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Your Holiness, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It is a great honour to participate in this discussion day and to make a few 

introductory remarks in order to frame our conversations.  

Our discussions will be centred on issues of education and secular ethics, an 

ethics that is not anchored in transcendental belief systems, and we are all 

looking forward very much to hearing your comments on the questions and 

problems that will be addressed.  

It appears to me that one of the central problems of our civilisations is our 

evolutionary heritage. We are the product of an evolutionary process that 

optimized organisms to survive, to reproduce and to protect our offspring. This 

competitive selection has endowed us with a large and diverse repertoire of 

behavioural dispositions, drives and cognitive abilities. We developed a host of 

pro-social abilities such as love, affection, trust, empathy, fairness and altruism 

towards our mating partners, our offspring and the cooperating members of our 

families and tribes. We also developed strong drives to explore the world and to 

use our intelligence to predict dangerous events and to improve our living 

conditions.  
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 But we also developed drives that we came to consider as harmful although 

they are equally important to ensure survival, in particular when we have to 

compete for sparse resources or get aggressed by competitors. In these cases we 

tend to become exceedingly egoistic, selfish, greedy, unfair and aggressive, we 

switch from caring kindness to counterattack, hatred and revenge, - and use our 

intelligence to harm competitors and rivals. Unfortunately, because of our 

intelligence and creativity we excel over animals not only in the positive but also 

in the negative manifestations of these inborn behavioural traits.  We can be 

altruistic to the limits of self- sacrifice but we can also be exceedingly cruel. We 

do observe considerable inter-individual variations and probably also some 

gender related differences in these antagonistic behavioural dispositions but we 

all possesses this broad repertoire of deeply rooted traits.  

But evolution also endowed us with exceptional cognitive abilities that allowed 

us to initiate what we call “cultural evolution”. We developed a sophisticated 

communication system, our language, which enables us to engage in reflexive 

dialogues of the form: I know that you know how I feel. Such dialogues allowed 

us to learn about the mental states of others and to gradually become aware of 

the fact that the world consists also of immaterial phenomena that can be 

experienced, named and shared and not only of material objects. We added an 

immaterial, a mental, a spiritual dimension to our existence. Examples of these 

novel realities are our religious belief systems, our ideologies, our convictions, 

our moral norms, and ethical judgments, our concepts of freedom and equality 

and our narratives of our historical past. Our unique ability to share 

observations, thoughts and concepts allowed us to form complex and highly 

cohesive societal structures. But at the same time it also enabled us to develop 

mental constructs of racial, religious and national identities - and these 

constructs added a very consequential dimension to our distinctions between 

friends and enemies.  

On the one hand these cultural achievements have substantially amplified our 

pro-social behaviour. Rules of conduct identified as beneficial were codified as 

commandments in religious belief systems and obedience to these rules was 

assured by promising reward and punishment not only during lifetime but also 

beyond our physical existence. Pro-social behaviour was also encouraged by 
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social recognition that attributes high moral value to pro-social behaviour and 

by secular normative systems that again rely on reward and punishment to 

reinforce compliance.  

On the other hand, cultural constructs have also been used to dramatically 

amplify behavioural dispositions that we came to consider as negative. The 

history of mankind is rich in examples demonstrating that the most cruel and 

collectively committed aggressions, homicide and genocide, deprivation of 

freedom and denial of human dignity have actually been committed and 

justified in the name of cultural constructs such as religions, belief systems, 

ideologies, concepts of national and ethnical identity etc. Doctrines propagated 

by belief systems, propaganda, social recognition and biased education have 

always played crucial roles in motivating and justifying aggression, wars, 

homicide and suppression.  

Thus, cultural techniques per se are ambivalent – they can be applied to 

enhance the expression of pro- social behaviour but they can also be abused to 

dramatically amplify the expression of our “dark” side. Many of the cruelest 

regimes were actually installed and sustained by highly cultivated and educated 

people. Our own German history is a blatant example. Hence, neither religions, 

education or culture seem to protect us from engaging in extremely negative 

actions. The reason is that mental constructs can be instrumentalized and 

abused to justify aggression and cruelty.  

This raises the question which options we are left with – and the contributions 

of our dialogue today will probably address some of them. I belief that there will 

be no singular or simple solution. Rather we shall have to consider a whole 

manifold of measures, none of which is actually new. 

As mentioned in the beginning, one of the major factors for the amplification of 

our negative behavioural dispositions is the context, in which we evolve: 

Scarcity of resources, inequality, injustice, humiliation and lacking self-esteem 

nurture greediness, hatred and aggression. Thus, we need to continue to strive 

for political, social and economical systems that reduce these factors. 

We have also seen that belief systems, - cultural constructs that are not based on 

empirically validated facts are particularly well suited to be abused as 



 4 

justifications for aggression. Here, in my opinion, the by far most effective 

antidote is the critical and rational analysis of our conditions - and our cultures 

have invented very efficient tools to attain this goal. Occidental cultures have 

developed the technique of scientific reasoning and empiricism to obtain valid 

information about the world around us and once we began to make ourselves 

the object of scientific enquiry also about our own condition. Eastern cultures, 

by contrast, concentrated on contemplative practices that use analytical 

introspection to explore and analyze our inner reality – you – your Holiness - 

addressed these practices as “science of the mind”. Both strategies protect one 

very effectively against becoming seduced by false beliefs. Thus, relying on 

critical reasoning, insight and empirically validated facts rather than unproven 

beliefs is, at least in my opinion, by far the best strategy to avoid maladapted 

behaviour. And as it turns out, there is a surprisingly good convergence between 

the commandments condensed in the wisdom of world religions and the rules of 

conduct derived from rational insight that are codified in the secular ethics of 

advanced civilisations. However, the match is far from perfect. It is also evident 

that some convictions nurtured by religious systems and public opinion are in 

harsh contradiction with empirically validated facts.  

The scientific approach propagated by humanistic enlightenment has 

undoubtedly proven beneficial for coping with the challenges of life but it comes 

with costs: It reduced our confidence in transcendental forces that were believed 

to take care of us. Furthermore it forced upon us the tragic insight that we are 

fully responsible for our destiny but because of the complexity of the world and 

our restricted cognitive abilities can neither predict the consequences of our 

actions nor our own future. This humbling insight is a powerful source of 

insecurity and a strong motivation to again search consolation in belief systems 

– a clearly visible and dangerous trend of our post-modern epoch.  

Which options then are we left with? How can we cope with the challenges 

imposed on us by the program of enlightened humanism? How can we acquire 

the confidence required for assuming the self-imposed responsibilities and how 

can we endure the fallacies of life without consolation by projected beliefs, 

without relying on promises that will be fulfilled only beyond our earthly 

existence?  
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I believe that these premises call for a coordinated multilevel approach. Surely, 

we need to invest all our intelligence and creativity to design political, social and 

economic systems whose architecture favours stability through self-organization 

and assures a maximum of equality, justice and security. Then we all need to 

realize that it is us who are responsible for the future of our life and our planet. 

This insight requires a basic understanding of the laws of nature, the history of 

our universe, our evolutionary origin and heritage, our cognitive and 

psychological restrictions, the diversity of cultural traditions and the laws that 

govern the dynamics of complex systems. This is obviously an elitist educational 

program but in the long run, we shall only be able to cope with our problems if 

this awareness becomes global.  

Massive investment is also required to render humans competent in mastering 

cultural practices that allow for differentiated communication at both the 

rational and emotional level. This implies to master at least one differentiated 

language and to acquire basic competences in the non-rational communication 

techniques that are better suited to convey emotional contents such as music, 

corporal expression and the arts.  

However, knowledge about the world and communicative skills can only be fully 

exploited if humans have the chance to become aware of themselves, if they 

master techniques of self-exploration.  This is the domain where contemplative 

practices and training of mindfulness – the science of the mind as you call it – 

could have a substantial impact.  

And finally there might be the option to directly influence or shape personality 

traits by education in order to enhance pro-social behaviour. Obviously it would 

be highly beneficial if our inherited drives could really be changed rather than 

just being controlled by reward and punishment. This would allow us to 

eradicate attitudes that may no longer be adapted to the actual conditions of our 

societies. Modifying a person’s character is obviously much harder and more 

ambitious than teaching instrumental abilities because it requires interference 

with the genetically determined architecture of our brains. Unfortunately we 

ignore by and large whether these inborn dispositions can be modified at all and 

if so to which extent. But if there is a chance it is through education, through 

interventions targeting the developing brain. The reason is that early 
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interventions can interfere with the development of brain architectures and 

thereby directly modify the programs according to which brains organize their 

perceptions and actions.  

The brain of humans matures very slowly and reaches its adult structure only 

around the age of twenty. During this protracted development neuronal 

connections are permanently formed and destroyed and this making and 

breaking of connections is guided by neuronal activity. As neuronal activity is in 

turn influenced by interactions with the environment, experience can modify 

the genetically predetermined architecture of the brain and adapt it to the actual 

conditions of the world into which the baby is born. However, because we 

cannot deliberately deprive babies of experience, it is very difficult to 

distinguish between genetic and environmental factors. Therefore, we ignore 

which behavioural traits are susceptible to modification by education and which 

are not. Likewise, we still have no safe knowledge about the time points in 

development at which particular functions are susceptible to particular 

interventions. Thus, much more research is needed before we can reach safe 

conclusions on educational strategies that enhance the likelihood of enhancing 

pro-social behaviour. All we know for sure is that both, the genes and early 

experience determine the connectivity of the brain and thereby its cognitive and 

executive functions. 

Throughout the last millennia of cultural evolution mankind has experimented 

with educational strategies and the goals were probably the same as today – 

transmit knowledge, teach survival techniques, encourage pro-social behaviour 

and repress harmful drives. It would be interesting to know whether we have 

already exhausted the repertoire of techniques to influence the character traits 

of our offspring or whether there are new strategies to be discovered. Another 

pressing question is at which developmental stage particular functions are 

susceptible to modification and by which techniques. These are empirical 

question that can only be answered by rigorous scientific investigation. As we 

have only few well controlled investigations of these questions, the field of 

education is rich in dogma, unproven convictions and therefore is very 

susceptible to abuse in the service of belief systems and ideologies. Thus, 

pedagogical concepts should be met with the same skepticism and be subject to 
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the same scrutiny as any other of our interventions - and because mistaken 

manipulations of brain development can cause irreversible damage, we have to 

proceed with particular caution when experimenting with educational 

programs. As always, when we lack empirical evidence, the best strategy is to 

make only small and incremental changes and to carefully examine the 

consequences with scientific rigour. We shall see in the presentations prepared 

for you today in which direction the field is currently moving and we look 

forward very much to hear your comments on these plans.   


