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Morality: A Neuropsychological and
Philosophical Approach

Walter Tubbs, Ph.D.

Introduction

It is clear from even a cursory examination of Dr. Chikuro Hiroike’s
library that he had a deep understanding of, and appreciation for, a
scientific approach to morality: how can we understand and analyze the
existence and practice of this unique human activity? And of course his
Treatise is 2 magnum opus dedicated to the elaboration of his own scien-
tific approach. As a scientifically-oriented researcher in theoretical
psychosomatics myself, there is one thing I find remarkable about his
thinking, namely, that much of what he said so long ago has been
validated by contemporary scientific research. In that sense he was very
much ahead of his time,

One might say that science has at last “caught up” to him in
understanding better the biological basis of some of the ideas he
developed. The following is an attempt to give an outline of a scientific
approach to morality from my point of view as one interested in neuro-
psychology and the fields to which it is closely related: neurology,

psychology, psychophysiology and psychosomatics.® It must be con-
sidered as only a beginning.

I Moralogy as a Mental Science
Although it is common knowledge, I wish to emphasize once again
that Dr. Hiroike specifically identified his new moral science as a mental
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science? and constantly emphasized the importance of mental activities.?
And he agreed with Wilhelm Wundt, the great German psychophysiolo-
gist, that “psychology, asa discipline of mental products in general, pro-
vides the foundation for all mental sciences”.* He also mentions the
various kinds of psychology then existing, including folk psychology, ex-
perimental psychology — and the newly-discovered use of electricity in
brain -rescarch by such people as Wundt, Galt and Spurzheim and
E)thers.5 _
Earlier Limitations However, Dr. Hiroike — again agreeing with
Wundt — acknowledged the difficulty of studying mental facts and said
«..their empmcal demonstration must necessarily be restricted. »6Given
the state of the art in his time, then, he was rather severely limited in set-
ting forth a truly scientific basis for the practice of supreme morality. He
could not do rigorous psychophysiological experimentation showing the
existence of particular mental states, nor could he document this by
referring to experiments done by others. And he could not compare one
state with another according to the scientific method — comparing, say,
a control group with an experimental group, or with the same group after
training or practice had been accomplished. -

It would have been much better if he could have used scientific in-
struments to measure and compare the mental state present in ordinary
morality with that present in the highest moral state, that of supreme
morality, Instead of direct observation by way of scientific
measurements, then, he had to resort to judgments based on his personal
assessmeént, such as comparing the difference in life that one or another
mental attitude would make in two individuals born blind.” And of
course he made strong usage of retrospective analysis, by deduction, of
the importance of mental activity in the unbroken succession of the
Imperial House of Japan, the.line of succession of the great sages
throughout history, etc. .

Contemporary Science: Electrophysmlogy It was not until modern
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times —and especially during the Iast tthty years — that sophisticated
electronic equipment and related processes (such as computer analysis)
brought about the emergence of-a whole new discipline in experimental
Psychology and the neurosciences: elecirophysiology. Electrophysiology
Is “the branch of physiology that is concerned with the electric
phenomgna associated with living bodies and involved in their functional
activity”.® Many brain scientists, especially neuropsychologists, are par-
ticularly interested in the electrical activity of the brain; and a’n area of
special interest is how specific electrical patterns are related to (are cor-
relates of) particular behaviors or attitudes.

Electrocorxtical Correlates There is far to 20, but much has already
been learned. So far, specific relationships {correlations) have been
found between the electrical activity of the brain and the following men-
tal attitudes (please see SUGGESTED READING for references not
mentioned in the text): attention,?® intention, 1012 expectancy,? vigilance
motivation,®* conation (the conscious drive to perform volitional acts),
readiness to perform a motor act, the orenting reflex, habituation’l
emotional states, deep relaxation,’ Zen and yogic meditation, stages o;‘
sleep, dreaming,! sleep mentation, decision-making, and many others
To give you some idea of the fingness of the state of the art: even thf;
amount of energy expended for specific types of mental effort, such as
mental problem-solving, can be measured.18

Furthermore, biofeedback and other studies of self-regulation have
pro.v.en conclusively that ordinary people can, with training, exert direct
volitional control over many organs and processes of the body, including
heart rate, blood pressure, kidney function, bram waves, and many
others,1®

Also, starting with the Biofeedback Society of CaIifomia, {organized
bly a number of colleagues and myself), both clinical and experimental
biofeedback societies now exist throughout the world as well as in almost
every state in America, International conferences are now common anda

¢
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fund of knowledge is accumulating that will someday Faenefit all o-f
humankind. Given the fact, now well-accepted by the -medmal comn‘llutmc—i
ty, that probably 85% of all jllness is psychosomatlc. or strefs.:—.re a :at
(having to do with attitudes, life-style, etc.), the potential benefr is gr
]n(i:?:l.()uld be noted in passing that people of various cults and cultures
(such as the yogis and fakirs of India) down througF the ages have be;a;l
able, without the use of special equipment, {0 achieve .remarkable sta -
control over their bodies. Common to most of the .techmques ln_ez-ar'ned is ef
systematic relaxation which has the effect of slowing and stal::hzlmg ::3.21;1
tain bodily processes. This has vatiously be.en called the. el azlaxa 1 :
response”,?° the “quieting response”,?t etc. It1s pa-rt o'f the,: ment sl.:ta f(:l '
will refer to later as an attitude of attentional meditation,” or an attitu

of ‘volitional prayerfulness.’

I Sketch of a2 New Model of Moral Attitude -
Dr. Hiroike long ago enyisioned that there would someda)t be a. d.w;-l
sion of the Research Department that \vquld be engaged in origin
theoretical and practical research in experimental psycholc:fly;:
psychophysiology, and related biological sciences. Pej:haps si)med?y t-fa..c
research will be able to measure and demorfstrzfte in precllse sc%en 1 1_
ways the psychosomatic and psychophysiologic dlfferer‘lces in bra:lx; pror
cesses between an individual who has an attitude of c?rdmary mc.)r ty, O
of immorality, and one who has practiced an.attltude of hlghrast,1 orf
supreme morality. For now, 1 offer the following .sketc1.1 .o‘r mode o-
moral attitude which centers around two of the brain acfivities or proc'
esses mentioned above: attention and intention, and one more:

retention.

Retention Retention refers to the unique time-binding capability of”

the human brain. Experiences become encoded and stored in the erry
tissue of the brain in such a way that we can at any time evoke mental im-

116

ages of past experiences. This unique ability of the human being to
engage in selective recall is a refrospective imaging activity of the brain. It
has reference to the past. It is memory, the retention of past occurrences,
that allows us to act on the basis of occurrences removed in time.

Without memory, the psychological process would constitute little

more than William James’ “blooming, buzzing confusion.” 22 Memory is
manifested in two major aspects, recognition and recall. The retentive
process may be focused either outward, to present circumstances, as in .
recognition; or inward, to the memory store, as in recall. For present
purposes I am limiting myself to the aspect of recall. A crucial thing to
remember about this activity is that it is what provides the information
needed for Action* and becomes informed through doeing, through
acting. )

Retention is the reflective mechanism necessary for self-examination,
the unique human ability to recall past Actions and outcomes and
evaluate them. Because of various cultural differences or biases, the
tendency is to judge particular Actions as “good” or “bad.” I feel it is
more appropriate to consider whether a particular Action was a “Right”
Action, ¥

Self-examination is the process by which, in the present moment, we
cant hold up our past Actions, and the intentions out of which they arose,
and — putting ego aside — try to evaluate them honestly, We focus our
full attention on those Actions and their consequences in a-
phenomenological way — that is, standing back from them and looking
at them just as they are. We make the attempt to re-experience those Ac-

tions and outcomes in an empathetic way. By that Y mean to experience

them from the point of view of the other people who were affected by

* Note: I am capitalizing ‘Action’ and ‘Right Action’ because ] am using those words in the
specialized way that Pribram® and Humphreys, 2t respectively, are using them. The former
uses Action to mean the execution of some Plan; the latter uses Right Action to mean do-
ing the right thing spontaneously in a given situation.
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them; to “feel with” them how they must have felt as a result of our
Actions.

The purpose of doing this is not to generate regret about what we
have done, though we might be justified in feeling quilty or ashamed_
when we come to realize that this or that Action, newly-appreciated .from
another’s perspective, was indeed a wrong action. We can re-experience
the past but we are powerless to change it; so no matter how remorseful
or regretful we feel, it can have no effect on the past.

Therefore it is less important to have particular feelings about ‘our Ac-
tions and their outcomes, than simply to acknowledge them for what
théy were, and especially to be clear about what the infentions were t]fat
brought them about. This will often result in the awareness that those in-
tentions were adversely influenced by our own selfish interests and
desires. Also, it will help us realize the problems — pain',‘ suffering, hard-
ship — we brought upon others and to formulate an attitude of con-
triteness. Knowing we need others’ forgiveness and indulgence may help
us to be more forgiving to others. And it may help us to have a new
determination to do better in the future. True, we cannot change the
past; but by changing the meaning of, or the interpretation of those past

events, they become valuable lessons out of which we can inform the pre-
sent in which we now act. For although intentions have reference to ‘the
future, it is only now that I formulate them and put them into practlc?.
Attention William James says: “The essential achievernent of the will

is to attend to a difficult object and hold it fast before the mind 25 Af.

tention refers to our unique ability voluntarily to select what it is we want

1o notice or think about, both externally and internally. It is a concurrent

imaging activity of the brain, something we do here-and-now. It has

reference to the present. Attention is selective; we do-not react equally to

all the stimuli impinging upon us — instead, we focus. We are not at the

mercy of our environment: input to the brain is itself influenced and con-

trolled by the brain.? And, as with retention, there is a double aspect: we
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-can focus our attention both inward and outward.

Here it is well to remember William J ames’ admonition: “What holds
attention determines action.”?” James did not mean to Imply that there
was a causal relationship in a biologically deterministic way, nor do 1.
However, I do mean to imply a causal relationship in the sense of moral
causality: that particular kinds of Actions are the result of particular
kinds of intentions and the manner in which our attention is focused. As
James also said: “Whether the attenfion comes by grace of genius or by
dint of will, the longer one does attend to a topic the more mastery of it
one has. And the faculty of voluntarily bringing back a wandering atten-
tion, over and over again, is the very root of judgment, character, and
Wﬂl.” 28

It is our uniquely human ability constantly to shift our attention and
thereby to retain a kind of “beginner’s mind”? in which every moment
can be experienced as new.3® Therein lies the potential for new attitudes
arid new Actions. And it is altention which is the noticing mechanism for
the present moment and each new moment. What it is that we focus our
attention on has a great deal to do with the outcome of our action. If we
focus on trivialities, I suspect that the outco_mes of our Actions will also
be trivial. But if we attempt always to look at things from our higher self,
or higher moral sense, then we will predispose our brain mechanisms in
such a way that we will literally experience the world differently — and
our Actions will therefore be different and perhaps more proper and
significant, more ‘Right.’ :

Intention Intention refers to our unique ability to make and follow a
Plan* whichis everchanging as our intentions change.® It refers, as
Brentano stated it,? to our unique ability deliberately to “bend our mind
toward™ an object or activity of desire. Itisa prospective imaging activity
of the brain. It has reference to the future. Most people in the West are

* I capitalize “Plan” because I am using it in the specialized way of Mﬂ]er, Galanter and
Pribram™ to mean the organization of future actions according to “flexible anticipations.”
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familiar with the rueful phrase “the road to Hell is paved with sood in-
tentions.” In other words, we always have intentions of one kind of
another, some bad, some good, some mixed; but we may not necessanly
act on them. Of course, the most famous statement to this effect is in
that part of Paul’s letter to the Romans where he ruefully declares: “I do
not understand what I do; for I don’t do what I would like to do, but in-
stead do what I hate.”3?

Keep in mind that our brain is uﬁiquely capable of aiming and focusing
both internally and externally: internally at knowing and imaging; exter-
nally at doing, at Action.* Both are informed by intention. Understand-
ing that Action is an externalization of an internal Plan which is always in
process, then intention has reference to the incomipleted parts of a Plan
whose execution has already begun. So just as attention and retention
have an “inward” and “outward” reference, intention has both a reflec-
tive and practical aspect.

So we can fail to examine ourselves, focus our attention on trivialities
and have bad or confused intentions, with consequent behavior,
resulting in either immora]ity or ordinary morality. Or we can candidly
examine ourselves, can focus our attention on the truth, as witnessed and
expounded by the great sages, and try to have right intentions. And
though we may fail again and again, I believe that our affempt to execute
Action according to a higher Plan will result in the externalization of
Right Actions. For as human beings we have a propensity for “higher
sensitivities.” 3%

For that reason I believe that, as ‘theory’ (the principles of supreme
morality) is put into ‘practice,’ as intention seeks to become actualized,
the external structure of our reality changes. By changing, it in turn
becomes a lesson and is re-internalized as new information. As we see
change toward the better occurring in our external world, our internal
world also changes. We become more confident about doing the right
thing. The Action that arises out of thought becomes an external resolu-
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tion of our infention, thereby resolving our “active uncertainty”” about
how to act in the future.

Thus, the extension of knowledge extends the range of possibility for
Action; “active uncertainty” becomes a context of learning. So the ‘end’
of a particular Action is never actual in the sense of being once and for all
accomplished; it is determinably directed by our intention in Action: it is
an object of conative activity informed by knowledge. As we have seen,
this knowledge has a necessary reference to the future, as well as to the
past and present. Reference to the future is an emphatic reference to a
direction of advance — of an ‘intention to do.’ To do what? To do the
right thing, to execute a Right Action. .

But what is a ‘Right’Action? I believe one response to this query is that
‘Right Action’ has no content, only an intent: viz., depending upon the
particular context or situation in which we act, we then determine what is
the right thing to do, to the best of our ability. Thomas Merton made the
comment that, while he wasn’t sure what the will of God was, he felt that
his intention to act according to the will of God was enough. The inten-
tion to act according to i;he highest moral sense, according to supreme
morality, is the first crucial step toward a particular right action. And it is
the process of. ongoing self-examination and right-intention which
enables us to formulate a value system, based on past experience, that

. can help us to improve our conduct in meaningful ways. It enables us to

formulate a Plan which, so to speak, ‘points to’ or ‘bends our mind
toward’ something beyond ego, beyond self.

Out of our uncertainty about doing the right thing, we tend to ask:
“How will I know what to do?” I believe the kind of ‘knowing’ here in-
volved is again unique to the human brain and involves much more than
just our rational decision-making process. Much work has been ac-
complished showing that the frontal lobes are the “executive of the
brain.”% It is well known that the fronto-limbic area is vitally involved in

-directing and channeling the; three processes I have described.
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I believe that eventually it will be shown that both the so-called ‘new”
brain (the cognitive, thinking processes of the neocortex) and “old’ brain
(the “feeling’ and emotional processes of the fronto-limbic area) are im-
plicated in any given decision about what is ‘right’ or ‘wrong.’3® In
general we can tell whether our rational and emotional processes are ‘in
agreement,’ so to speak, I think that in'a given context we can, with pur-
poseful awareness of our intentions, discover if there is a *fit* or ‘match?
between what we are thinking and what we are feeling: what we might
call the ‘rightness’ of something. And the more we practice doing what is
thought and felt to be right (the more knowledge we accumulate), the
easier it becomes. And so it was that, for the sages, knowledge eventually
became wisdom, and they embodied their principles in such a way that
they “‘unthinkingly,” or *automatically’ did the right thing. Using brain
science terminology we might say that they had habituated to doing the
right thing.

Thus, I believe that contemporary brain research validates Dr.
Chikuro Hiroike’s contention that what leads to behaviors reflecting
supreme morality are fundamentally these: (1) scrupulous self-
examination using our retentional abilities; (2) focusing always on the
truth, as best we can understand it, using our atteational processes; and
(3) using our will to formulate a Plan regarding our practice of supreme

morality by predisposing our mind to Right Action via the intentional

mechanisms. It is thus that we will be enabled, moment by moment, to
think and enact a life of supreme morality and proving, in our life, the
scientific validity of those principles.

I Prayer: The Vital Link

I am convinced that a way to link together the three brain processess
described in a way that will result in the highest form of moral behavior is
through a prayerful attitude. By ‘prayerful’ I do not mean this or that
form of prayer as a specialized activity or as something apart from or-
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dinary life according to this or that religion, With Martin Buber, I feel
that that there is no separation between the ‘religious’ and the ‘secular,’
the ‘hallowed’ and the ‘profane’ and that the life of supreme morality is
therefore never removed from the everyday in which we think and act
and have our being. S

By ‘prayerful’ I mean the shifting of our mental state, and hence our
brain processes, from self-ish preoccupation to seli-less intention. It .
means to redirect our thoughts toward others and toward God, however
he is individually experienced or addressed. It means to intend to do the
right thing at every given moment, where by ‘the right thing’ I mean to
do the will of God. For though we are free to act as we want, by seeking
to do the will of God we are acknowledging that “the trne freedom of the
will is the power to do what is willed in 2-world in which all one’s choices
are meaningfully related to the purposes of God.”3®

Finally, by ‘others’ I mean all others, but especially our benefactors:
parents, family, friends, teachers, the sages. We have accumulated large
debts to many people in the course of our life; but rarely do we reflect on
this and acknowledge it. By standing in a prayerful attitude toward all of
our benefactors, we are able to acknowledge, mentally, these debts and
to direct our gratitude to those individuals and to God. And through this
process we can become transformed, not only in the very tissue of our
brain, but spiritually as well. Through this process, and through practice,
we can become a person of God, a person of love. And thereby we will
receive not only mental and spkituél, but also physical benefit. For to
pray of course means also fo Jove; and there is now solid scientific
evidence that love is not only transformational, but thereapeutic.4® It is
in this way that, as earlier mentioned, volitional prayerfulress will even-
tuate in the same kind of physical benefit that similar practices have had
down through the ages. But because this particular kind of prayerfulness
takes the form of the practice of supreme morality, the eventual benefit
will be much greater, ‘
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Conclusion St. Augustine felt ag Merton did. When asked how one
should conduct oneself, he replied: “Love God and do what you will.”
Of course he did not mean that we can do anything we want as long as, at
the same time, we love God. There is a moral causality implied. For if we
truly love God, then we will want to act according to his will and will do
‘the right thing.” Unfortunately, this concept of conduct 6r morality
limits one to the Christian God. '

But it is very clear that the great sages, whom Jaspers calls the
“paradigmatic figures,” (Christ, Buddha, Confucius, Socrates) shared
cerfain common principles about what constituted a life of supreme
morality.#!42 So paraphrasing Augustine, but with reference to God
more universaIISI conceived, perhaps we could say: “If we stand always in
an intentionally prayerful attitude foward God and come always from
our highest moral sense, Right Action will follow.” And it is thus that
we, and eventually our world can, as Paul said to the Romans, “...be
transformed by the renewal of your mind.”*+
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