt, deception, personality, and socially relevant psychological traits (Farah et al. 2010, Marc 

Blitz 2017). It’s not a stretch of imagination that this very same research that seeks to expose the 

mind using neuroscience could be applied towards laying bare an individual’s morality for 

examination. For example, an fMRI study conducted by Dr. Greene and Dr. Paxton discovered 

discernible differences in prefrontal neuronal activity between the ‘honest’ and ‘dishonest’ group 

of participants (2009). Concerns about privacy, already at the forefront due to our invasive 

digital landscape, would reach a new feverish pitch at the prospect of neuroscience “windows 

into men’s souls” (Johnson). An individual’s right to keep their moral sense private might 

eventually be considered as not as inalienable as the right of others to be protected from those 

with ‘bad’ moralities.  

https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-50004-1_3#CR28
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One such attempt to use the brain as a tool for moral evaluation is brain scans. Brain 

scans are being increasingly utilized by the legal system in the determination of guilt and 

distribution of justice. Scans are generally introduced as a means by which to prove a defendant 

(like John Hinkley, who shot Ronald Regan) is incompetent to some degree and should therefore 

receive reduced sentencing (Kelkar 2017). Yet, the implications of these scans can wildly differ 

based on the interpreter. The same scans for the Lisa Montgomery case were interpreted by Dr. 

Ruben Gur of the University of Pennsylvania as exonerating the woman of culpability by reason 

of insanity, while Dr. Helen Mayberg of Emory University disagreed (Biddle & Chamberlain 

2013). Montgomery was found fit to stand for trial and was sentenced to death. Despite brain 

scans being too primitive a tool to reveal competency and moral decision making capacity, they 

are actively being used as a diagnostic tool and regarded as objective evidence (Jones et al. 

2009). While brain scans do not in reality serve as “windows into men’s soul” as I described 

before, the misunderstanding that they are capable of doing such is damaging enough. What 

could potentially be even more devastating is the ignoring of mitigating situational factors in 

favor of the ‘objective’ conclusions of brain scans. If a brain scan were to come back as negative 

for insanity, would a defendant be judged competent and therefore responsible for all of the 

decisions behind their accused crime? Context can be an extremely coercive force that provokes 

decision making that runs afoul of the law yet leaves no trace on brain scans. The moral luck of 

being free from coercive contexts might not be accounted for when evaluating the mitigation of 

punishment with a burgeoning reliance on brain scans to provide the objective, definitive proof 

of whether or not someone can be held entirely culpable for their crimes.  

In conclusion, recent developments in neuroscience reveals human morality and its 

expression are probably more subject to biological triggers than we might care to think. These 
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triggers might be developed into a blueprint that offers up insight into how human biology 

translates into perceptions and behaviors that give form to morality. Conceptions about right or 

wrong could be identified (i.e., neuroimaging) and be swayed (i.e., pharmaceutical interventions) 

with this neuroscientific blueprint. To what end knowledge of these biologic triggers of morality 

triggers might be used for (e.g., normalization) is not yet concretely defined, but neuroethics will 

be key in addressing that question. To conclude, neuroscience will be essential for growing our 

understanding about the biology underlying moral creatures. Neuroethics will be critical to 

determining the ethically appropriate application of that neuroscience knowledge onto humans.    

 

 

 

 

 


