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Abstract

Introduction: This paper seeks to integrate the longstanding tradition of virtue ethics with
recent findings in neuroscience, offering an alternative account of virtue that relies neither
on classical metaphysical assumptions nor on unattainable forms of idealism. By employing
two key concepts—the interpreter mechanism and the central emotional state—we propose
a new framework for rethinking the nature of virtue and its role in moral action, a framework
in which freedom, historicity, and unconscious processes are deeply interwoven.

Findings: The point of departure for this paper is a critical engagement with two
dominant trends in contemporary accounts of virtue ethics: first, metaphysical readings that
regard virtue as an inherent, immutable, and foundational property; and second, idealized
readings that condition the realization of virtue on the formation of a perfectly rational, self-
aware, and coherent personality. In contrast to both, this paper draws on neuroscientific
theories—particularly the research of Michael Gazzaniga—to advance a more realistic and
human-centered understanding of virtue.

Discussion: We will outline our topics in several sections: The first section focuses on
the concept of the interpreter mechanism; a process located in the brain’s left hemisphere
that reconstructs and retroactively rationalizes our actions and experiences. Through
unconscious narrative-building, this mechanism maintains our sense of identity and
continuity, reducing internal fragmentation and psychological incoherence. From the
author’s perspective, the interpreter mechanism operates as a kind of neurobiological
analogue to the Freudian unconscious: a constructive, projective, and deceptive apparatus
that not only responds to external stimuli but continuously reinterprets our actions after the
fact. Within this framework, much of what is commonly understood as “virtue” or “moral
character” emerges not from deliberate, conscious decisions but from these retrospective
and narrative-generating processes.

The paper then introduces the concept of the central emotional state as a hidden yet
decisive factor in moral decision-making. Drawing on findings from neuroscience—
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particularly research on emotional decision-making, such as the lowa Gambling Task, and
Antonio Damasio’s somatic marker hypothesis—we argue that emotions are not disruptive
forces opposed to reason but rather fundamental components of cognition and choice. The
central emotional state refers to a relatively stable, semi-unconscious configuration of
emotional dispositions, functioning as an embodied “instruction set” that shapes each moral
act. This state is both diachronic and synchronic: on the one hand, it is rooted in the
individual’s emotional history and developmental trajectory (the diachronic dimension); on
the other, it is dynamically activated in the immediacy of moral action (the synchronic
dimension). Thus, virtue is not the one-time product of rational deliberation or moral
training, but rather the enduring result of an affective-narrative continuity sustained
over time. Moral character, therefore, is not a fixed unity but a narrative, emotional, and
neurobiological construct that emerges through interaction with the interpreter mechanism.
Finally, the paper offers a novel defense of virtue: virtue as the alignment between the
central emotional state, the interpreter mechanism, and outward action. While such
alignment is neither guaranteed nor complete, it provides a realistic foundation for
rethinking moral agency. Within this view, the moral subject is no longer conceived as the
hero of pure rationality but as a historically situated being, shaped by emotion and entangled
in the narrative constructions of their own mind—yet still capable of authentic, ethical, and
coherent action. By forging a bridge between virtue ethics and neuroscience, this paper
opens a new path for reflecting on virtue—one that, rather than excluding emotion and the
unconscious, acknowledges them as fundamental constituents of moral choice.
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