Why neuroscience matter s to philosophy

Towards a personalist and compatibilist understamdf the gradual and

limited freedom of wanting, willing and acting

Abstract

Neuroscience matters to philosophy because phitgsdpes not only care about the psychological
structures of human actions, but also about thelmdggical conditions of freedom of the will. Since
freedom of the will is presupposed by ethical juégts about moral responsibility and legal judgments
about attribution and guilt scientific studies abtihe various inner and outer conditions limitinggfdom
of the will and action can be relevant to moralg@dophy, philosophy of law and political philosophy
Neuroscience, like psychopathology and neurolaggtudying the neuroscientific and sub-personal
underpinnings of wanting, willing and acting. THere neuroscience can and probably will make some
lasting scientific contribution not only to empidgsychology and clinical psychiatry, but also to
practical philosophy.

Neuroscience is a rather young scientific discglvhen compared to empirical
psychology and clinical psychiatry. Therefore i@ sufficiently clarified yet, how
neuroscience can successfully contribute to engbipsychology and clinical

psychiatry, especially with respect to therapewgatment of psychiatric patients. Other
than neuroscience psychopathology and neurology algady become established as
empirical disciplines supporting both empirical glsglogy and clinical psychiatry with
respect to the art of adequate diagnosis and ssfatéserapeutic treatment.
Neuroscience however is still on the way to reaathsa state of conceptual and
methodological maturity by which it might becomeually successful in supporting

empirical psychology and clinical psychiatry.

Philosophy, well understood, is a discipline whieim neither be replaced by any
empirical science, as e.g. in the various fieldsaifiral, social, cultural, or historical
investigations, nor by any formal science, aslegjcs, formal semantics and
mathematics. This is mainly due to the fact thaliogbphy is not only reflecting

empirical findings, but also reflectiregpriori the various principles and presuppositions
which are involved in the ontological, epistemotzgiand methodological assumptions

of each single science. Philosophy, well conceiiedeflecting the logics, semantics,



concepts, axioms, hypotheses, arguments and teeorad human endeavors whether

they are theoretical, practical or poietical.

From the point of view of philosophy, neurosciergca rather young and special field of
empirical investigations about various kinds of pdr@ena in the living human brain
and nervous systems as integrated into the orgaro$imuman beings. At first sight, it
seems to be a neighboring field to neurology aradamy. However the living human
brain is a special organ which is different frorhadher organs within the human body
as studied by neurology and anatomy. While it selenhbe sufficient to study the
complex systems of various functions and causahar@sms of other organs, such as
e.g. the heart, the lungs, the liver and the kidn#he living human brain has an
exceptional steering function not only with respeamnost inner organs, to all sensual
organs and to the limbs of the human body. By wdli® nervous system the living
human brain is not only causally and functionatipigected to the human body, but it is
the physiological carrier and productive transmitte most of human behavior,

whether verbal or non-verbal.

Due to its special steering function among all ptheman organs neuroscience is
raising rather high expectations about clarifying sub-personal underpinnings of
human behavior, verbal and non-verbal. This is méyroscience is touching upon
topics which have been and still are relevant éopthilosophical reflection about the
livelong development of the human person and peitggrand especially to the sensual,
volitional and cognitive preconditions of humareifigence which is the main reason
for the special position of man among other livibgangs on Earth and for his human
dignity. Since the intentional thought, volitiondaaction of human beings have and
need some sub-personal neuroscientific underpispmguroscience can study them
empirically and philosophy can reflect the empirfaadings of neuroscience with

respect to their ontological, epistemological arethndological assumptions.

Although philosophy, well understood, can neverdy@aced by the empirical findings
of neuroscience or any other science, as e.g. @alpsychology or linguistics, it might
be helpful to consider its potential, even if ratlmited contribution to the

understanding of man and his neuroscientific uridarpgs of psychological
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phenomena and volitional, cognitive and mental ceteipces. In such a way philosophy
might also be helpful by finding adequate pathmtE#grating neuroscience into clinical
psychiatry and empirical psychology as another sttpyg discipline in addition to
psychopathology and neurology. However, it wouldtlearly misleading to assume that
neuroscience could ever replace psychopathologyanwlogy or even become the
foundation for empirical psychology or even thegtical discipline of clinical

psychiatry and the art of psychological therapsutgmilar high expectations had
already been raised in the youthful beginning gthsanalysis, cybernetics and
artificial intelligence, but they also turned oatide misleading in the long run. Denying
such misleading expectation is already an imporesult of philosophical reflection

and intellectual contribution of philosophy which its self-understanding is called to
remember similar discussions with other empiricgts of studies. (end of shorter

version)

Philosophy has a history and the history of phipdgois a rich memorial resource by
which it is a learning, growing and maturing inéetiual discipline in its own right. Ever
since the early 7century the leading European philosophers haveedtto discuss
problems about the human body, soul and mind,gaghee problem about the freedom
of the will or about the eventual immortality oktkpiritual soul, not so much with
respect to the theological convictions about th@ismence and foreknowledge of God,
but with respect to the new cosmological assumptaiNova Scientia, i.e. mainly with
respect to classical mechanics and its rathermetest convictions about the main laws
of nature governing all physical substances innesis well as their movements and

their changes of attributes in space and time.

At least since the early f&entury the leading European philosophers withinage

and movement of thienlightenment started to take also into account a large variety o
empirical findings by the new and uprising fieldsaathropological, psychological and
cultural studies whicholens volens, led to empiricism, naturalism and historicism and
thereby to rather scepticist, relativist and suijest inclinations about ethics and
morality, law and politics. Since most Western sties are the main successors and
heirs of the era and movement of the European Eelignent they tend to suffer from

these rather scepticist, relativist and subjedtimiclinations until recently. Since in
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human history no human society ever has existedived and prospered without some
substantial and effective normative orientatiosome traditional framework of ethical,
political and religious institutions which constiuand shape the normative attitudes,
convictions, goals, principles and ideals of hurbaimgs, Western societies are still
endangered by the mostly misunderstood resuliseoéta and movement of the

European Enlightenment and the decline of many &aao traditions.

Just like modern physics has developed furthemenld' and 28 century when
compared to classical mechanicdNola Scientia, as e.g. with the realm of relativity
theory and quantum mechaniasd just like logic and mathematics have further
developed, as e.g. in non-Euclidian geometry, twpphnd set theory, philosophy has
learned from the rather new empirical sciencestdirapology, psychology and cultural
studies. Although many contemporary philosophetg,ie the more recent analytic,
phenomenological and post-modern fashions of thopkare still supporting such rather
scepticist, relativist and subjectivist inclinatsoabout ethics and morality, law and
politics, there are still and always have been sother old-fashioned philosophers who
are far away from supporting these tendencies.eSimey are confidential about the
existence of at least some essential common featdifeuman beings within the world
in all cultures and eras they do not give in todhegedly unavoidable scepticist,
relativist and subjectivist inclinations prematyratiopted by comparative and trans-

cultural studies in anthropology, psychology anlucal history.

All human beings are living beings within some makand cultural surroundings in
space and time. They do have common interestshaycio have the inborn capacity to
learn a natural language and to communicate, tmkreflect in the language they have
learned. This is why human beings are not only thkxpress their immediate and vital
interests in various forms of wanting, willing aacting. They can also conceive
previously and reflect afterwards about how theyehaehaved verbally and non-
verbally and about what they have said and donegliage and thought are the main
base for the human capacity to plan their actiosta reflect them afterwards, i.e. to
intentional agency and practical rationality of ®osort. Other than animals which are
formed by and bound to the common inborn patteringifnct within some species and

type, human beings are in need of some life gugrilnguistic, habitual and practical
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conventions, traditions and institutions. Furtherm@dult human beings can also learn
to intentionally reflect and argue about, change iarprove these life guarding

linguistic, habitual and practical conventionsditi@ns and institutions.

This special human capacity to intentionally refl@ed argue about, change and
improve these life guarding linguistic, habituatlgaractical conventions, traditions and
institutions is a major challenge which can be pd#structive or productive for the
existence, current stability and future developnwdrihese life guarding linguistic,
habitual and practical conventions, traditions eastitutions. Since it is one of the main
duties of philosophy not only to carefully and nuathblogically reflect, but also to
change and improve these life guarding linguistahitual and practical conventions,
traditions and institutions philosophy, well undeosl, can be and often is a dangerous
enterprise. Just like natural science and techgplafjgions and ideologies, philosophy
can be both, destructive or productive with respethe goal of safeguarding the
presence and future of human life on Earth in afioms and peoples. However, since
this always has been and still is the fate andehgé of theconditio humana, even and
especially under the rather difficult conditionsonir modern times, philosophy has to
face the new challenge of neuroscience which cdtereame scientific contribution to
understanding the neuroscientific underpinningtheflife guarding linguistic, habitual
and practical capacities of human beings whictbasaght about and supported by

conventions, traditions and institutions.

What happens to human beings on the personaldedelo human brains on the sub-
personal level when human beings and thereby bin@ins and nervous systems are not
sufficiently formed and shaped by some substaatidleffective normative orientation
in the framework of ethical, political and relig®institutions and by some important
groups which constitute, form and shape the noxeatititudes, convictions, goals,
principles and ideals? What are the factual corsacps and the functional effects and
which are the natural substitutes for human beamgktheir brain and nervous systems
when they are lacking some substantial and effectormative orientation in their
lives? How does it influence and diminish theiranto capacity to learn a language and
to communicate within a certain community of hurbamgs? How does it effect and

harm their vulnerable potential to become a peidogiag and a productive member of
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a society by acquiring the capacity and art obral planning ahead and to reflect their
behavior and actions retrospectively?

From a philosophical point of view, strong indivadism and subjectivism, habitual
hedonism and normative relativism seem to be tlawaidable consequences when
human beings and their brains and nervous systemwoa sufficiently educated and
formed by some substantial and effective normaiientation in the framework of
ethical, political and religious institutions ang dome important groups which
constitute and shape the normative attitudes, ctioms, goals, principles and ideals.

However, can this also be empirically validatedhmy investigations of neuroscience?

Ever since Hume, Kant and Brentano, most philospieglecting wanting, willing and
acting with respect to the reality of the humanagaty of freedom of the will, prefer a
personalist and compatibility conception of freedainthe will. Such a conception is
personalist, because it acceptise essential irreducibility of the attribution of intentional
psychological phenomena, stances and competentesnain beings on the personal
level to any sub-personal events and processeswiith human brain and nervous
system. Such a conceptionc@mpatibilist, because it accepts the logical and
philosophical compatibility of the assumption o¢ existence of some sub-personal
underpinnings within the human organism, brain a@d/ous system as a precondition
for the realization and actualization of the capeaf freedom of the will. According to
this position, the capacity of freedom of the wlitles not presuppose the metaphysical
assumption ofranscendental freedom, i.e. the complete absence of any determining
factors which make up the physical form, temper e@matracter of an adult human being.
To the contrary, the opposite assumption of theterce of some presumed necessary
and sufficient conditions which make up the phyldicam, temper and character of an
adult human being, which has the capacity of freedbthe will within some factual
limits in the inner and outer conditions, doesmaitiead to nor presuppose strong
metaphysical determinism, as e.g. adopted by Lephathe context of Newtonian

mechanics.

Since the freedom of the will of adult and mostbyghologically and mentally healthy
human beings — like the freedom to choose betwikematives and the freedom of

actions — is always relative and limited by sonreeimpsychological and some outer
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natural and social conditions within the real ditu@s of the spatio-temporal world,
freedom of the will is a precarious and vulnerdbtgher psychological capacity which
can be influenced (a.) by neurological and patholdgonditions, such as manifest
brain damage or hidden brain tumors, (b.) by psymittiological conditions, such as
phobias and anankasms, psychological compulsiometerial addictions,
psychological dependencies and various obsessoddjnally (c.) by more or less
healthy minded and well tempered psychological d¢ars, such as beliefs,

convictions, interests, motives and intentions.

Since adult human beings share a common and essatdrest in their acquired and
fully developed capacity of freedom of the willander to be fully accepted and
appreciated as persons with social rights and slaberesponding to their essential
dignity of human beings they do also share a comamshessential interest in their own
healthy mindedness with respect to both, their tvgnand mental capacities and to the
well tempered state of their emotions and volitioishough no empirical science
whatsoever can ever understand and explain hungaitydbecause, according to Kant,
human dignity is an absolute value which is neithrdy based on (a.) the capacity of the
freedom of choice between some alternative cowfastion, nor on (b.) on the
inwardly limited capacity of the freedom of the itor on (c.) the outwardly limited
freedom of action, but mostly and especially onwley potentiality of the eminent
freedom of the ethical right will (Brentano) ane tmorally good will (Kant),

philosophy must also have an essential interesi fiactual conditions which might be
lasting foundations of virtues or severe hindrariogbe supportive conditions to

acquire, sustain and safeguard one’s ethical andlrfreedom of the will.

If neuroscience, like neurology and psychopatholagipre, in their supportive function
towards empirical psychology and clinical psychiatan make some valuable and
substantial scientific contribution to our currstdate of knowledge about the sub-
personal underpinnings of the lifelong developnadra human person and its virtues
with some ethical, moral and legal rights and dutieen philosophy might also have

some essential interest in the actual and futungreral findings of neuroscience.

However, as human beings we do not only have angakinterest in our own good
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life, as a lucky and graceful congruence of vitallvibeing and moral integrity, but also
in the prospering of the common well-being, jusacel humanity of the society we are
living in. If neuroscience can contribute to the@as question of what happens to
human beings, their brains and nervous systems tiegrare not being sufficiently
sustained and supported by prospering ethical adlmonventions, by fair and just
legal and political institutions as well as by llegiminded religious, artistic and
spiritual traditions, then human beings who actieptethical and moral responsibility
for themselves and the future development of theisonalities and societies should
also care about what we might have to learn froeretpirical findings of neuroscience
and from the philosophical reflection of these fifg$ as a potential scientific

contribution to safeguard human life on Earth istige and peace.
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