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Research Projects ( 1995 ς 2024 )

·A comparative study of theories of social justice in Kant, 
Hegel, Rawls, Habermas, and Honneth  (since 1995)

·Social Movements: Brazil & Germany (Probral, 2002-03)

·Juridification  & Secularization

·The philosophical foundations of human rights (2004 -05 
Universität Kassel, Prof. Dr. Hans-Georg Flickinger )

·Critical Theory & Social Epistemology (2006 -10)

·The Normative Deficit of Brazilian Democratic Ethos

·Social Neurophilosophy  & Neuroscience (since 2012), AI

Supported by: Brazilian National Research Council (CNPq), 
Alexander  von Humboldt Stiftung, Capes, 

PUCRS (Pontifical Catholic University at Porto Alegre, RS)



The Social Ethos of Modernity: 
Normativity, Subjectivity, Power



Tractatus  Practico-Theoreticus
 Tractatus Politico-Theologicus







           The Normative Challenges 
            of the άSocial Brainέ

Nythamar de Oliveira - PUCRS / CNPq
The Brain Institute (InsCer, Porto Alegre) - Connectivity and Cognition

      Laboratory - Dept of Psychology University of Miami, 2016-18 



Assuming that there has been a neuroscientific turn in moral 

philosophy & social psychology, I would like to see how 

neurophilosophy may shed light on the normative problems 

raised by naturalistic projects of ethical and social research, 

esp. at the  articulation between the neurobiological evolution 

of human species and the social & historical evolution of 

society and social groups. By taking a critical -theoretical 

approach to both naturalism & normative theories, I argue 

that there is a neurophenomenological deficit in naturalism 

(e.g. in the versions of naturalism that follow the program of a 

naturalized epistemology) and in normative theories of self 

(particularly in critical theory ). I thus propose a mitigated 

version of social constructivism that combines a normative 

reconstruction of critical theory (Habermas, Honneth, Forst) 

with nonreductive, neurophilosophical models of the social 

brain programs (Spinoza, Antonio Damasio & Jesse Prinz).



   Neuro Hypes
    Neuro-crap
·About 31,600,000 

results (0.22 seconds)



An interdisciplinary research program
  in Ethics, Social & Political Philosophy

·I have tried to investigate in what sense asocial , political 
constructivism  (Rawls)and a pragmatic, normative  
reconstruction  (Habermas, Honneth, Forst) may be taken 
asdefensible instances of aweak or mitigated   
methodological social constructionism to the extent that it 
both preservesthe ideaof objectivity and can be articulated in 
terms of a hybrid, cognitive moral normativity .

·My working hypothesis is that by meeting the challenges 
of naturalism  and cultural relativism without giving up on a 
conception of social normativity , I would be able to resort 
to new interfaces between neuroscience and ethicsso as to 
revisit the explanatory gaps between mitigated  conceptions of 
naturalism and normative , empirical takes onculture .



From Bioethics to Neuroethics:
  The Neuroscientific Turn of
             Moral Philosophy



Research in Neurophilosophy 
  The Brain Institute at PoA (InsCer)

·Interdisciplinary  research in 
"Social Media  and Decision -
Making Processes : Reason 
and Emotion in Social 
Relations " (CNPq/InsCer): we 
set out to investigate the 
processes of moral decision -
making that materialize in 
everyday, off -line practices 
and in online, social media 
(particularly on Facebook ), e.g. 
Ultimatum & Dictator games



MRI vs. fMRI

MRI shows brain anatomy
functional Magnetic Resonance

Imaging maps the brain's function

fMRI measures brain activity by detecting changes associated with blood flow:

NB: Not all neural correlates are causally correlated!



Social Media & Decision-Making Processes:
          Reason & Emotion in Social Relations 
(405998/2012-0 MCTI/CNPq/MEC/CAPES 18/2012)

·These processes are investigated within an 
interdisciplinary perspective of neuroscience , 
more specifically, from the standpoint of the neural 
basis of these processes. This is a multidisciplinary 
research project in neuroscience, normative 
ethics, bioethics  &  experimental philosophy  
with particular emphasis on moral dilemmas , 
decision -making , and regulatory problems 
concerning neurotechnologies , social behavior 
and technological  innovations .



Joshua Greene: Moral Dilemmas
& theάTrolleyProblemέ(2003)

The switch dilemma

From neural óisô to moral óoughtô: what are the moral 

implications of neuroscientific moral psychology?
The footbridge dilemma



·The recent emergence of hybrid 
theories in metaethics in t he 
past decades just attest to the 
fact that, by trying to 
accommodate both belief -like 
and desire -like features of 
moral, normative judgments , 
metanormative theories have 
allowed for complex mental 
states , constituted by both 
affective states and ordinary 
beliefs that people hold 
whenever they make normative 
claims. Now, Ethics has been 
traditionally divided into: 
Metaethics, Normative Ethics, 
and Applied Ethics. 



Reflective Equilibrium, or how
     to avoid ethical extremes

ñThoughts without content 

are empty, intuitions without 

concepts are blind.ò



·Neuroethics , on its turn, deals with 
bioethical, moral problems both in 
abstract, theoretical terms (such as in 
metaethics and normative ethics, for 
instance, to define what is morally good, 
whether there is free will or freedom of 
choice, what selfhood is all about) and in 
practical, concrete terms (applied ethics), 
especially informed by the empirical 
sciences and recent findings in 
neuroscience . Like bioethics and applied 
ethics overall, neuroethics also might resort 
to metaethics and normative theories 
when dealing with the moral, epistemic 
justification of given procedures and 
possible scenarios relating to practical 
problems such as the ones involved in 
neural, cognitive enhancement and the 
use of smart drugs .



Founding Women of Neuroethics

Patricia Churchland Adina Roskies Martha Farah



Naturalizing Social Epistemology
where shall we place epistemology ? 

                                      sociology < psychology < biology < 

                                    molecular biology < chemistry < physics 

                                            < observation language

                                                     science wars

                                       scientific realism vs the social 

                                  construction of everything that moves

1. One definition: a version of the theory of knowledge which fully acknowledges 

our dependence on other people in this matter, and does not relegate it to the 

marginal or supplementary status of ótestimonyô. All but the most elemental 

knowledge ðof the sort possessed by infants and animalsð presupposes the 

mastery of the indisputably social institution of language.

 

2. A second, and less philosophical: a concern with the social determinants of 

belief. It has obvious relevance to moral and political convictions. Attempts to 

apply it to the findings of natural science ðlet alone those of mathematicsðare 

less persuasive.



John Rawlsôs Reflective Equilibrium and the 3 

standpoints: OP, WOS, Ourselves / social ethos

Ken Baynes, Normative Grounds of Social Criticism



·The method of reflective 
equilibrium has been advocated as a 
coherence account of justification 
(as contrasted with an account of 
truth) in several areas of inquiry, 
including inductive and deductive 
logic as well as both theoretical and 
ÁÐÐÌÉÅÄ ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÙȢȢȢ ×Å ȰÔÅÓÔȱ 
various parts of our system of beliefs 
against the other beliefs we hold, 
looking for ways in which some of 
these beliefs support others, seeking 
coherence among the widest set of 
beliefs, and revising and refining 
them at all levels when challenges to 
some arise from others. 



Recasting Political Emotions: Critical Theory,
   Social Epistemology, and Neurophilosophy

· In order to account for the normative significance of 
emotions, feelings, passions and affects in politics I 
will argue for the primacy of the social (das Soziale) 
over the political (das Politische), in the light of 
evolutionary, neurobiological findings relating basic 
emotions to social, moral sentiments and social 
evolution. Social normativity is shown to be co-
constitutive of moral agency, as suggested by Jaeggi's 
conception of social life-forms (Lebensformen) as 
lifeworldly intertwined features of pre -theoretical 
practices and relations that are prior to institutional 
and systemic arrangements such as the State, 
governmental, juridical, and political structures, and 
ÉÎ ÏÐÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ -ÁÒÔÈÁ .ÕÓÓÂÁÕÍȭÓ ÆÁÖÏÒÉÎÇ Á 
Schmittian-like misreading of both Hobbesian and 
Spinozan accounts of the state of nature and their 
respective criticisms of Aristotelian naturalism, as 
passions are deemed opposed to rational choice.



·Because authors like Sara Ahmed and Martha Nussbaum fail to account for 
such a distinction, their respective conceptions of political emotions end up 
favoring a Schmittian-like misreading of both Hobbesian and Spinozan 
accounts of the so-called state of nature and their respective criticisms of 
Aristotelian naturalism, so that passions and affects seem to be disconnected 
from rational choice and decision-making processes. Critical theory's 
normative reconstruction of sociality, I will argue, must be thus 
complemented with correlated accounts of social emotions, such as the ones 
offered by neuroscience and cognitive science. By resorting to António 
Damásio's contention that "emotion, feeling and biological regulation all 
play a role in human reason" and to Jesse Prinz's reformulation of social 
cognition in embodied, embedded, extended, enactive and affective terms, I 
will recast a view of political emotions that critically avoids both 
normativism and reductionist versions of naturalism. By revisiting 
cognitivist and functionalist views of empathy, compassion, and social 
emotions, I will propose to rethink them as highly f lexible, context-
dependent responses to different environments, through networks of 
varieties of basic homeostasis (nonconsciously guided) and sociocultural 
homeostasis (created and guided by reflective conscious minds), ultimately 
leading to cooperation and the evolution of social norms, especially norms of 
fairness. 



·Accordingly, a homeostatic understanding of the development of moral rules, 
laws, and justice systems can be regarded as a promising response to the 
detection of imbalances caused by social behaviors that endanger 
individuals and the group . 

·The social, cultural devices ( dispositifs ) created in response to the imbalance 
aim to restore the desirable equilibrium between individuals and political 
institutions . Hence, humans are capable of social cooperation & empathy , 
but they alone cannot account for the normative thrust of moral agency . 

· I will thus argue that both Damásio  and Prinz  succeed in showing that social 
homeostasis  rather than individual voluntarism  and the social brain rather 
than the solipsist mind  are what must ultimately account for a scientifically 
informed theory of normativity , as mitigated versions of naturalism  meet 
halfway with mitigated  conceptions of normativity  in weak social 
constructivism , insofar as social evolutionary processes are guided by 
normative claims, in both reflexive and social terms, with a view to realizing 
universalizable, valid claims that are justified from the normative standpoint 
precisely because they are fit for the survival  and preservation of the species. 

·This is in full agreement with Spinozaȭs (Jewish-Christian)  conception of the 
individual  morality of conscience, human liberties and liberal democracy in 
correlation with natural (neurobiological), social -cultural determinism  



tƘƛƴŜŀǎ DŀƎŜΥ 5ŀƳŀǎƛƻΩǎ
  Somatic Marker Hypothesis

·Originated from the observation of 
individuals who had sustained damage to 
the ventromedial prefrontal cortex 
(VMPFC).

·Normal intellectual function

·Normal neuropsychological function

·Normal on tests sensitive to frontal lobe 
function

·However, severe impairment in personal 
and social decision making and 
conduct .  



What are Emotions all about ?



²ƛƪƛ ƻƴ ά9Ƴƻǘƛƻƴέ
·The word "emotion" dates back 

to 1579, when it was adapted 
from the French word émouvoir, 
which means "to stir up".

·In psychology,philosophy, and 
their many subsets, emotion is 
the generic term for subjective, 
consciousexperiencethat is 
characterized primarily by 
psychophysiologicalexpressions,

·biological reactions, andmental 
states.

·Baruch de Spinoza's emotivism



Perception, Emotion, Feeling, 
 Mind, Self, Consciousness, Reason

Å... human reason depends on several brain 
systems, working in concert across many levels of 
neuronal organization, rather than on a single 
brain center.

ÅFeeling is the second and central topic of this 
book, and one to which I was drawn not by design 
but by necessity, as I struggled to understand the 
cognitive and neural machinery behind 
reasoning and decision making. 

ÅEmotions: Cognitive & noncognitive, 
volitional features

Å[biological evolution] brain Ÿ [social 

Åevolution] mind Ÿ self Ÿ mind + self = 
consciousness



PrinzΩs Naturalist-Conceptualist 
      Neuropsychology of Emotions

ñ... emotion is a form of perception. Having an 

emotion is literally perceiving our relationship 

to the world. Like perceptions, emotions can 

be inaccurate or even unjustified... But they 

can also be revelatory.ò ñ[Emotions] are 

triggered by judgments and amenable to 

cultural influence. They are central to our 

comprehension of morality and other lofty 

domains...

How do palpitations, pangs, and twinges in 

the gut play these kinds of roles? This book is 

an attempt to answer that question.

I defend a Jamesian theory with smarts. So, 

rather than adding to the proliferation of 

theories, I hope to show that an old theory can 

be modified to do the work of many of its 

competitors.



Theories of Emotions
Emotion episode component Emotion theory

Conscious experience Feeling theories

Changes in body and face Somatic theories

Action tendencies Behavioral theories

Modulations of cognitive processes Processing mode theories

Thoughts Pure cognitive theories

)

Hybrids : Aristotle, Descartes, Spinoza, Hume (impure cognitive theories)

In cognitive theories, intentionality is at center stage, 

our thoughts are directed at something in the world; in 

neo-Jamesian theories, passivity is at centre stage, we 

are struck by or afflicted by something.

AIR theory of consciousness: attended intermediate-level 

representations ; attention is the mechanism that separates 

conscious from unconscious emotions.



Philosophy of Emotion
Contemporary analytic philosophy of emotions is currently dominated by two 
opposing camps.  In one camp we have those generally labelled cognitivists  and 
in the other those who favour a Jamesian approach, the neo-Jamesians and 
noncognitivists . Pure cognitivists: Solomon (1976 & 2003c), Taylor (1985) and 
Nussbaum (2004); and those who might be termed hybrid cognitivists: Goldie 
(2000) Greenspan (1993) Nash (1987) and Stocker (1987). Neo-Jamesianism, as 
the name suggests, brings together philosophers and psychologists who advance 
Á ÃÏÎÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÒÙ ÖÁÒÉÁÎÔ ÏÆ 7ÉÌÌÉÁÍ *ÁÍÅÓȭÓ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÏÆ ÅÍÏÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÉÎ ÄÏÉÎÇ ÓÏ 
often align themselves with the research program initiated by Darwin ([1872] 
1965) and later Ekman (1972); those Darwinian claims are often buttressed by 
theoretical claims drawn from neuroscience, cognivitve science & philosophy of 
mind: Damasio (1994), Prinz (2004) and Robinson (1995). 

For Spinoza , emotions are not lodged in a separate body  in conflict with the 
soul, since soul and body are aspects of a single reality ; but emotions, as 
affections of the soul , make the difference between the best and the worst 
lives, as they either increase the soul's power to act, or diminish that power .



Biology, Psychology, Philosophy
Paul Ekman, Emotions 

in the Human Face (1972)

Ronald de Sousa, The

  Rationality of Emotion     
       (1987)

Charles Darwin, The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals (1872)



Belief in Contemporary
 Analytic Philosophy of Mind

·The [propositional] attitude we have, roughly, whenever we 
take something to be the case or regard it as true. To believe 
something, in this sense, needn't involve actively reflecting on 
it: Of the vast number of things ordinary adults believe, only a 
few can be at the fore of the mind at any single time. Nor does 
ÔÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ ȰÂÅÌÉÅÆȱȟ ÉÎ ÓÔÁÎÄÁÒÄ ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÉÃÁÌ ÕÓÁÇÅȟ ÉÍÐÌÙ ÁÎÙ 
uncertainty or any extended reflection about the matter in 
question... Many of the things we believe, in the relevant 
sense, are quite mundane: that we have heads, that it's the 21st 
century, that a coffee mug is on the desk. Forming beliefs is 
thus one of the most basic and important features of the 
mind, and the concept of belief plays a crucial role in both 
philosophy of mind and epistemology.



K = Justified (T & B)

p  : The Earth is round  (true)

Bp : S believes that p

Kp : S knows that p

Perceptual data as evidence of p / Reliable testimony

A belief is an internal thought or memory in one's mind. Most people accept 

that for a belief to be knowledge it must be, at least, true and justified.



K = JTB (Plato'sTheaetetus) + G
·The Tripartite Analysis of 

Knowledge :

·Sknows that p iff

·p is true;

·Sbelieves thatp;

·S is justified in believing that p.

·Foundationalist vs Coherence 
theory of justification, also known 
as coherentism : a belief or set of 
beliefs is justified, or justifiably 
held, just in case the belief 
coheres with a set of beliefs, the 
set forms a coherent system or 
some variation on these themes.

·+ Gettier (problem) condition

·3×ÉÎÂÕÒÎÅȭs basic belief that 
mental events  (consisting in the 
instantiation of mental 
properties ɀ sensations, thoughts, 
purposes, desires, and beliefs) are 
distinct from physical events 
(such as brain events ), although 
in causal interaction  with them.

·If Plantinga ȭÓ ÂÁÓÉÃ ÂÅÌÉÅÆ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 
theist, personal God is properly 
basic , then it would seem that 
belief in inerrancy would be, 
within the circumstances of 
Christian faith , a properly basic 
belief as well ? 



A Neurotheology of Revelation
·Ȱthe nature of the mind is the primary cause of divine 

revelationȣ we must concede without qualification that the 
[universal] divine law began from the time when men by 
express covenant promised to obey God in all things, thereby 
surrendering, as it were, their natural freedom and 
transferring their right to Godȱ                             (TTP, 10, 188)



·Ȱ)Æ ÎÅÕÒÏÔÈÅÏÌÏÇÙ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ 
considered a viable field going 
forward, it requires a set of clear 
principles that can be generally 
agreed upon and supported by 
both the theological or religious 
perspective and the scientific one 
ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌȣ ,ÁÙÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÇÒÏÕÎÄ×ÏÒË 
for a new synthesis of scientific 
and theological dialogue, this 
book proposes that neurotheology, 
a term fraught with potential 
problems, is a highly useful and 
important voice in the greater 
study of religious and theological 
ideas and their intersection with 
ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅȢȱ (Andrew Newberg, p. )



·ȰTo date, the accumulated research 
pertaining to the accuracy of our 
memories and beliefs can be 
summarized as follows: all 
memories, beliefs, and 
assumptions are subject to change 
and possibly distortion over time; 
beliefs and assumptions are highly 
dependent on language, emotion, 
and social interaction; the older 
the memory, the more difficult it is 
to ascertain its accuracy; and 
neurological disorders and drugs 
can disrupt the brainȱ ɉÐȢ αβɊ



·ȰOur intellect, our memory, our affectivity, 
our learning, our intuitions, our religious 
motivations, our state of mind, and the world 
of our emotions may be associated with 
observabl e neurological events as part of 
ÏÕÒ ÎÏÒÍÁÌ ÂÒÁÉÎ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎȣ 7ÈÅÎ ×Å ÄÉÅ ÏÕÒ 
consciousness ceases to have the appearance 
of particles  to assume the eternal  aspect of 
wavesȣ )Æ ÂÒÁÉÎ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÌÏÓÔȟ ÁÓ ÉÎ 
clinical or cerebral death, memories and 
consciousness ×ÏÕÌÄ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅ ȣ 
Consciousness can be experienced 
independently of the brain functioning, 
which may in the future lead to a huge 
change in the paradigms of medicine, with 
the possibility of admitting itself that death, 
just like birth, is merely the passage from one 
state of consciousness to anotherȱ ɉÐȢ ΫΫαɊ



aƛŎƘŀŜƭ {ƘŜǊƳŜǊΥ άwhy so many people believe in what
   Ƴƻǎǘ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛǎǘǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǳƴōŜƭƛŜǾŀōƭŜΚέ

·Belief-dependent Realism.

·The brain is a machine for generating 
beliefs. They come first. It is only then 
that we elaborate on explanations that 
justify them.

·"My current belief that there is no 
such thing as a mind and that all 
mental processes can be explained 
solely by the neural correlates of 
behavior was shaped by Skinnerian 
ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÙȰ

·"No brain, no mind, no soul"



· On what foundation should we ground our moral 
decisions ? We have to ground the foundations of 
morality on something, and secularists (skeptics, 
humanists, atheists, et al.) are in agreement that 
ȰÄÉÖÉÎÅ ÃÏÍÍÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÏÒÙȱ ÉÓ untenable not only 
because there probably is no God , but even if there 
is a God, divine command theory was refuted 2500 
years ago by Plato through his %ÕÔÈÙÐÈÒÏȭÓ ÄÉÌÅÍÍÁ, 
ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÅ ÁÓËÅÄ Ȱ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÉÏÕÓ ÏÒ ÈÏÌÙ ÉÓ ÂÅÌÏÖÅÄ 
by the gods because s/he is holy, or holy because s/he is 
ÂÅÌÏÖÅÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÄÓȩȱȟ ÓÈÏ×ÉÎÇ ÈÏ× ÉÔ ÍÕÓÔ ÂÅ ÔÈÅ 
formerɂ moral principles must stand on their own 
with or without God . 

· Rape, for example, is wrong whether or not God says it 
is wrong (in the Bible, in fact, God offers no explicit 
prohibition against rape). Adultery, which is prohibited 
in the Bible, would still be wrong even if it were not 
listed in the Decalogue.

·Ȱ7ÈÁÔ ÍÁËÅÓ 1 meter [measure] 1 meterȩȱ 
(Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations§50)

· The Normativity -Naturalism Debate

· Recasting the Judeo -Christian Worldview



Pat Churchland, From Neurophilosophy to
          Neuroethics and Braintrust (2010, p. 9) 

· "what we humans call ethics or morality is a 

four-dimensional scheme for social behavior 
that is shaped by interlocking brain processes : 
(1) caring (rooted in attachment to kin and kith 
and care for their well-being), (2) recognition 
of others ȭ psychological states (rooted in the 
benefits of predicting the behavior others), (3) 
problem -solving in a social context (e.g., how 
we should distribute scarce goods, settle land 
disputes; how we should punish the 
miscreants), and (4) learning social practices 
(by positive and negative reinforcement, by 
imitation, by trial and error, by various kinds of 
conditioning, and by analogy)."

Neurophilosophy: Toward a 

Unified Science of the 

Mind-Brain (1986)



Moral values ground a 
life that is a social life

Ȱ!Ô ÔÈÅ ÒÏÏÔ ÏÆ human moral practices 
are the social desires ; most 
fundamentally, these involve attachment 
to family members , care for friends , the 
need to belong . Motivated by these 
values , individually and collectively  we 
try to solve problems that can cause 
misery and instability and threaten 
survival . Since our brains are organized 
to value self -welfare as well as welfare of 
kith and kin, conflicts frequently arise 
between the needs of self and the needs 
of othersȢȱ ɉÐȢ ήέɊ



Paul MacLean, 

The Triune Brain in Evolution


