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In these comments, I will focus on a central question regarding the neurobio-
logical basis of morality: whether trying to found moral competence in some 
sort of neuronal structures makes sense, and correlatively, whether viewing 
moral incompetence as some sort of psychopathology or brain malfunction 
makes sense. True, Adolf Tobeña’s paper does not explicitly make this claim, 
but elements in the second part suggest or encourage such a view.1 Be that as 
it may, I think that this is a relevant question in its own right, one to which 
previous authors have already answered in the affirmative.2  

In a sense, the issue is analogous to that of whether an account of good 
health in exclusively biological terms is possible. As Georges Canguilhem 
showed, though, such a concept involves normative considerations that refer 
to social values.3 As regards morality, these normative, and social, dimensions 
are even more evident and explicit; more so, given that the foundation of mo-
rality is even more ambiguous than the foundation of good health, which in 
the end must appeal to some sort of functional aspects. In the case of morality, 
though, the nature of the good is not as patent, an individual can consider 
something good that a whole society deems repugnant (and vice versa). 

Because of these considerations, we should be prudent when interpreting 
the research that Tobeña reviews, to avoid the risk of falling into the reduc-
tionist temptation of equating amorality with mental illness, and to avoid 
viewing immorality as psychopathological.  

This last issue surrounding the nature of amorality, what morality comes 
to, rank among the most important propellers of ethical thinking. The ac-
knowledgement of human diversity, in historical and geographical terms, 
which also involves moral values and behaviors, gave initially rise to judg-
ments of non-humanity to those whom are different. At the same time, rejec-
tion of such a simplistic judgment threatens to call the spectrum of relativism, 
if every human behavior is to be equally acceptable. But relativism appears to 
be inconsistent with the very possibility of morality, of judging right and 
wrong, given their characteristic in conditionality. To think of those with dif-
ferent moral views, or with quirk behaviors, as “mentally ill” or “neurobi-
ologically disordered,” would amount to a similar mistake, and might generate 
a similar dialectics. 
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Apparently, such an approach seems to recommend itself in the case of 
psychopathy, the features of which Tobeña nicely describes as an extreme 
case of amorality. Apparently, such an approach seems to recommend itself in 
the case of psychopathy, the features of which Tobeña nicely describes as an 
extreme case of amorality. But as he acknowledges, no such biological basis 
of psychopathy has been found yet. Even so, we can reasonably expect some 
sort of correlation between psychopathy and brain functioning given that the 
“immunity” to moral considerations and lack of fear of consequences of these 
subjects are kinds of mental activity, which must have their neurobiological 
grounding. But it could consists in some kind of global functional disconnec-
tion of different motivational systems, instead of some kind of localized lack 
of neuronal activity. 

In the case of the suicidal terrorists, though, we have good reasons— 
such as those for which Scott Atran argued in his contribution to this sympo-
sium—to reject their assimilation to some kind of psychopaths.4 On the con-
trary, they appear to be people with a strong moral sense, understood as sense 
of duty towards their group, which they view as an innocent victim of a situa-
tion of injustice forced by a stronger enemy. In this regard, the usual concepts of 
endo- and exo-group are not enough to account of this phenomenon. the sense 
of belonging may contribute to increase consensus within the endo-group, and 
exaggerate communalities, while magnifying differences with the exo-group. 
But this is not enough to account for the bursting of violence between them. A 
history of violence was always present in the precedent of the phenomenon of 
suicidal attacks, and it appears to also have been a necessary condition.  

From this point of view, the brain of a suicidal terrorist could turn out to 
be boring and uninteresting for Neuroscience. In effect, most experimental 
studies have used practical dilemmas designed to get subjects to feel a con-
flict. Suicidal terrorists might not feel any such conflict. Perhaps if scanning 
the brain of a terrorist were possible, we might find nothing of interest regard-
ing this contentious issue. 

The idea of using conflict to understand human decision making has 
been common currency in game theory since the prisoner’s dilemma. I believe 
that Neuroscience has imported the approach wholesale. True, such an ap-
proach fitted naturally into neuroscientific experimental designs. Cognitive 
conflict (such as between semantics and syntax in language processing), has 
also been used in Neuroscience to highlight neural processes corresponding to 
mental systems differentially engaged in a task depending upon the how the 
task is worded. In the current case, I think that Neuroscience has just assumed 
game theory background, and in so doing, has inherited the same problems that 
affect such a view of human decision in terms of weighing of costs and benefits. 

To focus on what is of interest here, let us remember that a dilemma for 
this approach appears when a subject faces the commensuration of two differ-
ent sets of costs and benefits. The footbridge dilemma is illustrative of that: 
On the one hand, utilitarian considerations provide a reason in favor of the 
course of action that produces the best (or less bad) outcome. On the other 
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hand, we have the “you shall not kill” sense of duty. We can also view the 
ultimatum game as a dilemma for offers between 30 and 10 percent less than 
the total, where a sense of conflict may arise, while at that point rejection,—
altruistic punishment—becomes mandatory for the subject. On the contrary, 
the trolley “dilemma” is not properly a dilemma, because researchers ask the 
subject whether hitting the switch is “all right,” not what the subject would do. 
Investigators elicit a judgment, not a decision. 5 

For a situation to be a dilemma, two courses of actions must be avail-
able, each of which has some prima facie reasons in its favor, such that the 
subject must deliberate to reach a decision. Moral dilemmas are comprised of 
situations wherein one or both of the horns of the dilemma must have its 
prima facie appeal out of moral considerations. Yet a person can deem some-
thing right, or proper, but not morally right or proper, and still prefer it. The 
moral reasons are not the only, much less the final, reasons for a person’s op-
tions (despite our competence at rationalization or ideology). This is common 
practical knowledge among business “sharks,” crooked politicians, military 
commanders, or even university professors: life is hard and keeping our hands 
clean is not possible if we are to succeed. 

Genuine moral dilemmas are situations in which both options have moral 
reasons in their favor, so that the question faced by the deliberator is to weigh 
their moral principles or values in such a case. These are the kind of situations 
where, according to post-war French existentialism, a person may act by 
chance or without a reasons (just as Buridan’s ass, in the end, before dying of 
hunger, might choose one source of food over the other for no particular rea-
son). More poignantly, these sorts of situations led Isiah Berlin to conclude that 
reducing all values to one is not possible, and expecting to be able to always 
reconcile all of them is not reasonable given their incommensurability.6  

We should keep in mind these complexities of morality to avoid a too 
fast and ready interpretation of the experimental results. As I see them, they 
all turn on situations where the conflict exists between different combinations 
of costs and benefits. The issue is to ascertain to what extent human beings 
prefer the most rational—understood as the best trade-off—of interests. Game 
theory dilemmas are interesting because they appear to show that human beings 
are not rational in this sense. Their interest is limited because game theory does 
not take the complexities of human morality into account.7 The reason is that 
Game Theory’s descent is nineteenth century Utilitarianism. On this view, 
morality and rationality are equated, and rationality is understood as self-
interest. Even on its own grounds, though, this approach fails, because it is 
inconsistent with an adequate theory of the moral subject (Derek Parfit 
showed this, but stuck to the self-interest view of rationality, and rejected the 
idea of a moral subject 

8). 
One of the problems of Utilitarianism is that it gives the same weight in 

the deliberation to all the reasons and all the people concerned. This is an im-
personality requirement, which appears to be psychologically implausible. 
One of the best examples of that debate, also of current renewed interest, is 
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that according to Utilitarians, we should give the same weight to future gen-
erations and their interests as we afford to currently living people. But consid-
ering the interests of people who may live in the next century is quite difficult. 
That is why the appeal to future generations usually takes the form of taking 
the interests of our children into account, a twist in the way of personal in-
volvement. While being concerned with the future consequences of our deci-
sions may be reasonable, Utilitarianism does not prove a good way to make 
anyone so concerned because of this impersonality. 

We can work out a better picture of human morality if we distinguish the 
basic, natural level of human motivation, from a second, reflexive, level. The 
first is the level of preferences, interests, spontaneous motivational states, 
which mediates human relationships. In this sense, it involves a basic refer-
ence to “good” or “bad” The second is the level of explicit morality (norms, 
values, reasons), where the subject becomes morally accountable, can deliber-
ate, and  inhibit level one inclinations. This distinction allows us to realize that 
conflicts can already arise at level one: “I am thirsty and hungry at the same 
time: what I do first, eat or drink? What should I do if I have to choose just 
one action? It can also appear at level two (as when a father thinks his duty is 
to be protective but also respectful of the autonomy and freedom of his ado-
lescent girl). It can also arise at the interaction of both levels (I feel inclined to 
hate this rival that defeated me, while I have reasons not to do so because it 
would be childish and shameful). To comply with duty is difficult. 

This distinction helps explain why the same people that may judge, or 
have reasons to believe, that it is right to kill one person to save five others, 
may not be willing to do so themselves. Personal—not merely emotional—
involvement may mobilize level-one motivational states, the most powerful 
(some, following David Hume, contend that personal involvement is the only 
motivational force).  

At this personal level, in addition to moral principles, “level one” incli-
nations, natural preferences, and motivations matter. The “moral sense” Dar-
win mentions, and understands in terms of spontaneous “sympathy” (follow-
ing the lead of Hume and Adam Smith) and what could nowadays be termed 
“humanitarian feelings,” corresponds to this basic level of moral life, below 
and previous to the moral concepts (goodness, duty, worth), and to abstract 
moral reasoning. Emotions, especially moral, self-conscious ones, such as 
remorse, pride, shame, or resentment, also belong with the basic level of 
moral experience. Indignation, which appears in the Ultimatum Game, is also 
relevant here: Persons believe that others have treated them unfairly, even if 
they lack the (explicit) concept of justice (such as the chimps).  

Tobeña, in the section “The Neuroimagery of Amorality” provides indi-
rect, neuropsychological evidence of the psychological plausibility of these 
different levels. There, he reviews neurobiological evidence of dissociation 
between what I have called “level one” (motives, preferences, natural inclina-
tions) and “level two” (reasons, norms): he mentions the finding of patients 
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who, after brain injury, retained their ability for moral reasoning while their 
behavior was no longer influenced by it. 

I would recommend that Neuroscience should take this broader approach 
to morality, to understand how the brain reflects genuine moral conflicts such 
as the addict contemplating whether to quit, the obese person considering 
whether to stop compulsive eating, the compulsive liar considering whether to 
repent, or the fundamentalist’s inability to even consider in imagination a “ta-
boo-breaking” statement. 

From this standpoint, we should plainly see that game theory dilemmas 
do not pose a problem for ethical theories in general, but just for utilitarian 
theories, which are the descent of game theory. How “human beings [can] 
tend to consider it acceptable to sacrifice deliberately the life of one person in 
exchange for five when all required is the flick of a switch, but not when it 
would involved pushing the actual person to be sacrificed,” appears enigmatic 
if we merely assume a simplistic view of human action.9 We can find a dis-
tinct parallel in the difference people normally find in killing as opposed to 
letting someone die, or between action and omission. The intention is the 
same, the outcome is the same, but the actions are not. Most people do judge 
these sorts of oppositions to be morally different. For example, many who coun-
tenance passive euthanasia (letting a person die) would be reluctant to engage in 
active euthanasia, such as administering a lethal injection. Even in the case of 
brain stem death where vegetative functions continue (breathing and pulse), 
most people still respect a moral difference between active and passive euthana-
sia, despite the person already being “dead” by some definitions. 

In the trolley experiment, a different wording of the problem could suf-
fice to obtain a different answer. If the wording called attention to the way the 
outcome must be accomplished and by whom, it would make subjects aware 
of their personal involvement.  

Lacking that awareness, we can reasonably expect a different decision in 
the footbridge dilemma as that obtained in the trolley dilemma, because of the 
personal—not merely emotional—involvement. This does not show that we 
are morally inconsistent, but that when we reason in abstract moral terms, we 
do it differently from when we deliberate about what to do. The reader could 
reply that to be palatable, my reinterpretation heavily depends on the crucial 
effect of wording, as if whether explicit reference to morality could be deci-
sive. We do find that available evidence points in this direction in the area of 
“judgment under uncertainty.”10 To ask “What would you do in such and such 
circumstances?” and, “Do you think doing X in such and such circumstances 
is morally right?” are not equivalent questions. Persons could be unable or 
unwilling, to do what they think is morally right, or they might be unable to 
reach a reasoned decision about which moral principles, of those that they 
respect, they should give priority. This amounts to the difference between a 
Kantian, categorical, understanding of duty without exceptions versus a utili-
tarian trade-off of costs and benefits. 
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With all this as background, we can now turn to the central issue I want 
to consider: why we should not conceive of a behavioral anomaly, such as 
suicide terrorism, in psychopathological terms. The complexities of human 
morality may help us understand why, in extreme circumstances, some people 
may feel obliged to do extreme things and why some people may suffer from 
adaptation problems because of how they value what they did, or what they 
failed to do. Again, we should not buy into the game theory assumption that 
rationality only amounts to weighting costs and benefits. Morality also in-
volves appeal to values and norms the scope of which includes persons’ self-
evaluation. This caution comes from consideration of past abuses of psychia-
try, which, in retrospect, we view as obvious mistakes (such as the Soviet 
psychiatric practice of diagnosing political dissidents as “fools” and institu-
tionalizing them in psychiatric hospitals). 

Maybe an example can help clarify and emphasize this point. The case 
of Claude Eatherly, pilot of a weather reconnaissance aircraft Straight Flush 
that flew over potential targets before the Enola Gay dropped the atomic 
bomb on Hiroshima, Japan, on 6 August 1945, is illustrative. Acclaimed as a 
hero, soon after the end of World War II, he began to experience terrorizing 
nightmares during which the faces of the victims of the bombing appeared to 
him. He became depressed and began to drink alcohol. In 1950, he made a 
suicide attempt. After that, he started voluntarily six-week psychiatric treat-
ment at a military hospital. His life did not improve; by 1953, he began to 
commit small crimes such as breaking into banks and post offices without 
ever taking anything. He reported intention was to debunk his war hero status 
because of his overwhelming feelings of guilt. Condemned, he returned to the 
hospital instead of entering the prison. There he stayed for a few years. The 
clinical description of his state, described by Dr. McEtroy, head of the hospi-
tal, is interesting: 

 
His regret feelings and consciousness of guilt are considered pathologi-
cal; his sensitivity, which distinguishes him from all their unconcerned 
fellows, is interpreted as “dull feelings” and his fixed ideas will be 
treated with shocks of insulin.11  

 
On the contrary, Paul Tibbets, the pilot of the Enola Gay, felt no such re-
morse, and always considered that what they did was right and proper.12 But 
should we consider Eatherly’s case a psychiatric one? Were not his feelings 
understandable and morally justified? The pang of consciousness that Eatherly 
experienced after the realization of the damage and evil he had been instru-
mental in causing, may well have generated mental health problems for him. I 
contend that these problems stemmed from an extremely acute moral sense. It 
was because of his moral values that he could not stand what he had contrib-
uted to cause. 

Karl Adolf Eichmann, the German SS chief who facilitated and managed 
the program of extermination camps during World War II, exemplifies the 
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counterpoint to Eatherly. Israeli secret agents captured Eichmann, who had 
taken refuge in Argentina after the war. They brought him to trial in Israel. 
Eichmann’s testimony inspired Hanna Arendt’s expression “the banality of 
evil,” meaning that we can cause the greatest of evils without acknowledging 
its moral significance, as if evil were something banal, void of significance for 
the agent.13  

Something similar may happen with torturers, able to live a perfectly 
adapted life, apparently hearing the agonizing screams of their victims as 
noise associated with their work. We could be inclined to view examples such 
as these as the sick, pathological cases. Instead, what we have here is lack of a 
“moral sense,” a lack of basic empathy for human suffering, and lack of a 
sense of responsibility: a lack of personal involvement in the production of 
evil—typically attributed to a higher authority.  

I do not mean, though, to keep separate the study of psychopathology 
and the study of moral sensitivity. Instead, my conclusion is that we should 
better acknowledge their intricate and complex relationships. Morality de-
pends upon the values and social norms that a person has internalized; some-
times, in extreme circumstances, a person may be unable to cope with his or 
her own standards and the outcome may be a psychopathology.  

Claude Eatherly’s inability to rationalize all the damage he had indi-
rectly helped to cause led him to be socially maladapted. But his feelings 
evince something admirable, and most of his contemporaries probably shared 
his feelings. Eichmann’s moral dumbness at the level of personal involvement 
helps us understand how totalitarian regimes are viable and suggests that we 
should expend more effort on the moral education of youngsters.  

More than merely teaching abstract norms and reasons, moral education 
should be a sentimental education, a self-constitution of patterns of emotional 
interaction (nowadays, children learn more about these values from situational 
comedy programs on television than from educators or parents). 

Another, different, example of how intricate the links between mental 
health and moral sensitivity can be is the case of Siegfried Sassoon, a British 
poet who took part at the Battle of Somme, during World War I. That battle 
best exemplifies the cruelty and stupidity of war (half a million British and 
German soldiers and two hundred thousand French troops died without any 
territorial gain by either party). Sassoon, after sustaining injuries twice, took a 
stand against war, threw his Military Cross into the river Mersey, and decided 
not to return to the front. Instead of the court-martial he expected, the military 
authorities decided that he was unfit for service and sent him to a psychiatric 
hospital, where he was officially treated for neurasthenia (“shell shock”; the 
modern diagnosis would be Post Traumatic Stress Disorder). Finally, though, 
he decided to return to the front, out of a feeling of guilt for having abandoned 
his colleagues.  

In Sassoon’s case, we find a conflict and then a resolution between the 
mental health effects of a life experience and the strength of some of the val-
ues—companionship, patriotism, enforced by military training—needed to 
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block the natural compassionate reaction of the moral sense. Yet based on 
reports of post-traumatic effects caused by torture and cold-blood killings by 
American soldiers in Iraq, such training is not always enough to block these 
emotions. Moral principles may appear to be neat and unambiguous, but the 
application in real life, in personal involvement, is not so neat; it may affect 
our mental life. To come back to World War II, Primo Levi and Jean Améry 
committed suicide, while another vivid writer, Jorge Semprún, not Jewish but 
a communist, found a way to make sense of that episode in his life.  

Further development of these considerations would probably require dis-
cussion of the notion of defense mechanisms and related views of the struc-
ture of human subjectivity. We would probably need to question the Freudian 
notion and suggest a more adequate understanding of the self as a moral sub-
ject. I dare not do that here. I will just mention that writings in Neuroscience 
have already begun to reintroduce such a notion.14 I believe that this notion 
has much to contribute if such a discussion would manage to get the com-
plexities right. In any case, neuroscientific research undoubtedly helped to 
clarify these complexities and the nature of personal involvement, and it may 
continue to advance knowledge in this respect. 
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