
Embodied 
Moral Cognition 

 

Lasse Tenzin Bergmann 

Institute of Cognitive Science 

Osnabrück University 

Dissertation submitted to the Faculty of Humanities 

 for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy (Dr. phil.) 

Osnabrück, 2020 



This page is almost blank 



Table of Content: 

Thanks 5 ....................................................................................................................

Chapter 1: Introduction 7 ..........................................................................................
Moral Cognition 7 

Kohlberg’s Stage Model of Moral Development 8 
The Rationalist Tradition Lives On: The Rise of Neuro-ethics 9 
Haidt’s Social Intuitionism 12 
Mikhail’s Moral Grammar Theory 13 
Moral Cognition in the Twilight of Individuality and Sociality 14 
Haidt’s Moral Foundations Theory 16 
Where is my (Moral) Mind? 18 

Embodied, Enacted, and Situated Cognition 21 
Two Sphere Logics 22 
Orthodox Cognitive Science 25 
The Environment: Extended, Embedded, and Distributed Cognition 26 
The Body: Embodied Cognition 28 
Cognition in (Inter-)Action: Enactivism 29 

Outlook on Further Chapters 30 
References 33 

Chapter 2: Emotion, Experiments, and the Moral Brain 38 .....................................
Abstract 39 
Introduction 40 
Setting the Stage 41 
Greene, experimental philosophy and explicit normativity 42 
Kahneman, moral cognition and hidden normativity 43 
The Circularity of Sourcing Arguments 46 
Debunking without sourcing 48 
The best of both worlds 49 
Conclusion 51 

Chapter 3: What Cognitive Science has to Offer Ethics 56 ......................................
Introduction 56 
A Historic Divergence 57 
Naturalizing Ethics and Circular Arguments 59 
Evidence, Interpretation, and Agendas 60 
Ethics and Cognitive Claims 62 
The Role of Cognitive Science 65 
The Following Chapter 67 
References 69 



Chapter 4: When Push Comes to Shove 71 ..............................................................
Introduction 72 
Reasons, Motivation, and Action 73 

Unreflected Processes Undermining Reason 74 
Where is the Neuropsychological Pathway? 75 

What is the Motivational Component in Moral Action 75 
Relational Specificity of Motor Patterns 77 

Styles of Movement as Embodied Judgments 77 
Contextual Dependence of Embodied Moral Judgments 78 
Layered Relational Context 79 

Implications for Culture and Moral Philosophy 80 
Are Moral Practices Meaningless? 80 
Non-Rational Agency and Relational Ethics 82 
Moral Standards for Narratives and Coherence 82 

Conclusion 83 

Chapter 5: Making Sense of Right and Wrong 87 ....................................................
Abstract 87 
1 Introduction 88 
2 Autopoietic Enactivism 90 
3 Beyond Self-Maintenance 93 
4 Morally Transformative Experiences 96 
5 Joint Meaning-Generation 99 
6 Identity, Moral Agency, and Caring 105 
7 Conclusion 109 
References 111 

Chapter 6: Enacting the Face of the ‘other’ 116 .......................................................
Introduction 116 
Justice and Care 118 
Enactivism and the Two Modes of Cognition 121 
Signification, Precariousness, and Vulnerability 124 
The Caring Self—Constituted in Relation, Maintained in Interaction 127 
Alterity, Other Minds, and Moral Insight 133 
Conclusion 135 
References 137 

Chapter 7: Conclusion 142 .......................................................................................

References 149..........................................................................................................

Page 3



Page 4



Thanks 

Coming towards the end of my academic career as a student, I feel grateful and 

indebted to many people who have shaped my life in the last years. 

 Firstly, I want to thank my grandparents, parents, aunts and uncles, 

cousins, my brothers, and sister for their unwavering support, guidance, and 

confidence. My mom especially has always been my inspiration, my bedrock, and 

my role model with her strength, dedication, and passion. 

 Thanks, are also due to Uwe Meyer and Helmar Gust for their exceptional 

dedication to their students, their empathy, and acumen without which I would 

have never succeeded in my undergraduate studies. 

 Huge thanks go to my workgroup at the Institute of Cognitive Science in 

Osnabrück: Achim Stephan, Sven Walter, Uwe Meyer, Gregor Hörzer, Imke von 

Maur, Armin Egger, Jumana Yahya, Asena Paskaleva-Yankova, Paul Schütze, 

Hina Haq, and Jennifer Wagner. I also want to thank Susanne Boshammer, Nikola 

Kompa, Sebastian Schmoranzer, and Charles Lowe at the philosophy department 

for their open arms. Eternal thanks go to Anna Rushing-Jungeilges, the soul of the 

IKW. 

 I want to thank the RTG Situated Cognition for the opportunity to pursue 

my PhD, special thanks go to Beate Krickel for all she has done for us PhD 

students. I also want to thank my fellow PhD students: Benni Angerer, Sam 

Cosper, Nico Kuske, Jumana Yahya, Dali Gamsakhurdashvili, Elmarie Venter, 

Sam Ehli, Julia Wolf, Robin Löhr, Julian Packheiser, and Matej Kohár.  

  Magical thanks go to Giovanna Colombetti for having me as a visitor in 

Exeter. Also big thanks to Joel Krueger, Lucy Osler, Adrian Currie, Iñigo Valero, 

Fabrizia Garavaglia, Sophie Gerber, Tom Roberts, Kirsten Walsh, Shane Glackin, 

Nigel Pleasants, and Brian Rappert for making my time in Exeter so special. 

 Further thanks to Petr Urban and Geoffrey Dierckxsens for welcoming me 

in Prague.  

 I also want to thank Lukas Meuser, Lisa Steinmetz, Kaitlyn Kennedy, Luu 

Zörlein, Mo Nipshagen, Jannik Zeiser, Fernando Brugge, Walker Au, Birte 

Page 5

http://www.ub.edu/grc_logos/inigo-valero
mailto:giuliafabrizia@gmail.com


Spekker, Paul Schütze, Dominic Harkness, Carlos Zednik, Tarek Besold, Stefan 

Schneider, and Tobias Fiebig for the important roles they played at one time or 

another during my studies. Special thanks to Benni Angerer and Sam Cosper for 

enduring the craziness of PhD life with me! 

At last I want to single out a couple very special people: my Doktorvater Achim 

for caring about and trusting me, my brilliant friend Jenni for being my partner in 

crime, my favorite teacher Gregor for also being my friend, and my partner Kim 

for lovingly dealing not only with my philosophy but also my fiesolophy.  
  

  

  

   

  

Page 6



Chapter 1: Introduction 

Moral cognition and embodied cognition have been amongst the most active and 

dynamic areas of research in cognitive science in the past decades. Moral 

cognition is a field of research aimed at exploring the cognitive components in 

moral phenomena, like moral actions, judgments, emotions motivation, agency, 

and identity. Embodied cognition is an area of cognitive science investigating the 

role of the body, environment, and interactions in cognitive processes, challenging 

several long-standing assumptions about cognition, e.g., the computer model of 

the mind, which assumes humans to be input-output information processing 

machines. My goal in the following is to connect these areas of research, which 

have not yet found many occasions to engage in a substantial dialog. I will utilize 

the embodied-enactive tradition to provide a different perspective on moral 

cognition research, aiming to both extended the understanding of moral cognition 

as an embodied process embedded in social and interactive contexts and 

extending the embodied-enactive explanations of the mind to encompass a wider 

range of moral phenomena. 

Moral Cognition 
 The scientific study of the human ‘moral mind’ has many precursors. One 

could look back as far as Aristotle’s virtue ethics and his conception of the human 

moral mind in terms of character traits. One may also look at more contemporary 

precursors like Hume’s and Kant’s disagreements about the role of reason, 

character traits, and emotions in moral motivation and moral judgments (c.f. 

Wilson & Denis 2018), or look at Freud’s early psychological studies on human 

moral development (Freud 1930). A comprehensive overview is beyond the scope 

of this text because of the amount of ground that would need to be covered. Most 

eminent thinkers over the last thousands of years have made meaningful or 

noteworthy contributions to possible conceptions of the ‘moral mind’ and issues 

relating to it. I will only provide a brief overview of those theories still actively 
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discussed in contemporary moral cognition research, which is often disconnected 

from the history of philosophical thought on the moral mind. 

Kohlberg’s Stage Model of Moral Development 

 Kohlberg is considered the founding father of modern moral cognition 

research. His stage model of moral development draws heavily on Piaget’s 

constructivist model of cognitive development (Piaget 1971, 1952) and work on 

moral development (Piaget 1997). Kohlberg conducted interview studies, posing 

moral dilemmas to subjects, and analyzing the justifications subjects articulated 

for their actions. Based on this research he developed his stage model of moral 

development. 

 Kohlberg posits that there are six stages of moral development, grouped in 

three levels with two stages each. During moral cognitive development, humans 

move from one stage to the next, slowly building higher cognitive abilities on top 

of lower ones, each stage incorporating the former one. The first stage, for 

example, works on a punishment and obedience perspective, i.e., a person acts 

according to moral norms because they would be punished if they did not. 

Reaching the third stage, people look at moral problems from an interpersonal 

perspective, i.e., a person acts according to moral norms because they conform to 

their interpersonal relationships. In the last two, i.e., the highest, stages people 

look at moral problems from the perspective of general social contracts or 

universal ethical principles. 

 One striking similarity between Kohlberg’s work and contemporary work 

in moral cognition is the reliance on moral dilemmas as the basis for most 

experimental designs. Kohlberg’s work was a milestone in moral psychology, but 

almost all aspects of the stage model have been discarded today, for better and for 

worse. The stage model has multiple shortcomings: It is unclear how and why 

people progress from one stage to the next, and furthermore Kohlberg’s 

assumptions about the integration of previous stages are untenable, as people even 

if they reach higher stages still may fall back to lower stages in some situations 

(Rest 1979, p. 220). 
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 Piaget’s and Kohlberg’s theories have both been criticized for failing to 

account for intercultural differences in moral development and moral reasoning 

(Harkness, Edwards, & Super 1981, Dasen 1994, Gibbs et al. 2007). It appears 

that cognition in general (including moral cognition) depends on culture. 

Furthermore, the higher stages of Piaget’s and Kohlberg’s theories are rarely 

found, and depend on individuals' socio-economical background (Dasen 1994, p. 

149). If one takes Kohlberg’s theory at face value, then one has to come to the 

conclusion that mostly Anglo-European, educated, rich people reach higher levels 

of moral development. I will return to the problem of biases affecting theorizing 

in moral cognition research in Chapter 3. In this context, I will also discuss 

Gilligan’s (1993) prominent criticism concerning Kohlberg’s reliance on a male 

perspective in constructing his theory.  

The Rationalist Tradition Lives On: The Rise of Neuro-ethics  

 One of the fundamental assumptions of Kohlberg’s theory is that cognitive 

processes, i.e., reasoning processes, give rise to moral judgments which in turn 

motivate behavior. This rationalist tendency lives on in neuro-ethics. While stage-

models of cognitive development  that give rise to better moral judgments have 1

been abandoned, neuro-ethicists attempted to isolate different brain processes 

responsible for moral judgments. Greene’s (Greene et al. 2001) landmark study on 

trolley problems identifies different neural areas involved in different decisions in 

the trolley dilemma. Drawing on Kahneman’s (2003, 2011) theory of dual 

processing, Greene formulates his theory of the dual process moral brain 

according to which there is a basic duality to the moral brain (Greene 2013, pp. 

132-143). There is an automatic mode (System 1) providing fast, efficient, 

intuitive emotional responses to moral problems and a competing deliberate mode 

 Greene (2017, p. 67-68) admits that he has been ambivalent about the role of individual 1

development in intuitive moral responses, sometimes favoring genetic explanations, 
sometimes emphasizing an individual’s cognitive development. However, this openness 
to developmental perspectives only extends to intuitive responses, which qua Greene’s 
theory are sensitive to irrelevant moral factors. Thus, Greene believes that even if their 
intuitive cognitive capacities develop over a person’s lifetime, they are still irrelevant to 
how we should make moral decisions.
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(System 2) providing slow, effortful, controlled rational responses to moral 

problems.  

 It is Greene’s assertion that the deliberate mode is the source of better 

moral judgments because he believes that emotional processing is a sort of 

automatic response not sensitive to the nuances of moral problems, i.e., automatic 

responses are not flexible as they are heuristics that are designed for efficiency 

and not for detecting nuances.  

 Greene’s theory has been revised (Greene 2017, Crockett 2013, Cushman 

2013) to substitute Kahneman’s dual process model and with neuro-computational 

approaches. This change reflects a deeper understanding of neural processes. The 

functional differences between the modes of cognition are no longer assumed to 

be innate to brain areas, but rather to different learning mechanisms realized in 

these brain areas.  

 One of the main problems with dual process accounts of morality is that 

they are prone to a number of fallacies. Evan’s (2012) isolates five common 

characteristics of the discourse surrounding dual process theories which he 

determines to be fallacious:  

1. All dual process theories are essentially the same  

2. There are just two systems underlying type 1 and 2 processing 

3. Type 1 processes are responsible for cognitive biases; type 2 processes 

for normatively correct responding  

4. Type 1 processing is contextualized, whereas type 2 processing is 

abstract  

5. Fast processing indicates the use of a type 1 rather than type 2 process 

(Evans 2012, p. 117) 

Dual process accounts of morality are often guilty of more than one of these 

fallacies. The most relevant fallacies are the second and third because they are 

both common and critically hinder cognitive scientists’ ability to understand 

cognitive processes associated with morality. The first fallacy addresses a 

tendency in the literature not to distinguish between different kinds of dual 
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process theories and the fourth and fifth fallacy name common but ultimately 

minor mistakes in interpreting data. 

 The second fallacy, however, is typical for neuro-ethics. There is a 

tendency to ascribe behavioral differences to two modes of cognizing and then 

reduce these modes to a narrowly defined set of functional characteristics. By all 

we know, vast areas of the parietal, frontal, and temporal lobe are involved in 

moral cognition, the activation patterns are complex and nuanced and differ over a 

variety of different conditions (Eres et al. 2018). It is questionable that these 

processes can be reduced to two simple sets of characteristics. 

 The third fallacy is especially common in neuro-ethical approaches which 

aim to generate normative claims. Greene, for example, argues that moral 

philosophers should disregard certain intuitions because they are related to System 

1 processes, i.e., emotional responses. Gigerenzer (2008) criticizes interpretations 

of System 1 as an inferior cognitive system, cautioning that this system works best 

in social interactions and natural environments (Gigerenzer 2008, pp. 10-11). The 

usual practice of studying isolated individual’s moral processes in laboratory 

conditions produces a skewed picture of cognitive moral processes. Chapter 2 

(Bergmann 2019) provides an in-depth analysis of neuro-ethical arguments for the 

superiority of specific neural processes concluding that such arguments are 

circular. 

 Another problem with dual process accounts is that they assume that 

neural processes compete, the victorious process then solely determining 

behavior. To conceive of humans as fundamentally divided in a perpetual struggle 

between their contradictory natures is not uncommon. Yet, it appears that in many 

situations deliberate contemplation is informed by emotional or intuitive 

responses and vice versa: Visceral emotional experiences are often critical in 

changing our reflective attitudes about moral states of affair. For example, the 

tragic pictures of Alan Kurdi changed the perception and thinking of many people 

about the struggles of refugees coming to Europe. Conversely, the continued 

reflections about climate change and the environment are shaping our intuitions 
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about commonplace practices like air travel, meat consumption, or plastic 

packaging. Formerly normal practices now feel wrong or shameful to many. I will 

return to cognitive science’s struggle with dualist conceptions of the mind after 

my overview of moral cognition theories. 

 The rationalist leanings of Greene’s interpretation of dual process theory is 

widely unaccepted because “more recent research has shown that many judgments 

are based on intuitions that are unconsciously elicited and are often accompanied 

by affects and emotions” (Waldmann & Wiegmann 2012, p. 294). Greene (2017) 

endorses a family of dual-learning theories related to the dual process model, that 

largely abandon the mapping of the reflected-unreflected (conscious-unconscious, 

automatic-deliberate) distinction to different neural circuitry, as successors to his 

approach. While Greene believes he can defend this distinction by utilizing these 

accounts, it appears unlikely, as Crockett (2013) ignores and Cushman (2013) 

rejects this mapping. 

Haidt’s Social Intuitionism 

If there is any pretender to Greene’s throne as the most influential moral cognition 

researcher it is Haidt. His social intuitionist model (Haidt 2001) postulates that 

moral judgments are intuitive responses, and reasoning is merely a post-facto 

rationalization of these intuitions.  

 Haidt’s model is based on moral dumbfounding studies (Haidt et al. 1993, 

2000) where subjects are presented cases in which they have clear intuitive 

judgments about a moral (or non-moral) state of affairs but struggle to defend 

these judgments. They try to articulate reasons why they judge the way they do, 

but ultimately often give up, or cling to reasons that do not apply to the facts of 

the case. 

 A common criticism of this model is the intuition that often people do 

judge based on reasons. Chapter 4 deals more elaborately with why these 

intuitions may be mistaken. But, even if there are genuine cases, in which reasons 

or reasoning causes people to act they appear to be rare. And even in laboratory 

conditions subjects struggle to consistently stick to their reasons. 
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 But, it is important to remember that Haidt’s goal is not to disprove that 

we can judge and act based on reasons, he stresses that reasoning modifies 

intuitive judgments and this indirectly makes reasons and reasoning causative of 

actions (Haidt 2001, p. 828). The important lesson from Haidt is that the everyday 

assumptions people have about reasons are inapplicable in many cases, but this 

does not mean that reasons do not have an important role to play.  

 I will return to Haidt in a moment, after dealing with the final non-social 

account of moral cognition. 

Mikhail’s Moral Grammar Theory 

Mikhail (2007, 2011) formulates a theory of moral cognition based on Chomsky’s 

universal grammar. Mirroring Chomsky Mikhail postulates his linguistic analogy 

that morality like language has certain innate structures. While languages differ in 

vocabulary and grammar, they also share certain structures like distinguishing 

action words from nouns. Mikhail posits the same is true for morality. While 

cultures, societies, and people differ in their specific moralities, there is an 

underlying innate pre-reflective moral grammar.  

 Waldmann and Wiegmann (2012, p. 281) conclude that “[l]ike the other 

modern theorists, Mikhail accepts that moral judgments are typically not based on 

conscious deliberate reasoning. However, this does not mean that the underlying 

processes cannot be reconstructed as steps of computational information 

processing.” Mikhail’s theory is notable, because “its precision and detail vastly 

surpass what other moral theories currently offer” (Waldmann & Wiegmann 2012, 

p. 282). Mikhail specifies a number of computational steps that transform inputs, 

i.e., moral problems, into outputs, i.e., moral judgments. The theory excels at 

predicting responses to moral dilemmas, specifically the trolley problem. 

 However, the theory has many weaknesses. While it is an adequate 

description of human response patterns in a very narrow domain, it is barely a 

cognitive theory. The theory is a computational predictive model, but it hardly 

resembles any biological insights about cognition. A meta-study by Fetz et al. find 

no support for a universal moral grammar (Feltz et al. 2017, p. 19). All but one 
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factor that may have been good candidates to isolate general features of a 

universal moral grammar are unsupported by their analysis. This candidate for any 

innate structure of the moral mind will feature prominently in Chapter 4 

(Bergmann & Wagner 2020).  

Moral Cognition in the Twilight of Individuality and Sociality 

Up until now, I have reviewed theories which have conceived of morality as the 

exercise of an individual’s cognitive processes in isolation. While this is the 

standard paradigm to investigate cognitive moral phenomena, there are notable 

exceptions. Especially Haidt’s work, though often reduced to this standard 

paradigm, does not only aim to integrate intuitions and reasons, but also clarify 

the role of individual moral reasoners within their social surroundings. While 

Haidt’s approach is an adequate early account of moral reasoning in individuals, it 

excels only in its intended domain. As Waldmann & Wiegmann (2012, p. 278) 

state in reference to Haidt’s approach to moral cognition: 

“Individuals are embedded in large social contexts in which they 
influence others, as they are influenced by others. […] The focus on larger 
social contexts also highlights the important role of group norms, 
cooperation, and methods of the society to punish defectors, which are 
often neglected in research centered on judgment and decision making” 

While orthodox  cognitive science (and many theories in moral philosophy) 2

conceive of moral agents as fundamentally independent, solitary cognizers, Haidt 

is a social psychologist who thinks in terms of social interactions and group 

dynamics. 

 A fundamental aspect of Haidt’s intuitionist model is the interaction 

between agents, which are influenced by others’ intuition, but also by others’ 

 I will elaborate on orthodoxy in cognitive science more in the later sections of this 2

chapter.
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articulation of reasons. Reasoning, according to Haidt, thus has a primarily social 

purpose.   3

 One of the issues raised by this approach is whether moral cognition’s 

basic experimental paradigm is valid. Is it possible to learn anything about 

cognitive moral phenomena by observing moral agents in laboratories isolated 

from their social surroundings, solving moral problems reminiscent of math 

problems? From a social perspective, this appears highly problematic: Moral 

reasoning, moral judgments, and moral experiences may fundamentally rely on 

interactive, social, or embodied features, which are ignored in most experimental 

designs. Furthermore, there is a tacit consensus among moral cognition 

researchers going back to Kohlberg, that experiments utilize forced-choice 

situations, e.g., whether to allow harm to a person A or harm a group B. While this 

provides easily analyzable data, it is certainly not representative of how real-life 

interpersonal moral problems. At least since #MeToo it is evident that many moral 

issues humanity is facing are interpersonal. Moral cognition researchers should 

show more interest in how humans navigate dynamic interpersonal situations. 

Whether to make certain comments, to touch, or to kiss someone are not mere 

social questions. To touch someone who does not want to be touched is a moral 

violation, yet it is hardly a binary forced choice. There is no single definitive 

action where an agent either pushes a button or does not, both causing harm. 

There are intense socio-moral dynamics at work that need to be navigated. Agents 

interact, they react to each other, they deal with breakdowns in their interaction, 

and they repair interactions. These dynamics of social interactions are far beyond 

what a single force-choice experiment can capture. 

 It is interesting to note that Gigerenzer (2008) raises a similar issue. According to him 3

the reasoning is rather solitary, but intuition can only be understood in the context of their 
social embeddedness. I find Haidt’s integrative approach more plausible than 
Gigerenzer’s claim that reasoning has a solitary purpose, while intuitions have a social 
purpose. (Compare the section on two-sphere logic, which Gigerenzer apparently partly 
rejects, but does not escape.)
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Haidt’s Moral Foundations Theory 

 Haidt’s intuitionist approach comes into full focus with his moral 

foundations theory (Haidt 2007, 2012), according to which people have an 

intuitive morality based on fundamental dimensions. These foundations are 

cognitively universal, evolutionarily determined capacities for moral cognizing, 

which, depended on individual development, specify agents' tendencies to 

conceive of moral problems in certain ways.  

 Haidt (2007) specifies four psychological principles his theory is based on: 

i.) that intuitions are the primary source of moral action, but not solely in charge 

(intuitionism). Agents can either override intuitive moral judgments or reframe 

how they view a moral problem changing triggering different intuitive judgments. 

ii.) that reasoning is evolutionarily tied to acting and feeling (‘thinking is for 

doing’). The primary function of reasoning is to talk about one’s action in social 

settings and is mostly affectively influenced. iii.) that morality is mostly about 

promoting group cohesion and cooperation. At least cognitively, morality serves 

the purpose to enable an individual to function within a moral community. And 

iv.) that there is more to morality than harm and fairness. And while cognitive 

scientists have studied this dimension of morality diligently, there are more 

dimensions to consider. 

 Haidt initially theorized about five foundations: harm-care, fairness-

cheating, loyalty-betrayal, authority-subversion, and sanctity-degradation. The 

harm and fairness dimensions are more prominent in political liberals, while 

political conservatives score higher on the loyalty, authority, and sanctity 

measures. Political issues are especially contentious if they fall on multiple 

dimensions because then people will differ according to which dimension they 

make sense of this issue. Liberals, for example, make sense of abortion in terms of 

harm to mother and the fetus, as long as the fetus cannot be harmed they hardly 

see anything wrong with abortion, but conservatives (especially religious 

conservatives) view this issue from the perspective of sanctity and degradation, 
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they see abortion as a contemptible act in itself, like murder or cannibalism, that 

will erode society as a whole (cf. Haidt 2012, pp. 176-177).  

 Haidt’s approach has multiple advantages: It acknowledges the 

contributions of reflective and pre-reflective processes to moral actions without 

postulating fundamentally distinct systems in competition or making normative 

assumptions about these processes. It also does not ignore the importance of 

sociality to moral cognition, though it only scratches the surface of this 

dimension. While it is committed to innate foundations, it sensibly incorporates 

how these foundations are shaped by individual cultivation. Finally, it learned the 

lesson from Piaget and Kohlberg’s theories drawing on cross-cultural studies 

(Haidt 2012, pp. 111-130). 

 There are, however, several weaknesses to Haidt’s theory. Similarly to 

Mikhail’s theory, moral foundations theory posits multiple innate cognitive 

characteristics; while Mikhail postulated that moral grammar itself to be innate, 

Haidt more cautiously posits the foundations to be innate, but individual 

cultivation determining how strongly these foundations manifest. Still, Suhler and 

Churchland (2011) criticize that Haidt’s theory draws arbitrary distinctions 

between moral foundations and ignores neuro-scientific evidence. I criticized 

Mikhail because his theory postulated an innate sensitivity to different moral 

factors and most of these factors turned out to be rather unimportant when 

considering psychological evidence as a whole. According to the meta-analysis by 

Fetz et al. (2017), only the personal-force factor is emerging from moral cognition 

research as significant, and it appears that this factor is the most plausible 

candidate for any innate structure influencing moral cognition. While Mikhail at 

least gets this factor right, Haidt failed to foresee the importance of this factor.  4

Thus, his theory fails to line up with psychological evidence. Furthermore, his 

initial five foundations fail to explain the variety of people’s judgments. The five 

moral foundations are insufficient to capture libertarian political ideology in the 

 Haidt’s appears to have been led astray by Greene (Haidt 2012, pp. 61-83). In his 4

attempt to disprove Greene’s very normatively charged interpretation of neuro-ethics, 
Haidt overlooked the importance of Greene’s research. 
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U.S. (Haidt 2012, pp. 180-218), undermining Haidt’s whole theory. Haidt 

speculates post-hoc that there may be a sixth foundation accounting for this 

political orientation. This reveals that the foundations are indeed arbitrary, and it 

undermines the claim that they are innate if there is a need to add additional 

foundations to account for regional political perspectives. 

 Another issue is the similarity of Haidt’s theory to trait-based psychology. 

The foundations basically describe a set of personality traits that are more or less 

developed in individuals, but it is questionable whether this in general is a 

plausible approach to psychology, especially moral psychology. Certainly, it is 

possible to make some reliable predictions about political behavior based on 

testable character traits. Yet, political behavior is neither the focus of moral 

cognition research nor is the ritualized and highly structured engagement people 

have with political issues representative of people’s engagement with a number of 

(other) moral issues. The infamous Stanford Prison Experiment (Haney et al. 

1973) and the Milgram Experiment (Milgram 1963) demonstrate that especially 

moral behavior is largely independent of character-traits. There also appears to be 

a tension between Haidt’s focus on social and interactional dimensions of moral 

cognition and the individualistic approach of trait-based psychology. A conception 

of mind that fundamentally frames moral agents as driven by static traits will 

leave little room for the influence of social and interactional cognitive dimensions. 

 While Haidt’s theory has weaknesses as a cognitive account of morality, it 

is reasonably effective to account for political issues. As many moral issues in 

society are dealt with in the sphere of politics, it is reasonable to be mindful of 

this dimension of moral cognizing, yet a theory mostly focused on these issues is 

at best a partial theory of moral cognition. 

Where is my (Moral) Mind? 

This brief overview of the field of moral cognition leaves one basic question 

unaddressed: What is the ‘moral mind’?  

 It is a common localizationalist tendency in cognitive science to search for 

mappings between brain regions and functions. It is unsurprising that this 
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approach has also popped up in moral cognition research, especially in neuro-

ethics. It is often hard to tell where the terms ‘moral mind’ or ‘moral brain’ are 

used metaphorically or literally. The real question is whether there are cognitive 

processes exclusively devoted to moral reasoning, or other moral cognizing.  

 I am especially skeptical of approaches trying to identify moral theories, 

like consequentialism and deontology, with certain brain areas or functions. Partly, 

this is Greene’s fault for inviting this misconception. His attempts to map 

functions producing behavior consistent with certain interpretations of moral 

theories to neural processes have often been marred by conceptual confusions. For 

example, Conway & Gawronski (2013, p. 218) write: “If this emotional reaction 

is sufficiently powerful, or if there is insufficient time, motivation, or resources to 

engage in utilitarian deliberation, the emotional reaction will dominate the 

decision-making process, resulting in a deontological moral judgment.” A 

‘deontological moral judgment’ refers to a moral judgment that is consistent with 

deontological considerations. But, at the same time it is asserted that these 

judgments are a result of a specific cognitive process. Being-consistent-with-

deontological-considerations is certainly not a category of judgment that has 

anything to do with the neural processes involved in forming it. As Evans (2012, 

p. 127) puts it in reference to normative readings of the dual process model: “The 

problem is that a normative system is an externally imposed, philosophical 

criterion that can have no direct role in the psychological definition of a type 2 

process.” There is no neural process with the function to produce judgments 

consistent with deontological theories. This kind of terminology at best invites 

confusion about the relationship between cognition and moral philosophy and at 

worst is a symptom of it. Chapters 2 and 3 are devoted to critiquing normative 

arguments emerging from moral cognition research and clarifying the roles of 

cognitive and moral philosophy in exploring cognitive moral phenomena. 

 Partly, this criticism is aimed at normatively charged descriptions of moral 

cognition that work with partial readings of moral theories, e.g., to reduce moral 

theories to decision procedures that people can simply put into action. Morality is 
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far more complex and dynamic than such reductive readings suggest. A moral 

agent cannot simply apply the right kind of cognitive function to all areas of their 

life in which moral issues are at stake and trust this will produce ethically 

desirable outcomes. Sometimes being a good person requires of people to stick to 

the duties that come from occupying a specific role in society, like a police officer 

or a doctor. Other times being a good person requires people to be sensitive to the 

needs of others, and even other times it requires people to resist the pull of 

interpersonal or group pressures. There is not simply a single function that can be 

identified with morality and mapped onto a brain area labeled the ‘moral brain.’ 

 Still, it makes sense to label certain cognitive phenomena moral maybe 

even cognitive or brain processes. Not in the sense that they are exclusively moral 

or have an intrinsic connection to moral theories, but in the sense that one invokes 

explanations of these cognitive phenomena as they appear in situations where 

there are moral stakes, where cognizers engage with moral problems, navigate 

situations where their actions will be subject to praise or condemnation, seek 

consent or forgiveness with their actions, or even try to change what people 

consider to be moral issues. Last but not least an important part of moral cognition 

should be devoted to explaining how people experience the world normatively. 

Normative experiences especially are insufficiently captured by the accounts 

covered before. Yet, it is maybe the most ubiquitous cognitive moral phenomenon. 

People experience the world in moral terms all the time: A friend’s suffering 

demands help, an injustice screams out to be corrected, and a duty compels its 

bearer to discharge it. 

 To account for all these phenomena, to understand the ‘moral mind’ as 

stretching from experience to proper moral agency, a broader understanding of 

cognition is required. The orthodox tools of cognitive science, which have been 

exhaustively applied in moral cognition, appear insufficient for this task. Doris 

and Nichols (2012, p. 425) criticize that:  

“much of the work in contemporary cognitive science and moral 
philosophy is Cartesian in spirit: it appears to presuppose that human 
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beings reason best on their own, windows closed and curtains drawn, after 
the gripping fiction of Descartes’ Meditations.”  

They advocate that sociality is not a mere byproduct of cognition, but 

fundamental to it, especially to motivation. Wilson & Foglia (2017) articulate a 

similar charge:  

“A dominant tradition in moral theory for the past several centuries has 
placed reason at the center of moral thought and moral behavior. 
Kohlberg's cognitive developmental work on moral cognition (1969) 
reflects this spirit. Kohlberg consistently endorsed, along the lines of 
classic cognitivism, a rationalist model in which emotions and body states 
may be taken into account by reason but it is pure reasoning that 
ultimately leads to moral decisions. His paradigm inspired most leading 
studies in the field, all characterized by the common view that cognitive 
processing in the moral domain is disengaged from the economy of 
emotions and body.” 

The charges that the body, interactions, and the environment, as well as 

experience, emotions, and social cognition, have been insufficiently accounted for 

and incorporated in cognitive science are not novel. 

 Thus, the next section of this introduction will be devoted to approaches to 

cognitive science that are built on the involvement of the body, interactions, and 

the environment to provide a foundation for the embodied-enactive approach to 

moral cognition laid out in Chapters 4-6. 

Embodied, Enacted, and Situated Cognition 
Since its inception in the 1950s cognitive science has struggled to overcome 

Cartesian conceptions of the mind. René Descartes famously split cognition into 

two substances, two spheres, one of the mind and one of the body. Descartes’s 

meditations are an iconic convergence of a larger divide in philosophy of mind 

that endures to this day. Descartes’s substance dualism has fallen out of favor in 

part because of Ryle’s (1949) criticism. But, Ryle’s work was more than a mere 

refutation of Cartesian dualism, it also turned out to be highly predictive of the 
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struggle cognitive science faced since then to overcome it. Ryle likens Cartesian 

dualism polemically to a ghost in a machine, a mysticism in people’s intuitive 

understanding of the mind that, once the mind’s mechanisms are revealed, 

compels them to deny that those mechanisms could possibly be cognitive—

the ghost must hide somewhere else. Ryle’s metaphor is something of a Kafka trap 

so it should not be accepted as a formal argument, but still, there is an intuitive 

dualism at work in much of cognitive science, which is difficult to overcome. 

Two Sphere Logics 

Bourget & Chalmers (2014) present a survey of Philosophers' beliefs about 

different questions in philosophy. The study is instructive in many ways, first and 

foremost highlighting the variety of philosophical beliefs about a variety of topics. 

Philosopher’s beliefs appear to be shaped by their culture and field of study 

(Bourget & Chalmers 2014, pp. 481-483). However, it also reveals something 

about how philosophical positions interrelate, i.e., that philosophers who hold a 

specific belief about one issue are likely to hold related beliefs about other issues. 

Bourget & Chalmers (2014, pp. 485-488) isolate seven principal components, that 

likely represent currents of philosophical thought. Interestingly four of these 

components link beliefs about morality to beliefs about cognition. One of which is 

the ‘objectivist/Platonist’-component indicating a strong correlation between 

beliefs in moral realism, cognitivism about moral judgments, and objective 

aesthetic value. In other words, followers of this current of philosophical thought 

tend to highlight that moral truths are objective truths (independent of subjective 

experience or relative to culture and society), also believing moral motivation to 

be independent of emotions and experience, but rather the product of reflected 

beliefs, and finally, they tend to think of aesthetic value as objective rather than 

subjective. 

 Bourget & Chalmers (2014) isolate the proverbial tip of the iceberg. They 

isolate a current of philosophical thought that I strongly suspect of being Cartesian 

in spirit. Jaggar’s (1989) instructive criticism of philosophical bias against 

emotions and feminist theory spells out this current more precisely as a two 
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sphere logic. A male sphere of mind, reason, objectivity, and universality versus a 

female sphere of emotion, irrationality, subjectivity, and particularity (Jaggar 

1989, p. 151, see also von Maur 2017, pp. 8-15). This sphere logic is also 

normative: the male sphere of the mind, the higher potential of humanity, and a 

female sphere of the body, of lower animal urges.  

 Such a two sphere logic is also instrumental to the articulation of dual 

process theories. Evans (2008, p. 152) isolates clusters of dichotomies underlying 

dual process accounts of cognition. Three clusters are especially relevant for the 

discussion here, i.) the so-called ‘consciousness’-cluster comprised of commonly 

attributed characteristics of the two systems, ii.) the ‘evolutionary’-cluster 

comprised of assumptions about the evolutionary origin of the systems, and iii.)  

the ‘functional’-cluster made up of functions commonly associated with the two 

systems. 

‘Consciousness’-Cluster
System 1 System 2

unconscious conscious

implicit explicit

automatic controlled

low effort high effort

rapid slow

holistic, perceptual analytic, reflective
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‘Evolution’-Cluster
System 1 System 2

evolutionary old evolutionary recent

evolutionary rationality individual rationality

shared with animals uniquely human

low effort high effort

non-verbal linked to language



These clusters are symptomatic of the aforementioned tendency to think of the 

human mind in two spheres of activity, each sphere with its own logic to it. It is no 

accident that emotions are often ascribed to System 1 and Greene ascribes proper 

moral reasoning to System 2. The division of the mind in two spheres goes hand 

in hand with the assertion of the superiority of the ‘rational’ side of human nature: 

Only the rational side could be the source of justified judgments. It also appears 

that this kind of two sphere logic extends further: Notions of autonomy, 

individuality, strength, and justice are related to the one, relationality, sociality, 

vulnerability, and care are related to the other. 

 This two sphere logic is in many ways rooted in a divided mind view but it 

extends far beyond cognition, enveloping social, moral, and political discourse. As 

Varela, Thompson, and Rosch (1991, p. xvi) worry: “without embracing the 

relevance and importance of everyday, lived human experience, the power and 

sophistication of contemporary cognitive science could generate a divided 

scientific culture in which our scientific conceptions of life and mind on the one 

hand, and our everyday, lived self-understanding on the other, become 

irreconcilable.”  

‘Functional’-Cluster
System 1 System 2

associate rule-based

domain specific domain general

contextualized abstract

pragmatic logical

stereotypical egalitarian

Page 24



Orthodox Cognitive Science 

Many conceptions in the history of cognitive science show symptoms of the two 

sphere logic described above, that rejects Descartes explicitly, but inadvertently 

becomes his caricatures. Of course, there is seldom a conception of mind that 

exemplifies all the aspects of the two spheres, and, throughout the history of 

cognitive science, there have always been astute critics of these symptoms.  

 Thus, the position I label ‘orthodox’ cognitive science is somewhat of a 

useful straw person. Partly, it is a sum of criticisms that have emerged over the 

years rather than a coherently articulated position. And partly, there is a shift in 

what is generally understood to be ‘cognitive.’ Early cognitive scientists mostly 

did not explicitly defend the positions I attribute to orthodox cognitive science, 

they just took them for granted or failed to see the implications of their theories.  

 Alan Turing (1950) laid one of the cornerstones of cognitive science 

likening the mind to a computer, i.e., transformations of a set of symbols based on 

rules. Hurley (1998, pp. 401-402) criticizes the view emerging from this as 

a sandwich model where mindedness is only attested to these computations and 

not the perceptions and actions that constitute the inputs and outputs of the 

system.  

 Cognition is sandwiched between inputs and outputs which play no major 

role in cognition. The concept of cognition inherent in this is one of isolation and 

rigidity. Cognizers are trapped in their bodies, fragile shells of the mind, which 

treacherously connects them to the world, skewing our mental acuity with sensory 

imperfections. In the spirit of apriorism, these internal computations are logical 

and rational but can be betrayed by imperfect experiential faculties. The world 

beyond the computations of the mind is merely an object to it, relegating 

everything beyond the internal processing to be non-cognitive and non-mental. In 

orthodox cognitive science, minds are disconnected from the world, they merely 

mirror the world via representations (Rorty 1979). 

 Orthodox cognitive science failed (and partly cognitive science still fails) 

to incorporate experience, emotions, the body, expertise, interactions, the 
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environment, personal relationship, society, culture, etc. into its conceptions of 

mind. Multiple strands of research are in the process of remedying these issues, 

drawing on disciplines ranging from phenomenology, environmental psychology, 

and sociology to dynamic systems theory. It is sometimes difficult to individuate 

these strands of research as they often share similar goals, yet also have their 

particular peculiarities. 

The Environment: Extended, Embedded, and Distributed Cognition 

I will first sketch three dimensions of non-orthodox cognitive science that are not 

particularly relevant for my project. I only include these for completeness' sake. 

 One of the tentative labels for non-orthodox cognitive science is ‘4E’ 

cognition. The four ‘Es’ refer to different approaches within non-orthodox 

cognitive science, namely extended, embedded, enactive, and embodied 

cognition. The four ‘Es’ are also associated with a fifth theory, namely distributed 

cognition.  

 Extended and embedded cognition are theories about the role of processes 

beyond brain and body in cognition. Clark and Chalmers (1998), in their seminal 

text The Extended Mind, present the example of Tetris. People have the mental 

ability to rotate geometrical objects in their heads, i.e., they could figure out the 

correct rotation and placement of Tetris-tiles before starting to rotate them on their 

gaming device. However, this is not the way people play Tetris. Rather than using 

their brains to rotate the tiles, people rotate them on their screens, figuring out 

where they fit by observing the rotation on the screen. Both our brains and the 

gaming device could fulfill the same function, i.e., rotating the tiles, yet people 

prefer to rely on an extra-cranial and extra-bodily process.  

 From an orthodox cognitive perspective, it is implausible that people 

would prefer a sensory loop over an intracranial process given the tacitly assumed 

superiority of intracranial processing. Embedded and extended cognition theories 

embrace that the environment often is a useful resource for cognitive processes. 

They disagree, however, on whether extra-bodily cognitive processes merely 

depend on external resources or are constituted by them. This metaphysical 
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disagreement has most prominently been spelled out by Adams and Aizawa 

(2001), which spawned a debate surrounding the so-called coupling-constitution 

or causation-constitution fallacy. The core question of the debate is how to define 

the bounds of cognition and whether substantive causal contributions of extra-

cranial processes are enough to justify the claim that cognitive processes are 

constituted by these processes.  

 Scholars like Stephan (2018) and Greenwood (2015) have suggested that 

this debate can be sidestepped by employing metaphysically neutral concepts 

like scaffolding (Sterelny 2010, Colombetti & Krueger 2015). After all, both 

extended and embedded cognition theories are in agreement in the most important 

respect, that cognitive science should look beyond the brain (and body) when 

investigating cognition. 

 Stephan’s (2018) point is well taken that, even though distributed 

cognition failed to contribute to the name of ‘4E’ cognition, it should not be 

forgotten. Hutchins (1995) investigates the distributed nature of cognition on the 

example of sailors navigating a naval vessel. Navigation is a challenging task and 

Hutchins describes in great detail how the process of navigation is divided and 

distributed amongst the crew. There are two distributed perspectives that can be 

distinguished: i.) Group-level cognition, where cognitive processes are distributed 

between the members of the group. As in Hutchins’s case of navigation, the task is 

a group level task that can be viewed as a group-level cognitive process; ii.) 

Individual-level cognition, where cognitive processes are offloaded to other 

people: for example, when one calls a friend for emotional support, externalizing, 

i.e., distributing, the task of emotion regulation. Importantly, distributed cognition 

emphasizes the role other people play in cognizing through groups or 

interpersonal levels of interaction.  

 The social nature of cognition, however, has also been recognized in other 

non-orthodox traditions. Particularly the participatory sense making approach 

advocated by Di Paolo & De Jaegher (2007) will feature in chapters 5 and 6. 
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The Body: Embodied Cognition 

‘Embodied cognition’ is a frequently used term in contemporary cognitive 

science. The core claim of embodiment is that cognitive processes are partly 

constituted or dependent on extra-cranial bodily processes (Newen et al. 2018, p. 

6) or characteristics (Wilson & Foglia 2017). Embodiment theories are varied and 

sometimes difficult to demarcate. Especially enactive and embodied accounts are 

similar in some respects: One may think of enactive theory as a variant of 

embodied cognition (as Wilson & Foglia 2017 suggest) or at the least accept that 

one of the principal theoretical commitments of enactive theory is embodiment. 

Also, there is a tendency to use embodied cognition as a catch-all term for ‘4E’-

cognition and other non-orthodox accounts of cognition. 

  Embodied cognition has its roots not only in the foundational enactivist 

text confusingly named The Embodied Mind (Varela, Thompson, & Rosch 1991), 

but also in Lakoff & Johnson’s (1980) work on metaphors, Clark’s (1997) work 

on cognitive science and robotics, and Barsalou’s (1999) work on modality-

specific grounding of cognition. Embodied cognition theory opposes the sandwich 

model, that would relegate bodily processes to non-cognitive status and split the 

perceptual-input function of the body from the output-action function of the body. 

Furthermore, embodied cognition emphasizes the role of the body in constraining 

and shaping cognition, which not only encompasses the physical and biological 

limitations of the body, but also the cultural and social constraints that are 

ingrained in agents' motility. Thus, embodied theorists are skeptical of the view 

that cognition is a ‘neutral’ or ‘objective’ process. As cognition is grounded, 

constrained, or shaped by the agent’s bodily expertise and experiences cognitive 

processes cannot be thought of as separable from body, society, and culture.  

 In Chapter 4 (Bergmann & Wagner 2020) an embodied interpretation of 

experimental evidence from moral cognition is presented. In this context, more 

recent advances in connection with moral cognition are discussed. 
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Cognition in (Inter-)Action: Enactivism 

The last ‘E’ that needs to be covered in this overview is enactive theory, 

introduced by Varela, Thompson, and Rosch (VTR) in their seminal work The 

Embodied Mind (1991). Drawing on the phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty 

(1945), Jonas’s (1963) biologically inspired philosophy of life, Maturana and 

Varela’s (1980) work on autopoiesis, and many others, VTR set out to establish a 

new paradigm for understanding the mind.  

 Minimally, enactivism can be read as a narrow claim about cognitive 

processes. For example, Newen et al. (2018, p. 7) describe enacted cognition as 

the claim that cognition is partially constituted or dependent upon the ability or 

disposition to act. In the same vain Noë’s (2004) ‘enactive’ approach to perception 

frames perception as dependent on sensorimotor-contingencies. However, such 

minimal readings shortchange enactive theory proper which is not merely a claim 

about some cognitive processes, but a full-fledged theory of cognition.   5

 Enactivists fundamentally oppose the orthodox cognitivist computational 

model of the mind. Attempting to overcome the methodological baggage of 

autonomous rational agency inherited from Cartesian ontologies of the mind, the 

enactive framework provides a unified perspective of the human mind. This 

framework encompasses not only the dynamic processing of information, but also 

recognizes the importance of an organism’s body, environment, and, importantly, 

their experiences, which are all involved in and a product of an organism's active 

engagement with the world. 

 One of the critical concepts left out of narrow definitions of enactive 

cognition is sense making which describes a process of meaning construction of 

an autonomous, adaptive organism in the interaction with the world. These 

processes are grounded in autopoiesis the biological characteristic of a living 

organism to bring forth or constructs its own self. Organisms strive to maintain 

their own identity, their self, by regulating their interactions with the world. They 

monitor the impact of interactions on the perpetuation of their identity, and 

 See Degenaar & O’Regan (2017) for a discussion of differences (and similarities) 5

between sensorimotor theory and enactivism.
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accordingly, a perspective is cultivated. This perspective is rooted in the 

organism’s sensorimotor knowledge (Thompson 2005), which comes with its own 

normativity (see Chapter 5), establishing an Umwelt (von Uexkuel 1909, 1934): 

Organisms differentiate the world, i.e., start to notice differences in their 

environment and possibilities to interact with it, and evaluate the world, i.e., 

experience these differences and action possibilities in an affectively valenced 

way.  

 A more full-fledged account of enactive theory, especially modern 

developments and their relation to moral cognitive phenomena, is discussed in 

Chapters 5 and 6. 

Outlook on Further Chapters 
As the introduction foreshadows, my definition of the field of moral cognition is 

rather wide. Individualistic approaches to moral cognition usually focus on the 

explanation of responses to moral dilemmas, while Haidt’s more social approach 

has a more political focus. I consider these accounts local explanations of moral 

cognizing, unsuitable to be extended into other domains of moral cognition. A 

complete theory of moral cognition must cover the full range of moral cognitive 

phenomena. On the one hand, this includes covering all the domains in which 

moral cognizing takes place: from an individual's reflection about their moral 

circumstances or responding to moral dilemmas, to interpersonal interactions 

negotiating moral rules and navigating highly involved morally charged 

situations, to political and group interactions. On the other hand, such a theory 

needs to be powerful enough to cover all cognitive faculties involved in moral 

cognizing. 

 The contemporary accounts of moral cognition struggle with this wide 

range of different domains because they conceive of human cognition and moral 

agency in narrow terms, very much in the spirit of orthodox cognitive science and 

the two sphere logic often inherent in it. My project, laid out in the following 
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chapters, tries to advance the understanding of moral cognition, clarifying its 

relation to moral philosophy and drawing on embodiment theory and enactivism 

to explain a wider range of cognitive phenomena. 

 Chapter 2 offers a critical analysis of naturalistic normative arguments 

emanating from neuro-ethics. The analysis investigates the role implicit normative 

assumptions in evaluative cognitive claims, which play an important role in moral 

cognition arguments that aim to settle normative questions. These arguments are 

revealed to be circular. 

 Chapter 3 takes a closer look at the role of cognitive science and how it 

can contribute to moral philosophy. The notion of moral cognition defended in 

this chapter rejects the naturalization of moral philosophy, advocating an 

interdisciplinary approach. The different goals of cognitive science and moral 

philosophy need to be acknowledged and reconciled. The important task of moral 

cognition research is not to settle normative questions, but to evaluate whether 

conceptions of mind emanating from cognitive science and moral philosophy 

mesh. 

 Chapter 4 lays out an embodied account of moral action, moral judgment, 

and moral experience. In this chapter experimental evidence is considered that 

invites embodied interpretations. This embodied account of judgment can account 

for common response patterns to moral dilemmas but does not reduce pre-

reflective responses to static, inflexible, automatic responses. Embodied 

judgments are pre-reflective, yet sensitive to the interpersonal, social, and cultural 

context in which they are embedded. As such, this account avoids the orthodox 

conclusion that pre-reflective motivational forces necessarily undermine moral 

agency, as further developed in the next chapter. 

 Chapter 5 sketches an enactive account of moral experience and moral 

identity. The focus of the chapter is to present and critically evaluate the potential 

of such an enactive approach to capture a wide range of cognitive moral 

phenomena. Importantly, it captures how moral experiences are related to the 
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active engagement with the world, how in interactions with it an agent’s moral 

identity is sustained and transformed. 

 Chapter 6, finally, explores how such an embodied-enactive account of 

moral cognition meshes with relational approaches to ethics, specifically 

Levinas’s phenomenological approach to ethics, which is based on the importance 

of ‘face’-to-‘face’ interactions, and care-ethical approaches to ethics, which 

conceive of morality in terms of vulnerability, relationality, and skillful 

engagement. 
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Chapter 2: Emotion, Experiments, and the Moral Brain 

The following paper was published in 2019 in Rivista internazionale di Filosofia e 

Psicologia. In the paper I take a closer look at the argument developed by Greene 

against deontology and moral sentimentalism. While usually these are opposing 

traditions Greene draws on neuropsychological evidence to connect deontology to 

emotional processes, and in turn argues against emotional processes as valid 

sources for moral judgments. However, his neuropsychological approach assumes 

emotional processes to be morally irrelevant in the first place, rendering his 

argument to be circular. 

 The problems of so-called ‘sourcing arguments’ reveal that moral claims 

and cognitive claims are much more fundamentally connected than sometimes 

assumed. When theorizing about cognition and morality philosophers and 

cognitive scientists adopt certain theoretical stances that frame their 

understanding of cognition and morality alike. 

 I advocate a more moderate contribution of cognitive science to moral 

philosophy evaluating the consistency of moral theories’ cognitive assertions. 

Reference: 

Bergmann, L. T. (2019). Emotions, experiments and the moral brain. The failure 

of moral cognition arguments against moral sentimentalism. Rivista 

internazionale di Filosofia e Psicologia, 10(1), 16-32. 
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Chapter 3: What Cognitive Science has to Offer Ethics 

The following paper is an excerpt of a paper in preparation adapted for the 

purposes of this text. The aim of the paper is to clarify the relationship between 

ethics and cognitive science. To minimize redundancy with the Introduction and 

the following chapters this paper does not include a discussion of orthodox 

cognitive science already covered in the introduction or advances towards an 

embodied-enacted theory of moral cognition which will be developed in chapters 

4, 5, and 6. 

Lasse T. Bergmann 

“Certainly moral philosophy should not ignore cognitive science. Moral 

philosophy needs to pay attention to findings in psychology, as to those in 

economics, sociology, anthropology, and so forth. It should, however, put 

no special premium on psychology. What ethics should not do is to lose 

sight of the distinctive and primarily normative and evaluative agenda for 

which it should continue to press.” (Held 1996, p. 69.) 

Introduction 

Our understanding of ethics is substantially shaped by what we understand human 

beings and their minds to be. Cognitive science has emerged as the principal 

discipline studying the human mind, furthering the scientific understanding of 

what it means to be human. Yet, Virginia Held determined, that “cognitive science 

has rather little to offer ethics” (Held 1996, p. 69). I will discuss in the following 

why results from moral cognition research are disregarded by moral philosophy 

and how cognitive scientists can change their approach to engage with moral 

philosophy rather than trying to make it obsolete. 

 It is uncontroversial that the work in moral psychology and moral 

cognition research is to varying degrees interesting to moral philosophers, 
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however, it is controversial what the precise relationship between cognitive 

science and moral philosophy is. According to Held, there is something genuinely 

non-naturalistic about moral philosophy that is inaccessible to scientific 

disciplines. The evidence and theories cognitive science proposes should not be 

taken to provide any normative insights, rather these theories obfuscate that they 

set their own normative agendas, and thus infringe on a domain they have no 

business in.  

 Contrarily, Greene (2015b, pp. 695-696) contends, that 

“Science can advance ethics by revealing the hidden inner workings of 
our moral judgments, especially the ones we make intuitively. Once those 
inner workings are revealed we may have less confidence in some of our 
judgments and the ethical theories that are (explicitly or implicitly) based 
on them.” 

Greene believes that he can question the validity of moral thought based on the 

neuropsychological characteristic of the cognitive processes from which the 

thought originated. To Greene it is not a question of whether some moral 

argument makes sense to a moral philosopher, but whether the argument was 

produced by the correct brain region. Given Greene’s claim, it appears that Held’s 

worries about being swept up in the unarticulated normative agenda of cognitive 

science are justified.  

 In the following, I will disentangle the confusing landscape of 

psychological data about moral phenomena, scientific and philosophical 

conceptions of the human moral mind, and normative arguments.  

A Historic Divergence 

The area of ethics Held is most notably involved in is care ethics, a very modern 

branch of moral philosophy. This branch of philosophy has been strongly shaped 

by what I call the ‘Gilligan-Kohlberg-Divergence.’ Gilligan and Kohlberg are both 

moral psychologists. Kohlberg is still prominent in psychology and moral 

cognition research for his stage model of moral development (Kohlberg 1969). 

His rationalist approach was disputed by Gilligan (1993) because she argued 
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Kohlberg viewed morality from a male-centric point of view. Gilligan’s studies 

suggested that girls tended to appeal to relational and contextual factors when 

talking about the solutions to moral problems, as opposed to boys who had a 

stronger tendency to appeal to universal moral laws. In Kohlberg’s model, this 

suggested that girls were inferior to boys in their moral development because he 

mainly considered the development of boys in the first place. Gilligan favored an 

approach that did not evaluate the quality of moral thought based on innate 

developmental characteristics but emphasized that different people think about 

moral problems differently because of their unique experiences, socialization, and 

cultivation. 

 I call this particular episode a divergence because moral philosophy was 

strongly influenced by Gilligan’s criticism, but moral psychology and 

subsequently moral cognition research remain largely unaffected. As Wilson & 

Foglia (2017) point out:  

“A dominant tradition in moral theory for the past several centuries has 
placed reason at the center of moral thought and moral behavior. 
Kohlberg's cognitive developmental work on moral cognition (1969) 
reflects this spirit. Kohlberg consistently endorsed, along the lines of 
classic cognitivism, a rationalist model in which emotions and body states 
may be taken into account by reason but it is pure reasoning that 
ultimately leads to moral decisions. His paradigm inspired most leading 
studies in the field, all characterized by the common view that cognitive 
processing in the moral domain is disengaged from the economy of 
emotions and body.” 

Moral philosophy and moral cognition research continued largely on different 

trajectories since this divergence. Moral cognition was studied as if it were a 

problem-solving task. Isolated test subjects were presented with moral problems, 

designed to only allow for two responses, and interpreted like morality was a 

question of the right computational solution to an input. Factors like emotions, 

experience, and relationships were irrelevant to these experiments because the 

input was just a thinly disguised reasoning puzzle. To care, emote, or relate to 

fictional characters in an experimental vignette would border on irrationality, to 

begin with. While Gilligan emphasized the importance of relationships and 
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contextual moral claims, moral cognition qua their orthodox cognitive leanings, 

adopted a different perspective. Moral cognition research continued in the 

footsteps of Kohlberg taking a rationalistic attitude towards morality, which paired 

up well with rationalistic tendencies in cognitive science, and a naturalizing 

approach to normative questions. 

Naturalizing Ethics and Circular Arguments 

Kohlberg believed that human moral intuitions differed in quality, depending on 

the cognitive development of an individual. People that cultivated their cognitive 

faculties to a higher degree, i.e., reaching higher stages of cognitive moral 

development, were capable of better judgments.  

 But, what Kohlberg overlooked is that it is judgment is a conceptual and 

not a psychological category and that it is not a psychological question which 

moral judgment is better. Kohlberg’s classification is prima facie plausible 

because he captures common stereotypes of Western morality: For example, that it 

is better to evaluate a moral problem in terms of universal moral principles, than 

in terms of conformity to interpersonal norms. However, it is rather unsurprising 

that children learn to express their moral thoughts in terms of socially preferred 

categories. To infer from this that there is a cognitive basis for this normative 

hierarchy of moral judgments is questionable. 

 Moral cognition research today mirrors Kohlberg in this respect. Greene 

(2015b), for example, believes that he can reveal the mechanisms of moral 

judgments and evaluate the quality of these judgments based on these 

mechanisms: Better moral judgments are influenced less by emotional cognitive 

processes. Greene embraces a conception of the mind that accounts for emotions 

as inferior cognitive processes, remnants from human’s animal ancestry (Greene 

2013), and then concludes that some judgments are inferior because they involve 

emotional processes and emotional processes are inferior. His conclusion against 

emotional moral responses is driven by a normatively charged conception of 

mind, and is thus circular (cf. Bergmann 2019, Chapter 2). Greene, like Kohlberg, 
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gets away with this normative assumption because it is a common cultural 

stereotype. 

 So how can cognitive science escape this circularity? Can cognitive 

science return to an objective scientific inquiry and leave any sort of normative 

agenda behind? 

Evidence, Interpretation, and Agendas  

Scientific inquiries are motivated by a search for truth, yet, it is hard to dispute 

that agendas shape how scientists work and make sense of the data they gather. 

Researchers are committed to certain goals, methodologies, theories, and implicit 

worldviews that shape their research and subsequently their results: which 

phenomena they investigate, which concepts they utilize, and how they design 

their experiments influences the insights they gain. 

 Cognitive processes cannot be observed directly, they have to be inferred 

from behavioral or neural measurements. On the one hand, cognitive scientists 

accumulate data, and on the other hand, they abstract from this data to explain or 

predict cognitive processes. A result like “800ms after being presented moral 

problem X, the subject presses the button indicated to represent choice Y” is 

useless without any explanatory interpretation. Abstraction from data is an 

integral part of cognitive science. But, abstraction comes at a cost. Researchers 

make choices in interpreting their data and through this, an agenda may become 

part of any result.  

 As generalization is necessary for cognitive science, it is often 

unavoidable to make additional assumptions in interpreting data. Biases in 

interpretation, it can thus be argued, are part of scientific research. Though people 

often pretend science is objective and purely factual, it often depends on specific 

agendas which experiments are conducted, which variables are measured, and so 

on. Scientists do not blindly accumulate data, they gather data that are useful in 

light of certain theories. And often certain phenomena are over- and others under-

investigated which is reflected in the attention they receive when theorizing. 

Theories implicitly frame cognitive processes, cognition as such, or human nature 
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as a whole in certain ways. Thus, these theories are not neutral, they presuppose a 

certain perspective and are influenced by an agenda. Theory building depends on 

certain interpretative choices, which concepts are deemed relevant and explicable 

and which concepts are ignored (eliminated) or reduced to concepts deemed 

relevant. 

 It is important to appreciate, however, that the data itself is unaffected by 

any agenda. While an agenda may influence which data is gathered, the data itself 

does not depend on the agenda. While two theories about the same phenomenon 

conceived of through the lens of different agendas will probably differ, an 

experiment conducted by people with different agendas should still yield the same 

results. If one trusts the scientific method in cognitive science (and if one does not 

there is no point to it anyway), then the data itself has to be considered mostly 

factual. 

 However, any conception of mind that is articulated in the end cannot 

escape the suspicion of being substantially shaped by a researcher's interpretative 

choices. Who is to say, that there are no other plausible interpretations of the data, 

that fit another perspective better? Greene (2015b) attempts to naturalize 

normative questions by reducing the question of whether certain cognitive factors 

are morally relevant to neuropsychological characteristics of cognitive processes. 

Greene thus favors responses to moral problems in line with utilitarian 

considerations, because these responses are supposedly emanating from better 

cognitive processes. But, even if one accepts that neuropsychological 

characteristics are relevant to the moral significance of factors influencing human 

behavior, one need not accept Greene’s interpretation of said factors. Different 

interpretations of the data are possible, which frame the relevant 

neuropsychological characteristics in a very different light. For example, 

recognizing so-called emotional moral judgments to be flexible and grounded in a 

domain of moral relationships (Bergmann & Wagner 2020). 

 The lesson to learn from Greene and Kohlberg is that cognitive science 

should not be in the business to settle normative debates. What a better or worse 
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moral judgment is cannot be answered by cognitive science alone, because it is 

not merely an empirical claim. But, it appears quite to be a bit more drastic to 

conclude that cognitive science can be dismissed altogether. 

Ethics and Cognitive Claims 

These considerations may suggest, that conceptions of mind are merely an 

extension of normative perspectives—completely dependent on the agenda 

embraced by the interpreter. If there is nothing genuinely factual about 

conceptions of mind, then it would appear that moral philosophy indeed can do 

without any cognitive claims to begin with. Yet, this conclusion is evidently false. 

 Held (1996, p. 73) accepts the fact that cognitive claims are part of moral 

philosophy, yet is very skeptical of the role of cognitive science, because it fails to 

recognize moral cognitive phenomena she thinks are critical: 

“Cognitive science and conceptualizations consistent with it are highly 
influential in philosophy. Huge amounts of philosophy of mind are now 
devoted to the task of constructing conceptions of mind compatible with 
cognitive science. But those of us interested in ethics should insist, I 
think, on pursuing our agenda: finding a conception of mind compatible 
with what we understand and have good reason to believe about moral 
experience.”  

 

Moral philosophy is deeply intertwined with conceptions of the human condition, 

and thus often needs to commit to cognitive claims. However, it is not enough for 

moral philosophers to find an arbitrary conception of mind that is compatible with 

what they hold to be true about cognitive moral phenomena. They cannot just 

make it up as they go along. In as far as a conception of mind is committed to 

empirical or experimentally accessible claims, it is highly relevant whether the 

scientific investigation of these claims supports them. In a sense, many ethical 

claims are hybrid claims, which make normative and descriptive assertions at the 

same time. 

 Rawls for example lays out his method of the veil of ignorance (Rawls 

2009, p. 118), where he prescribes people set aside their individual characteristics 

and their position in society, to fairly assess the morality of a state of affairs. 
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While of course this is a normative claim, i.e., that it is a better way to assess the 

morality of a situation, it is also a cognitive claim, i.e., that knowledge of one’s 

own position in society and individual’s abilities can be set aside. Whether human 

cognition fundamentally depends on an individual’s situatedness, their specific 

bodies, and socio-cultural experiences is debatable, and different traditions in 

cognitive science come to different conclusions. But if it is not possible to set 

aside one’s position in life when considering a moral problem, then Rawls's claim 

is false on descriptive grounds because his method would simply be impossible to 

put into practice. A corollary of Rawls’ claim is that when contemplating a moral 

problem a person’s evaluation of this problem depends on the specific position 

they are in, favoring solutions to the problem benefitting their position. However, 

little evidence was found for this. Kallioinen et al. (2019) investigate moral 

dilemmas reminiscent of trolley cases, finding only minor differences in judgment 

between subjects exposed to the dilemma in different roles. The differences found 

were not indicative of egoism but altruism.  

 Furthermore, a conception of mind needs to be complete. No matter how 

beautifully a conception of mind fits a single moral cognitive phenomenon, a 

good conception of mind fits a whole range of cognitive phenomena, preferably 

all. Developing a complete cognitive theory is beyond the scope of most ethical 

inquiries and moral philosophy puts no premium on extending their conceptions 

of mind to encompass all cognitive phenomena. Thus, it is beyond the scope of 

moral philosophy to provide full-fledged conceptions of mind. 

 Held’s assertion that cognitive science can be disregarded by ethicists 

because it has a different agenda is partly true. Some conceptions in cognitive 

science were never meant to be applied to any moral theory, nor recognized moral 

cognitive phenomena. These theories would at least need to be extended to 

encompass this domain to be of any relevance. Other theories may recognize 

moral cognitive phenomena but account for them based on assumptions contrary 

to moral theory. If, for example, an ethicist wants to frame their claims in terms of 

character traits reminiscent of Aristotelean ethics, an approach framing cognition 
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in terms of different neuro-computational processes (e.g., Greene 2013, Cushman 

2013) will not provide much conceptual overlap. Such a neo-Aristotelian 

approach may be better served by a trait-based moral psychology: e.g., Kohlberg 

(1969) on the more rationalistic side or Haidt (2012) in a more modern tradition. 

What I want to illustrate here is that ethicists are sometimes right to pick and 

choose conceptions of the mind. But at the same time, they cannot make up 

conceptions or ignore evidence of inconsistencies. A neo-Kantian may find some 

of their rationalistic assumptions mirrored in Greene’s account (Greene 2013), i.e., 

that we may be able to form a will independent of social and emotional 

influences, a ‘good will’ (Kant 1997, p. 11-12). But they should be troubled that 

the cognitive processes in question do not support moral responses usually 

associated with Kantian positions (Greene 2013, p. 112-130). 

 Furthermore, dismissing cognitive science does not protect moral 

philosophy from falling victim to an unarticulated normative agenda. The problem 

is hardly new to philosophy, as it struggles to overcome historically dominant 

mindsets. Aristotle defended the subjugation of slaves and women, a sentiment 

shared by Immanuel Kant, whose racial sentiments bring to mind the later rhetoric 

of the white man’s burden. It is hard to overlook how these arguments are fueled 

by cognitive claims, denying the cognitive abilities of slaves, women, or other 

races to deny their basic humanity. One of the problems cognitive science has 

revealed is that conceptions of mind usually only fit so-called WEIRD-people. 

WEIRD is an acronym for Western, educated, industrialized, rich and democratic, 

referring to the sociocultural background of the vast majority of subjects utilized 

for psychological studies. But, the WEIRD problem is certainly not the sole 

problem of cognitive science, as philosophers are mostly WEIRD-people that tend 

to embrace conceptions of mind that are reflective of their own experiences.  

 Cognitive science is making considerable progress in addressing past 

failures, favoring, for example, more multicultural studies that help to correct 

some deeply ingrained biases infecting both cognitive science’s and moral 

philosophy’s conceptions of mind. It is of course no guarantee that either 
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cognitive science or moral philosophy on their own or together will overcome 

certain biases. However, the two disciplines may support each other’s inquiries, 

providing mutual checks on their respective conceptions of mind.  

The Role of Cognitive Science 

It would appear that moral philosophers are not solely in the business of making 

normative claims. To engage fruitfully with moral philosophy and not just dismiss 

it as elaborate rationalizations for pre-reflective moral intuitions, cognitive 

scientists need to adopt a slightly different mindset. 

 One of the critical questions is which moral cognitive phenomena are 

being recognized and investigated. Held’s (1996) criticism centered on cognitive 

science’s inability to account for certain moral cognitive phenomena, e.g., moral 

experiences. Cognitive science is an experimentally driven discipline and thus 

limited by their experimental methods. Conceptions of the mind are often strongly 

influenced by what can be operationalized in experiments, e.g., the behavior of 

individuals isolated from the world making forced choices between conflicting 

moral goods. This agenda naturally favors those cognitive phenomena, which are 

easier to account for experimentally. However, from the perspective of moral 

philosophy, it is unacceptable to restrict their conceptions of the mind to those 

concepts, which are easy to account for by cognitive scientists. As Held (1996, p. 

73) points out: “If [moral philosophy’s] conception of mind is incompatible with 

cognitive science, so much the worse for cognitive science.” Just because 

cognitive science lacks the methods to investigate, e.g., experiences, a philosopher 

will not (and should not) abandon their belief in the importance of moral 

experiences. If cognitive scientists lack the tools to investigate the conceptions of 

mind supplied by moral philosophers they have to expand their methods. 

Cognitive science must not be granted authority over cognitive phenomena, 

especially moral cognitive phenomena, it lacks the tools to investigate, or to deny 

the existence of cognitive phenomena that are inaccessible to current methods. 
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 But experimentally accessible phenomena require explanations. 

Explanations that, as seen before, depend on interpretation. So, we end up with a 

multitude of plausible interpretations of cognitive phenomena. To be pluralistic 

about explanations is contrary to the agenda of cognitive science, which in the end 

aims to provide a single unified theory of the mind. But it is also good practice for 

any scientific discipline to cultivate a multitude of possible explanations. In the 

context of contributing meaningfully to moral philosophy, cognitive science 

should curtail its ambition to find the theory of cognition or the most 

plausible theory for the moment. Even if certain interpretations are not the most 

likely, counterintuitive, or contrary to current trends, cognitive science may look 

at them more favorably in the decades to come. The point of this curtailed agenda 

is to generate theories more fruitful in an interdisciplinary exchange, to provide 

well-rounded conceptions of mind that are acceptable to cognitive scientists and 

ethicists alike. It is important to stress that ethicists (and cognitive scientists) have 

diverse views on conceptions of mind, to begin with, and Held’s criticism is 

certainly not reflective of all ethicists. Similarly, the views of Greene or Haidt are 

not reflective of all cognitive scientists. Theoretical pluralism is a starting point to 

erode disciplinary divides and move towards discussing more substantive issues 

between currents of cognitive and moral thinking. 

 Still, there are direct ways to contribute to normative theories for cognitive 

scientists, besides providing a multitude of possible conceptions of mind. As 

ethicists make cognitive assertions, these assertions need to be consistent with 

each other and with experimental results. This means that cognitive scientists can 

falsify ethical theories, by providing evidence that experimental investigations are 

inconsistent with descriptive assertions by a specific theory or that cognitive 

claims embraced by ethicists are internally inconsistent. If an ethical theory relies 

on the assertion that humans can act solely based on a single cognitive factor, e.g., 

some reflected belief, then this claim can be falsified by providing evidence that 

most people in most situations are influenced by many different factors. It may 

not be possible to prove that we never act by a sole motive, yet cognitive scientists 
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do not have to meet quite that high a burden of proof. It is enough to plausibly 

claim that it is too difficult for moral agents to act on a single factor, after all what 

a person should do is not supposed to be overly demanding. An ethical theory that 

demands a person to regularly go to the brink of what they are capable of is not a 

plausible ethical theory. 

 The research mindset adopted in moral cognition is representative of 

orthodox cognitive science and the two-sphere logic (see Introduction). However, 

non-orthodox approaches to cognitive science have flourished in the last decades, 

setting the stage for new conceptions of mind that may invigorate the dialog 

between some areas of moral philosophy and cognitive science—bridging the 

divide created by Kohlberg and Gilligan. 

The Following Chapter 

In the following chapters, an embodied-enacted approach to moral cognition is 

developed. Following the moderate approach to moral cognition sketched in this 

chapter this approach refrains from any normative assertions. The goal of this 

approach is to provide an account of moral cognition that meshes well with 

conceptions of mind embraced by moral philosophers, especially those embracing 

a relational perspective. The following chapters broadly stick to the role of 

cognitive science advocated before, mainly providing a different perspective on 

accepted research and developing a consistent conception of mind. In Chapter 4 

experimental evidence is discussed that suggests that moral cognizing is 

dependent on bodily processes. This chapter demonstrates that evidence from 

cognitive science in moral domains is consistent with an embodied reading of 

moral judgments. Chapter 5 develops a broader enactive perspective on moral 

cognizing, critically evaluating its potential to address several shortcomings, 

especially those articulated by Held. This normative twist on enactive theory 

provides a broader embedding for the embodied moral judgment account. Finally, 

Chapter 6 sketches similarities between the enactive-embodied account of 

cognition and contributions to moral philosophy by Butler, Levinas, and Tronto. 

As a part of this analysis, Levinas’s meta-ethical insights about face-to-face 
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interactions are spelled out as joint-sense making interactions, providing a link to 

Tronto’s phases of care.  
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Chapter 4: When Push Comes to Shove 

This paper was written in collaboration with Jennifer Wagner and published in 

Frontiers in Psychology, Issue 11, 2020 under the title ‘When Push Comes to 

Shove—The Moral Fiction of Reason-Based Situational Control and the 

Embodied Nature of Judgment.’ The paper argues for an embodied understanding 

of moral judgments and normative experiences.  

 The account is discussed against the backdrop of rationalist intuitions and 

theories in moral cognition, especially the common view that actions are 

motivated by reflected, conscious, propositional beliefs, i.e., reasons. These 

intuitions are questionable and, as discussed earlier, moral cognition researchers 

mostly accept that moral actions are motivated by pre-reflective factors. This 

dialectic may distract from another important aspect in which this account evades 

the two sphere logic of orthodox cognitive science. It is a typical orthodox 

conclusion, that, if one accepts the dominance of pre-reflective processes, one 

denies moral agency. In this paper we argue against this conclusion in two ways: 

i.) Our analysis of embodied judgments does not reduce them to inflexible reaction 

patterns, but rather reveals them to be embedded in flexible relational contexts. 

ii.) Out subsequent analysis of relational contexts incorporates reflective thinking 

as a feature of relational narratives, thus arguing for substantial interaction 

between reflective relational narratives and pre-reflective embodied judgments. 

Chapters 5 and 6 will pick up the issue of moral agency, but this embodied 

account of judgment puts the discussion on the right track. 

Reference: 

Bergmann, L. T., & Wagner, J. (2020). When Push Comes to Shove—The Moral 

Fiction of Reason-Based Situational Control and the Embodied Nature of 

Judgment. Frontiers in psychology, 11. 
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Chapter 5: Making Sense of Right and Wrong 
—Enactivism and experiences of normativity 

This paper was written in collaboration with Jennifer Wagner and Sven Walter. 

The paper includes a comprehensive account of enactive theory and its turn 

towards a more normative reading. While enactivism has been claimed to be a full 

fledged account of cognition, it has not quite ‘scaled up.’ Enactive theory excels in 

accounting for interactive and experiential moral phenomena, however, we 

critically evaluate whether this account can cover a broader range of cognitive 

moral phenomena. We believe that one critical notion to understanding human 

moral agency is a person’s narrative identity in terms of their personal 

commitments. 

Jennifer Wagner, Lasse T. Bergmann, & Sven Walter 

Abstract 

Enactivism, since its inception (Varela, Thompson, & Rosch 1991), has attempted 

to explain the whole of cognition, from (proto-)cognition in bacteria and plants to 

more complex organisms like humans. The particular issue we take up in this 

paper is whether enactive theory has developed suitable tools to account for 

human moral experiences, especially morally transformative experiences. We 

discuss three specific characteristics of such experiences, which we consider 

especially problematic: how they are i.) directed at other normative experiences, 

ii.) a product of deliberate choice, and iii.) part of a broader experiential shift. We 

argue that enactive theory cannot solely rely on the concept of participatory sense-

making to account for all moral experiences, as might be inferred from 

Colombetti & Torrance (2009) and Urban (2015). Instead we argue that morally 

transformative experiences can only be accounted for if we consider an agent’s 
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narrative identity and their personal projects as basis for normative meaning 

construction. 

1 Introduction 

Our experience of the world is imbued with normativity. And experiences of 

normativity matter to what we do and to what we are. Our actions, from the very 

mundane and unostentatious to the momentous and vital, are not only sensitive to, 

but often the well-nigh automatic result of what we feel one—or at least we—

ought to do. We feel compelled to comfort a friend in pain, to speak up against 

what we consider to be an injustice, to stop at red traffic lights, to donate money 

to charity, to refrain from eating meat, to wear clothes when leaving the house, to 

devote our life to helping refugees or risk it by jumping into the river in the 

attempt to rescue a drowning child. We experience violations of the normative 

structures we endorse as bad or inappropriate. Depending on who violated them 

on whose expense, we naturally react with shame, anger and resentment, 

indignation and disapprobation. In contrast, we react with pride, appreciation, or 

gratitude if we or others respect them. The normative structures that permeate our 

everyday life are characteristic of our human involvement and participation in 

interpersonal relationships with others (Strawson 1962). 

 One of the most promising approaches to account for these and other 

experiences of normativity is the theory of enactivism. According to this theory, 

cognitive systems are self-generating living systems. Since such systems face a 

permanent threat of extinction in precarious circumstances, they develop a 

concerned perspective that renders the world meaningful for them—what is 

conducive to the preservation of their identity is constructed as good (or better), 

while that which is harmful to their self-maintenance is constructed as bad (or 

worse). According to such a view, cognitive processes are not computations over 

internal representations of an independently existing external world, as “first-

generation cognitive science” (Lakoff and Johnson 1999, p. 78) notoriously had it 

(see also Wheeler 2005). Rather, they are processes of continuous meaning-

generation that are “grounded in the sensorimotor dynamics of the interactions 
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between a living organism and its environment” (Stewart et al. 2010a, vii). 

Through these interactions cognitive systems ‘bring forth,’ as Maturana (1987) 

used to put it, or ‘enact’ their specific environment as a subjectively meaningful 

‘Umwelt’ (von Uexküll 1909, 1934) in which things matter because they are 

relevant for their self-preservation as an identity (see Varela et al. 1991, ch. 7). At 

least prima facie, though, the sense in which something matters to our self-

perpetuation seems to differ notably from the sense in which something matters to 

us in more complex experiences of normativity. In the latter case, it is not 

metabolic value that is at stake but our experiences of rightfulness and 

wrongfulness, appropriateness and inappropriateness, and the way in which our 

actions are sensitive to them. The question, then, is whether enactivism has the 

resources to account not only for the good and the bad relating to metabolic value, 

but also for complex experiences of what is right or wrong, appropriate or 

inappropriate, permissible or inacceptable in complex social interactions. 

 In the literature on situated cognition, enactivism has frequently been said 

to provide only a rather abstract perspective on what cognition is. As such, it is 

claimed, it will not and cannot yield any fruitful account of specific (in particular 

higher-level) mental phenomena. If enactivism is indeed to provide us with “a 

framework for a far-reaching renewal of cognitive science as a whole” (Stewart et 

al. 2010a, p. vii), it will have to ‘scale up’ (Edelman 2003). That is, it will have to 

account for sense-making interactions yielding norms pertaining not to simple 

metabolic needs, but to complex social interactions or the socio-cultural domain 

more generally. The goal of this paper is to contribute to recent attempts to 

remedy this by investigating whether, to what degree, and how enactivism might 

enable us to shed new light on the emergence of complex experiences of 

normativity. Important forays have recently been made in this direction (e.g., Di 

Paolo et al. 2010, p. 49; McGann and De Jaegher 2009, p. 432; Stewart 2010, p. 

27; Torrance and Froese 2011, p. 47). Furthermore, critical advances have been 

made to connect the theory of enactivism to ethics—especially to care-ethics.  6

 Colombetti and Torrance (2009), for instance, provided important groundwork for this 6

connection, which has subsequently been expanded by Petr Urban (2015a, 2015b, 2016).
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Nevertheless, if and how enactivism can account for the oftentimes highly 

complex moral experiences humans make remains to be discussed.  

 In section 2 and 3, we outline the core ideas of enactivism. While 

autopoietic enactivists can readily account for our striving for biological self-

perpetuation, only an updated position can account for those experiences of 

normativity that appear to be unrelated to metabolic value, in particular those we 

appeal to in section 4. In section 5 we take a closer look at participatory sense-

making, a concept frequently appealed to by enactivists in their attempt to account 

for complex experiences of normativity. We conclude in section 6 with a tentative 

sketch of an enactivist approach to experiences of normativity. On the one hand, 

such an approach must take into account the meaning-generating dynamics of 

social interactions (‘participatory sense-making’). On the other hand, it also has to 

take into account that a crucial and indispensable source of the normative 

structures we enact is our effort to maintain a certain self-image as someone who 

cares. 

2 Autopoietic Enactivism 

Since its first comprehensive articulation in The Embodied Mind (1991) by 

Francisco Varela, Evan Thompson and Eleanor Rosch, autopoietic enactivism has 

been one of the leading accounts of cognition, explicitly designed to provide an 

alternative to traditional cognitivism.  Its key ideas can be traced back to diverse 7

sources, including, most notably, Jonas’ (1963) biophilosophy of life, Varela and 

Maturana’s (1980) theory of autopoiesis, Piaget’s (1936, 1967) theory of cognitive 

development through sensorimotor equilibration, Poincaré’s (1902) work on the 

active role of movement in spatial perception, and Merleau-Ponty’s (1945) 

 The qualification ‘autopoietic’ is supposed to distinguish the kind of enactivism that has 7

its roots in the work of Varela and his colleagues from more modern approaches (e.g., Di 
Paolo 2005, 2009a). We will not consider other approaches that are sometimes also 
labelled ‘enactive’ (e.g., Rowlands 2009), such as sensorimotor approaches to perception 
(e.g., Noë 2004) which treat perception anti-representationally as something that a system 
does in the course of its embodied interaction with the environment. Such approaches are 
narrower in scope in that they (i) are not concerned with the life-mind continuity thesis 
and (ii) simply presuppose that there is something like a cognitive system that has a 
perspective on the world by means of its sensorimotor knowledge (Thompson 2005).
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phenomenology. Most of the puzzle pieces though were originally put together 

primarily by Varela. Others who shared his ideal of establishing autopoietic 

enactivism as an alternative to traditional models of cognition in terms of 

computation and representation then developed it further, aiming at no less than a 

“new paradigm for cognitive science” (Stewart et al. 2010b). For those not too 

familiar with autopoietic enactivism, the remainder of this section briefly 

summarizes the key terms and ideas relevant for the discussion in subsequent 

sections. 

 The point of departure of Varela et al. (1991) was the idea that while 

computationalist approaches in cognitive science had overcome the classical 

dualism of mind and body, they still succumbed to a latent dualism. In some way 

or another, Varela et al. (1991) claimed, such approaches assume that cognition 

consists in the transformation of representational structures (in, say, the brain) 

through which cognitive systems create an internal simulacrum of the objective 

outside world. Accordingly, they still regard cognitive systems as detached from 

the independently existing objective world. Autopoietic enactivism was supposed 

to get us rid of this last bit of ‘Cartesian anxiety’ (Varela et al. 1991, ch. 7). In 

particular, it was supposed to overcome the computer model of the mind which 

regards cognition as a computational process consisting in the syntactically driven 

manipulation of symbolic representational mental structures that allows cognitive 

systems to transform a given sensory input into an (ideally appropriate) motor 

output. What the computer metaphor neglects, according to autopoietic 

enactivism, is that for cognitive systems things matter. In order to account for this, 

its ‘life-mind continuity thesis’ instead regards cognition as a feature of living 

organisms that results from their self-sustaining interactions with their 

surroundings. Let us dwell on this as much as is necessary. 

 The notion of autopoiesis refers to self-preservation as a basic principle of 

organization. Autopoietic systems are units of self-organization. They are 

operationally closed complex networks of processes of production and decay 

whose components interact with each other in such a way that they continuously 
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sustain the network that produces them, thereby creating a physical boundary and 

thus an ‘identity’ in the respective environment (Varela 1997 75).  Since this 8

requires energy that can only be gained through the interaction with their 

surroundings, autopoietic systems are energetically or thermodynamically 

‘open’ (Thompson 2007, p. 98). Interactions that ensure there is enough energy for 

a system’s self-preservation are known as ‘structural couplings’ (Maturana 1975). 

Through these structural couplings autopoietic systems avoid decay, i.e., death. As 

a consequence, their continuous struggle for self-preservation in the face of decay 

defines a norm, a norm of survival. By means of these norms, things in a system’s 

surroundings acquire a ‘meaning’ as something which is good or bad. Through 

this process of ‘sense-making’ a ‘concerned perspective’ is created—‘enacted’—

and the world becomes meaningful and value laden. This is not only true of 

autopoietic systems in the sense characterized above, but also of (merely) 

autonomous systems, i.e., networks of recursively dependent processes that lack 

the spatial boundary characteristic of autopoietic systems proper (see note 4), as it 

is the case for example for the nervous system, the immune system or insect 

societies. Importantly, moreover, both autopoiesis and autonomy can only ground 

‘all-or-nothing-norms’ according to which something is either good or bad (Di 

Paolo 2005, p. 15). In addition to that, however, cognitive systems have to be 

adaptive. The shift towards adaptivity as a central notion, marked the end of early 

‘autopoietic’ enactivism. Cognitive systems are not just organisation-preserving, 

but strive to improve their situation, and this requires a goal-directed behavior that 

is motivated and guided by gradable norms that allow for more or less, for better 

or worse (Di Paolo et al. 2010; Thompson & Stapleton 2009; Thompson and 

Varela 2001). 

 A cell, for instance, produces a semipermeable membrane as the physical boundary 8

between itself as an operationally closed system and its chemical environment. This 
membrane keeps the cell from dissolving in its surroundings and, thereby, provides the 
necessary protection to sustain the processes which, in turn, produce the components 
preserving the membrane itself (Thompson 2007, p. 99).
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3 Beyond Self-Maintenance 

The question of what kind of norms and values can be brought forward in such 

processes of sense-making has received different answers throughout the history 

of enactivism. In their original autopoietic conception, for instance, Varela et al. 

(1991) restricted the normativity of enaction to proscriptive norms such that “any 

action undertaken by the system is permitted as long as it is does not violate the 

constraint of having to maintain the integrity of the system” (p. 205). Accordingly, 

the only (explainable) experiences of normativity would be ‘pushes’ away from 

objects and situations that endanger the maintenance of the cognizer’s identity. 

What Barrett (2015, p. 436) calls the “normative turn” of enactivism, however, is 

the effort to loosen this restrictive understanding and, therein, gain the ability to 

account for experiences of normativity that are actively identity-affirming, i.e., 

those that ‘pull’ a system towards objects and situations that benefit self-

maintenance. Weber and Varela (2002) provide the starting point for this project in 

building on the work of Hans Jonas (1963) and, in particular, his concept of the 

precariousness of life. The guiding intuition here is that because cognizers live in 

precarious circumstances, that is, because they constantly face a threat of 

extinction which they need to actively counter in order to persist, their perspective 

is always already characterized by the desire to do so (Weber and Varela 2002, 

113). The normativity that is enacted in sense-making, then, is based not only on 

shying away from harm but on an active “concern” for (Weber and Varela 2002, p. 

116) maintaining one’s identity. The concept of precariousness on its own, 

however, cannot do the work that the normative turn needs it to do: after all, there 

are systems who live in precarious circumstances but are nevertheless guided only 

by proscriptive norms (Barrett 2015, p. 437). 

 Following the work of Weber and Varela, Di Paolo (2005; 2009a) has put 

forward a different framework to account for actively identity-affirming 

normativity. While sense-making, in his conception, is indeed limited to 

proscriptive norms, identity-affirming norms can still be accounted for through a 

“(double) self-negation” (Di Paolo 2009, p. 16): Norms that seem to be based on 
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an active ‘pull’ towards survival, then, are nothing but ‘pushes’ away from the 

‘pushes’ away from survival. While this double negative might be able to account 

for identity-affirming behavior, however, it does not explain identity-affirming 

experiences (Barrett 2015, p. 439). The ‘pull’ towards desirable objects or actions 

feels different than just a ‘push’ away from a ‘push.’ The question of how 

enactivism can account for these identity-affirming experiences thus remains 

open. However, it is rather a failure to spell out the enactive answer, than a lack of 

tools available to enactivist. As this question is beyond the scope of this paper we 

will operate under the assumption that it can be solved and sense-making need not 

be limited to proscriptive normativity.  9

 What we are more concerned about is whether enactivism can move 

beyond its basic examples onto more complex experiences of normativity: while 

the sense-making process was originally illustrated by an appeal to interactions 

that directly pertain to avoiding decay and sustaining the system’s biological 

identity, and thus to ‘norms of survival’, many of our human interactions pertain 

to normative structures that are not straightforwardly related to mere self-

perpetuation. When it comes to the human sense-making, the processes of 

enacting normative structures typically have a strong affective character; episodes 

involving something that poses a threat to our ongoing unharmed existence are 

constructed as bad in sense-making processes of fear or anxiety, those involving 

taking in or being too close to something indigestible are constructed as bad in 

sense-making processes of disgust and so on.  It is in such affective encounters 10

that the normative structures rendering the corresponding objects and situations 

bad, wrong, or inappropriate are constructed, perceived, and reaffirmed in their 

construction.  

 This assumption seems to be shared across the enactive literature in which the concept 9

of sense-making is regularly understood in terms of “stiving” (Colombetti 2014, p. 5), 
“flourishing” (Di Paolo and Thompson 2014, p. 73) and “self-affirm[ation]” (Thompson 
2007, p. 147; see also Barrett 2015, 438).

 See Lazarus’ (1991) idea of ‘core relational themes.’10

Page 94



 Several partial solutions have been presented over the years proposing 

different sources of meaning-generation that extend beyond mere metabolic 

needs. A reasonable starting point for this endeavor is Varela’s (1991, 1997) 

understanding of sense-making organisms as “meshwork of selfless selves” Varela 

argued that there are multiple autonomous systems operating within complex 

organisms; such systems are, for example, living cells, the immune system, and 

the nervous system. Each of these systems, qua being autonomous, comes with its 

own teleology. Thus, if we can identify an autonomous system that corresponds to 

some kind of social self, we will also find a basis for the generation of social 

meaning. 

 Varela did not provide an explanation as to how the autonomous systems 

relate and what happens if the striving towards self-maintenance of these systems 

comes into conflict (Di Paolo 2009b, pp. 53–54). Barandiaran and Moreno (2006, 

2008) provide an analysis for two concrete systems, namely the metabolic and the 

nervous system. They argue that the nervous system is “hierarchically decoupled” 

from metabolism (Barandiaran and Moreno 2008, p. 335): ‘Decoupled’ is here 

intended to capture that the activity of the nervous system cannot be explained by 

analyzing the metabolic states of its constitutive cells; rather, the system’s own 

internal dynamics and interactions determine its activity. This, however, is not to 

say that the systems operate independently. ‘Hierarchically’ denotes the fact that 

even though the nervous system is decoupled from metabolism, it still depends on 

metabolic processes to provide energy and thereby sustain the nervous system. 

Thus, if the metabolic system was to break down, so would the nervous system. 

This does not yet give an answer as to what will happen if conflicting norms are 

enacted. For the time being, however, we are satisfied that hierarchical decoupling 

allows for different, i.e., non-metabolic, sources of meaning generation. This 

opens the door for some sort of ‘moral system’ to allow for moral meaning 

generation. 

 Nevertheless, it is still far from trivial to say that enactivism can account 

for all human moral experiences, and far from clear exactly how it is supposed to 

Page 95



do so. Orthodox cognitive science struggled to account for experiences in general 

(e.g., Levine 1983) and moral experiences in particular (e.g., Held 1996). And 

while the framework of enactivism has the specific purpose to address these 

failings, it remains to be seen whether it can and if so, how. 

4 Morally Transformative Experiences  

Before we have a look at existing attempts to apply the framework of enactivism 

to the realm of social cognition in section 5 and then delve deeper into the various 

ways in which it might account for the emergence of complex experiences of 

normativity in section 6, there is one important caveat that has to do with 

clarifying the kind of normativity at issue. 

 It may seem intuitive to distinguish in some way or other between social 

normativity on the one hand and moral normativity on the other. For the 

impermissibility we experience (in Western culture) when someone eats with an 

open mouth, for instance, might appear to be clearly different from the 

impermissibility we experience when, say, someone kills another person. These 

experiences differ, it might be said, because the norms at play are of a different 

kind—(merely) social in one case and moral in the other. While some are (more or 

less) optimistic that such a distinction can (eventually) be drawn on empirical 

grounds (e.g., Handfield and Thrasher 2019; O'Neill 2017), others are more 

skeptical. As they view it, there is a (potentially malleable) overlap between social 

and moral norms (e.g., Van Schoelandt 2018), as a consequence of which a 

significant part of a society’s social norms can also come to be regarded as moral 

norms proper. Held’s (1996) work on why (orthodox) cognitive science has little 

to contribute to ethics anticipates the latter line of argumentation: 

 Moral problems [...] do not simply present themselves. We decide to make 

certain empirical situations into moral problems, to interpret them as moral 

problems. Forty years ago, very few people saw the prevalent confinement of 

women to household roles as a moral problem, a matter of injustice. On the 

contrary, dissatisfaction with such confinement was interpreted as a personal 

problem of psychological adjustment. But because a few persons, later joined by 
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others, made the normative as distinct from empirical judgment that it was unjust 

that opportunities outside the household were so widely closed to women, 

opportunities have gradually increased. (1996, p. 85) 

 Held’s point is applicable to the nature of norms at issue here. There are, 

we venture, no intrinsic or empirical characteristics of norms that could be 

invoked to justify a principled distinction between social and moral norms. Norms 

are made to be moral norms by people, for instance by sanctioning those who 

violate them (e.g., Mulder 2018). Clothing norms, for instance, vary considerably 

around the world. Many societies have no particular moral norms prescribing 

what clothing is required to be worn and the standards of clothing are set 

indirectly by way of what is or is not socially approved. In contrast, some, in 

particular Islamic, countries have very rigid moral clothing norms. Moreover, 

while in many societies the originally (merely) social norm of not appearing nude 

in public has become a decidedly moral norm, public nudity is not morally 

prohibited in other countries (Spain or New Zealand, for example) or at least 

morally permissible in certain areas (like beaches, parks etc.).  

 In the light of what has just been said, we can now clarify what 

experiences of normativity will be at issue in what follows. The focus of this 

paper is on a specific kind of human moral experiences, viz., on what we will call 

‘morally transformative experiences’. Consider Catharine. Catharine experiences 

disgust at the sight of her own and other women’s unshaven legs. This pull of 

social norms she internalized, in particular the force of the gender norms in her 

social environment, are what makes her experience these circumstances in the 

way she does. In the enactive terminology, Catharine constructs a meaningful 

‘Umwelt’ in which shaven female legs are good or appropriate, while unshaven 

female legs are bad or inappropriate. However, it is clear that her sense-making in 

this situation has little to do with the metabolic processes that constitute her 

(biological) identity. Rather, her sense-making is influenced by the social 

surroundings she grew up in. During her adolescence regulatory processes 

manifested, that probably were socially reinforced, which construct unshaven legs 
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as inappropriate, dirty, or disgusting. Imagine, however, that Catharine comes to 

reject the norm that women ought to shave their legs because she judges it to be 

an unjust norm. She therefore deliberately commits to disobeying it and becomes 

angry with herself for nevertheless continuing to make sense of her leg hair as 

disgusting.  

 The first thing to note is that normative experiences such as Catharine’s 

anger are different from most experiences of (social) normativity. If we compare 

them to, for example, aesthetic judgments about fashion, one difference jumps out 

immediately: Catharine would not resent herself for what she does and does not 

perceive as fashionable. The normative structures that she experiences with regard 

to the fashionableness of clothing are thus not subjected to meta-level normative 

considerations and then experienced accordingly. In contrast to most instances of 

social normativity, then, morally transformative experiences take other 

experiences of normativity, i.e., other sense-making processes themselves, as their 

object. Catharine’s anger constitutes exactly such a meta-level normative 

experience in which her disgust comes to be rejected as an acceptable way of 

making sense of her leg hair. 

 The second interesting thing about morally transformative experiences is 

that they are atypical sense-making processes in that they rely on an agent’s 

deliberate choices. As in the case of Catharine there is a critical element of 

personal commitment and deliberate choice that influences her sense-making. 

Catharine rejects the norm that women need to shave their legs and commits 

herself to this rejection. As a consequence of this, her experience reflecting this 

norm becomes morally problematic for her and she experiences her disgust as 

inappropriate. The point is not that moral experiences are completely different 

from social experiences (see above). Sometimes they indeed exhibit special 

characteristics that are typical of the latter.,  but those depend on personal factors. 11

 Of course some norms that we usually consider to be moral do not share these 11

characteristics. The prohibition of stealing for example is endorsed by most people and 
failing to live up to this norm is a moral failing, but most people will not have 
deliberately decided that this is a moral issue.
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People may decide to make certain social norms moral norms, e.g., perceiving it 

as appropriate to target someone committing a ‘fashion sin’ with resentment. 

Other people may follow norms usually thought of as moral only socially. This is 

an atypical sense-making process, because normally in sense-making experiences 

shape subsequent experiences. But in Catharine’s case it is a personal commitment 

that changes how she makes sense of the world. 

 The third aspect of morally transformative experiences that goes beyond 

the usual explanations of social normativity is not yet clear from Catharines 

example, but will be very familiar to many. When we make moral commitments, 

our perspective changes not only on the concrete practices we question. Catharine, 

after she determines the practice of shaving to be unjust, will notice other aspects 

of life that are unjust in a similar way. She will notice other unjustified ‘beauty’ 

norms that she is subjected to and that she subjects herself to in her sense-making: 

she is expected to wear make-up, smile a lot, have a certain body type, wear 

certain kinds of clothing, and even move in a feminine way. The commitment 

Catharine made might not just change the sense-making processes that are 

immediately related to her leg hair but transform her perspective more generally 

such that she comes to reject these other norms, their accompanying practices, and 

sense-making processes.  

 In the remainder of this paper we will examine which means are available 

to enactivism in its attempt to account for these three aspects of morally 

transformative experiences: i.) the importance of deliberate personal choices, ii.) 

its meta-cognitive characteristics, and iii.) its generalizing normativity. 

5 Joint Meaning-Generation 

As already said, it has not gone unnoticed by both critics and proponents of 

enactivism that it has to find means to extend its original framework from the 

realm of mere metabolic prospering to the social realm. The enactivists’ standard 

approach to social cognition is through the concept of participatory sense-making 

(De Jaegher and Di Paolo 2007). Enactivists frequently rely on this approach to 
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address the problem of accounting for social norms (e.g., De Jaegher and Froese 

2009, p. 453; Froese and Di Paolo 2011, p. 27; McGann and De Jaegher 2009, p. 

432; Torrance and Froese 2011, p. 47) as do the aforementioned forays into ethics 

(Colombetti and Torrance 2009; Urban 2015a, 2015b, 2016). As we will see in 

this section, while there is much to say in favor of such an approach, taking into 

account the full multitude of characteristics of morally transformative experiences 

shows that participatory sense-making alone cannot be the whole story.  

 In participatory sense-making, meaning is jointly created by two or more 

interacting agents. This shared meaning-generation is conceptualized as “the 

coordination of intentional activity in interaction, whereby individual sense-

making processes are affected and new domains of social sense-making can be 

generated” (De Jaegher and Di Paolo 2007, p. 497). Coordination is here 

understood as the “non-accidental correlation between the behaviors of two or 

more systems” (ibid., p. 490). The idea is that in coordinating our own actions 

with the actions of other sense-making agents, new ways of making sense of the 

world become available. As a consequence, previously inaccessible meaning can 

be generated. Importantly, the interaction between two or more agents is still 

intentional, yet irreducible to their particular intentions of the individuals. De 

Jaegher and Di Paolo (2007, p. 493) illustrate this by the phenomenon of the 

sidewalk shuffle—two people who approach each other and both try to move out 

of the other’s way, thereby moving in the same direction and continuing to block 

each other. Both intend to simply pass the other and try to coordinate their 

movement accordingly. And yet they end up mirroring each other’s actions rather 

than coordinating them. The way the situation unfolds is thus unintended and 

unwelcome to both. Yet, it is perpetuated by the continued synchronous shuffling 

to first one and then the other side of the sidewalk. There are two kinds of 

autonomy in such social interactions—the autonomy of the interaction itself and 

the autonomy of the interacting agents. In order for the interaction to be genuinely 

social, the agents’ individual autonomy must be preserved. Otherwise the other 

becomes a mere object that is acted upon rather than a subject that one socially 
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interacts with (ibid., p. 492). Importantly, the autonomy of the interaction process 

constrains and sometimes enhances the autonomy of the interacting agents, 

thereby allowing—and accounting—for the generation of novel meaning. 

 Interacting with other agents can affect us to varying degrees. In cases of 

relatively low participation, the coordination will merely orient our sense-making 

processes towards the meaning enacted by the other. The meaning we generate is 

thereby brought closer to how the other makes sense of the situation. Consider 

Alex and Drew flirting in a bar: Both of them individually enact norms they 

perceive to apply to the situation. These norms might render, for example, small 

talk permissible, but not putting a hand on the other’s thigh. What happens if the 

normative structures they enact differ? Suppose Drew perceives putting their hand 

on Alex’ thigh to be permissible. Alex, however, does not and therefore perceives 

Drew’s action as a violation of the normative structures pertaining to their 

interaction. If the situation unfolds ideally, Drew will notice that Alex grows 

uncomfortable and interpret it as a negative reaction to their action. Not only will 

they move their hand, they will in all probability also feel ashamed. In this case, 

the interaction not merely discloses to Drew which norms Alex constructs but also 

transforms how Drew makes sense of the situation, effectively aligning the 

meaning the two generate (see also McGann and De Jaegher 2009, p. 429). An 

action Drew had previously made sense of as permissible now becomes 

inappropriate. This kind of negotiation dynamics nicely accounts for the complex 

and nuanced norms that are generated as interpersonal relationships evolve. Some 

of the relevant normative structures are based on culturally general conventions. 

Whether, for instance, it is appropriate to greet somebody with a handshake, a hug 

or a kiss is determined by considerations regarding the closeness of one’s 

relationship that apply, more or less, to all the members of a given social group. 

Other normative structures, however, are relationship-specific and based on 

(implicit) negotiations between particular agents. Whether, for instance, somebody 

is allowed to let herself into a friend’s apartment or refer to her by a usually 

unflattering nickname depends upon (implicit) norms that are negotiated in the 
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continuous participatory sense-making processes that shape their particular 

relationship. 

 Catharine’s construction of female leg hair as disgusting, one might 

suggest, can thus be understood along the foregoing lines as stemming from social 

interactions with other sense-making agents who embrace the relevant gender 

norms. At the same time, her anger about her own disgust can be understood as 

stemming from becoming oriented towards the sense-making processes of others 

who enact different normative structures according to which the original gender 

norms are to be rejected, thereby transforming how Catharine makes sense of her 

own sense-making processes. This, however, is not enough. It might of course be 

that Catharine comes to endorse normative structures hitherto inaccessible to her 

by aligning her sense-making processes with the norms generated by others. Yet, 

that Catharine comes to embrace new norms by interacting with, say, feminists 

does not explain how feminist norms came to be generated in the first place. One 

important, and as of yet unanswered, question is thus how social interaction 

enables agents to generate genuinely novel normative structures. As we argue in 

what follows, agents gain new insights from participatory sense-making because 

their perspectives differ. But if all members of a society make sense of a particular 

state of affairs in the same way, participating in each other’s sense-making will 

not open up any new domains of sense-making. 

 Processes of genuinely novel joint meaning-generation are said to occur in 

cases of high participation. De Jaegher and Di Paolo (2007, p. 500) give multiple 

examples of such social interactions—joining forces on a research project and 

creating a new dish together, for instance—but they discuss only one in detail: the 

creation of a meaningful gesture in a game of charades. The group members who 

must guess a specific phrase try to participate in the sense-making process of their 

fellow player in order to understand the gestures she uses to convey said phrase. 

Similarly to how Alex’ discomfort transforms how Drew makes sense of their 

flirting interaction, the gesturing player will shake her head to indicate that her 

teammates are on the wrong track or use specific hand movements to encourage 
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them, thereby influencing the meaning they create. At the same time, false guesses 

influence how the player makes sense of the situation in that (mis-)interpretations 

make her modify her gestures in the attempt to make them more comprehensible 

for her teammates. Ultimately, the gesture or series of gestures that emerges in the 

course of this interaction is a meaningful symbol for whatever phrase was being 

acted out. As this symbol was previously unavailable to both parties, this example 

is truly an instance of the joint generation of genuinely novel meaning through a 

process of participatory sense-making. 

 Can the idea of joint meaning-generation, when explicated along these 

lines, explain how agents like Catharine—or, for that matter, those who first came 

to regard female leg hair or something else as a legitimate object of normative 

concerns—transform their perspective on social matters in genuinely novel ways? 

Yes and no. Yes, because in contrast to social interactions low in participation, 

where an agent comes to make sense of the situation in a way merely new for her 

by aligning her sense-making processes with the meaning already generated by 

others (as in the case of Drew and Alex), social interactions high in participation 

do indeed result in meanings new for all participating agents. No, because the 

idea of (high) participatory sense-making still cannot explain why something 

comes to be perceived as a legitimate object of moral concerns in the first place. 

When two people come together that both embrace the same norms, how would 

this result in one of them or them jointly questioning this norm? In the charades 

example the construction of a new symbol is instrumental to a clear and shared 

goal, to communicate some message. However, this is not the case with moral 

experiences, when we determine something new to be a moral problem, it is not 

because we had the goal to find a new moral problem.  

 One thing that participatory sense-making accounts for well is the meta-

cognitive character of moral experience. This is or at least would be greatly 

helped along by being confronted with other ways to make sense of a situation. It 

is important to note here that it is not enough for Catharine to be confronted with 

unshaven legs to morally problematize this gender norm. She needs to be 
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confronted with a different way to make sense of unshaven legs. Participatory 

sense-making would at least explain how she is able to make such an experience, 

as she is confronted with someone not merely acting or looking differently, but 

with someone experiencing the world differently. It may be that moral insight 

fundamentally relies on coming into contact with people that perceive these norms 

differently, and only this new perspective gives people the chance to perceive the 

norms we enact in a way that we can morally problematize them.  

 However, neither participatory sense-making, nor joint meaning-

generation approaches explain how moral experiences are normatively generative. 

Let us assume Catharine met Iris on vacation. Iris’s culture and the norms she 

embraces are identical to Catharine’s except one. Iris makes sense of leg hair as 

beautiful and thinks Catharine’s bare legs look sickly and disfigured. The 

interaction between the two women certainly would explain how Catharine could 

get the idea that shaving norms are something that could be morally 

problematized. But it is hardly plausible that once she does this, this interaction 

would be necessary for Catharine to start challenging other body related gender 

norms. While of course it is possible that both women explore the moral problems 

that were raised by their encounter together, Iris may not have gained the same 

insights from the interaction. If Iris fails to gain the same insight, and lacking 

other cultural differences that could give Catharine occasion to scrutinize her 

culture’s norms, the participatory sense-making situation does not seem to have 

any more bearing on Catharine’s further sense-making on gender norms. 

Nevertheless this potentially being the root for Catharine’s new moral 

experiences, it appears that Catharine could come back from the vacation, never 

interacting with Iris again, and still starting to notice the injustice of other gender 

related body norms.  

 Participatory sense-making is rightly receiving some attention in the 

context of ethics. As the examples before show, there is quite a bit to explore in 

connection to ethics and participatory sense-making. If we were interested in how 

a society comes to accept a new norm, the concept has great potential, to help 
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understand concepts like shared spaces of justification (e.g., Forst 2011; 

Richardson 2018) and potentially even to understand normative powers better 

(e.g., Owens 2012; Raz 2019). But it cannot explain moral experiences to our 

satisfaction. 

6 Identity, Moral Agency, and Caring 

As we have seen in the previous section, a joint meaning-generation approach 

based on the idea of participatory sense-making offers a useful analysis of 

relationship-specific norms and, more generally, the transformation of an agent’s 

perspective through social interaction with others. Nevertheless, it cannot account 

for what we have called morally transformative experiences on its own. We are 

especially concerned here with, how enactive theory would need to be expanded 

or clarified to account for the importance of personal choice and how these 

choices transform a person’s moral perspective on the world.  

 To account for the complexity of human cognition, as the only accepted 

creatures imbued with a ‘moral mind’, we will rely on the “scale of mediacy” of 

Di Paolo et al. (2010, p. 50). The scale of mediacy depicts increasing levels of 

autonomous identity and their corresponding levels of value-generation whereby 

higher levels of autonomy are accompanied by higher levels of mediacy in values; 

thus, the higher we get on the scale, the less directly need the values relate to self-

maintenance. While operational closure constitutes the first level of autonomy and 

corresponds to basic teleology, the second level is that of adaptivity and 

corresponds to sense-making processes that allow for gradual evaluations (see 

section 3), and so on. The level that we are most interested in at this point is the 

last one which claims that possessing a self-image enables value-generation in the 

form of personal projects. 
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 Unfortunately, Di Paolo et al. (2010) do not offer much explanation as to 

how this kind of value-generation is to be conceived of.  The following, we 12

venture, is a reasonable starting point for further investigation: A person’s self-

image is to be understood in terms of a narrative identity they build and embrace. 

As narrative accounts of personal identity maintain, “[w]e constitute ourselves as 

persons […] by developing and operating with a (mostly implicit) 

autobiographical narrative which acts as the lens through which we experience the 

world” (Schechtman 2014, p. 100). What makes an agent a unified person is the 

fact that there is a personal narrative to be told that ties together their actions, 

decisions and experiences into a (mostly) coherent whole. Such a story is, first 

and foremost, a story about what they care about and are committed to. This 

commitment to certain projects changes how an agent makes sense of certain 

objects and situations: planes might become objects that threaten the environment 

and should be avoided rather than convenient means of transportation; cakes are 

seen as unhealthy snack one should not consume rather than as a delicious dessert; 

female leg hair is transformed from inappropriate and in need of being shaven to 

permissible. The self-image, through personal projects, can thus lead to new and 

transform old ways of sense-making.  

 At the same time, these ways of sense-making sustain the pursuit of a 

personal project and, therefore, the self-image in that pursuing a project is 

constituted by making sense of the world in certain ways (see Betzler 2013, 107–

108; 2014, 686–687). If someone truly commits themselves to the project of 

saving the environment, they will avoid causing more carbon dioxide, they will 

feel ashamed when they do not succeed, they will feel anger at the insufficient 

measures the government is taking, and so on. In this sense, pursuing a project 

means to enact normative structures that render actions that harm the project 

 All they say about the last two levels of their scale of mediacy—self-image 12

corresponding to human projects and image-making relating to object-subject distinctions
—is the following: “[H]umans, through socially mediated capacities such as image-
making and ultimately for constructing a self-image, gain the ability to regard situations 
objectively and define themselves as subjects, to distinguish truth from falsehood, and to 
experience happiness and frustration” (Di Paolo et al. 2010, pp. 50–51).
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impermissible and those that benefit the project demanded; once agents stop 

enacting these structures, they are not genuinely pursuing the project anymore. 

This approach therefore echoes the circularity originally found in autopoiesis: Just 

as the membrane of a cell both is constituted by the products of the cell’s other 

internal processes and secures the ongoing activity of these processes (see note 4), 

an agent’s self-image both is constituted by what they are concerned about (i.e., 

by certain sense-making processes) and simultaneously guarantees that she 

continues to care about these things (i.e. to make sense of the world in the 

appropriate way). 

 Crucially, it is not necessary to maintain one’s (biological) identity in order 

to maintain one’s self-image: Consider a political activist risking their life to fight 

a fascist regime, or a parent sacrificing themselves for their child: these acts 

violate the normative structures agents should enact in order to maintain their 

biological identity but, at the same time, they maintain their self-image as people 

who are committed to defending their ideals or protecting their loved ones at all 

cost. In order to maintain our self-image, we thus do not necessarily have to 

maintain our other identities—first and foremost we need to maintain who we are 

as a person. There are, therefore, genuinely competing sets of norms—norms 

pertaining to, e.g., biological survival, and those pertaining to the self-image. 

Ultimately, this allows for the construction of normative structures that render 

life-risking actions permissible. 

 Let us return to Catharine’s morally transformative experiences and the 

characteristics that we have identified above, namely i.) the importance of 

deliberate personal choice, ii.) their meta-cognitive characteristics, and iii.) their 

generalizing normativity. It is plausible to assume that Catharine’s critical 

engagement with the norm of having to shave her legs is one concrete 

manifestation of a more general critical stance towards societal norms and that 

this stance is part of her self-image. She is committed to a general project to be 

‘the right’ sort of person even if that is not to be the person society wants her to 

be. This personal commitment regulates and modifies her interactions with the 
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world, her experiences, and actions. However, until she finds occasion to 

challenge the particular norm of shaving her legs, this project did not directly 

pertain to shaving legs. When she makes the critical personal experiences to 

challenge this social rule she internalized, and decided that it is an unfair norm, 

the previously invisible, conflicting relation this norm has to her project becomes 

clear. The rejection of this norm, then, is part of the pursuit of her project and 

strengthens her self-image as a person who critically engages with societal norms.  

Can this self-image approach now account for Catharine’s morally transformative 

experiences? Two of our worries have already been addressed by the 

considerations above: as a decoupled regulatory system, a self-image can take 

other processes of the organism as its object. As this regulatory system takes the 

form of a self-image realized as a narrative identity, it is uniquely suited to take 

our own mental life as an object of regulation. At least as a culturally idiosyncratic 

fact, people determine who they are in part by what they think, feel, and 

experience. Who we are is thus always a meta-cognitive question. The other worry 

that is addressed is that of deliberate personal choice. Catharine makes a choice 

about her self-image and the projects she commits to. She takes her personal 

narratives into her own hands, including, embellishing, and ignoring certain 

things, creating the image of the person she wants to be. In deciding that rejecting 

the norm of shaving her legs, problematizing this as an unfair norm, and including 

her struggle against it in her personal narrative, she becomes a person who cares 

about these kinds of questions and makes them a moral issue for her. 

 The last worry we had about moral experiences is their tendency to 

generalize their normative insights. This can be explained by appealing to the 

(attempted) coherence of narratives and the nature of personal projects. In order 

for the narrative to make sense, a new concern cannot be committed to in 

isolation, it needs to be properly embedded within projects and other concerns. 

Catharine will thus need to adjust not just her sense-making in the particular case 

of perceiving her own leg hair but more generally. As argued above, the pursuit of 

a project is constituted by certain ways of making sense of the world; if Catharine 
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commits to being the kind of person who critically engages with societal norms 

and she realizes the injustice of one beauty norm, not engaging critically with 

similar norms and accompanying practices will threaten the continuation of her 

project and, therefore, her self-image. Some practices or norms she previously 

embraced may be reintegrated into her new sense-making patterns; she may still 

go to the gym, not to look good, but to be healthy and feel better. Nevertheless, 

many previously embraced ways of sense-making will have to change if Catharine 

is really to commit to a her new project (or if she starts seeing the conflicting 

relation of these ways of sense-making to previously established projects). The 

self-image is a regulatory process that is mainly concerned with regulating 

tendencies based on other meaning-generating identities, as such it is 

instrumentally connected to many other facets of the organism and the interactions 

of this organism with the world. If regulatory processes change to accommodate a 

new project and change in narrative identity, this affects whole domains of sense-

making, as they are broadly monitoring whether the self-image is lived up to. This 

means that contrary to ‘normal’ sense-making processes the choice of committing 

to a new concern or project will have far reaching effects, therefore explaining the 

generalizing normativity of morally transformative experiences. 

7 Conclusion 

The enactive position has gone through a multitude of evolutions since its 

inception, and by now seems to be capable of accounting for complex normative 

experiences. However, the concepts usually invoked to account for normativity in 

experience and social cognition are insufficient to account for complex moral 

experience, especially moral experiences. Moral experiences are a distinctly 

human cognitive capacity and as such deserves more attention. 

 We argue that especially the critical concept of participatory sense-making 

is insufficient to completely explain moral experiences. We rely on a personal 

commitment view of complex normative experience. The concerns we hold as 
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moral agents, those which we decide constitute our identity as good persons, are 

those which give rise to complex moral experiences.  

 Through this we address the shortcomings of enactive theory to explain 

the importance of personal choices to problematize certain states of affair as moral 

problems, the meta-cognitive character of moral experiences, and the atypical 

sense-making in moral experiences, where personal choices generally change how 

we make sense of a number of related moral issues. 
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Chapter 6: Enacting the Face of the ‘other’ 
—Caring, Moral Experience, and Joint Action in Interpersonal Interactions 

In this paper I take a closer look at enactive moral agency in the context of its 

relational constitution in interpersonal relationships. Building on Levinas’s idea 

of face-to-face interactions, I sketch an account of moral agency in highly 

involved interactions, arguing that through cultivating interactional expertise 

people gain practical knowledge how to act appropriately. 

Lasse T. Bergmann  

Abstract: 

Moral agency is often thought of as a solitary exercise: we should strive to act on 
moral insights untarnished by our culture, social surroundings, and personal 
bonds. However, there is a rivaling school of thought that takes interpersonal 
relationships to be a source of moral knowledge (Levinas 1979; Korsgaard 1993; 
Butler 2012). The enactive framework (Varela, Thompson, and Rosch 1991; Di 
Paolo 2005; DeJaegher and Di Paolo 2007) provides an opportunity to understand 
how moral agency emerges from our vulnerability to the claims of others, as well 
as, how appropriate actions can be guided by caring relationships. By being 
attentive, reactive, competent, and responsive to other people we gain practical 
moral insight, because we share agency for moral actions with other people and 
create shared spaces of normative experience. 
 
 

Introduction 

Imagine you are sitting in a bar flirting with another person, let’s call them Drew: 

You are engaged in witty banter and have a few drinks, you laugh and share 

stories, everything is going well. At some point, you want to touch Drew’s leg. At 

the beginning of the evening, romantic touching would have been inappropriate, 

but now you perceive it as permissible to touch Drew’s leg. Still, you take a beat 

and ponder: Is it actually permissible? Can you trust your experience of 

permissibility in this scenario?  
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 If you struggle with these kinds of situations it may be the safest course of 

action to just ask: “Is it alright if I touch you?” Gaining active consent has become 

more popular in the last couple of years, undoubtedly helped by the increased 

attention on everyday sexism and acting appropriately in interpersonal 

relationships. Yet, this will not be the focus of this text. What I am interested in is 

that in many situations people do fine without explicitly communicating about 

consent.  They navigate interpersonal situations involving morally significant 13

actions very well without these kinds of practices. I suspect that they have 

cultivated their agency in a specific way, such that their interactions tend to be 

appropriate. In other words, when they experience that something is permissible 

to do, this action usually turns out to be appropriate. 

 I will focus on how humans experience the world normatively. Almost 

every action we take or contemplate has a distinct normative flavor. On the one 

hand, we experience the world in terms of bodily capacities. A box is perceived as 

liftable, a crevice as jumpable, etc. On the other hand, we experience the world as 

a complex normative space that further specifies what we should and should not 

do. A red light at a street renders it unwalkable, a stranger does not afford to be 

hugged, etc. Depending on the social, cultural, and moral norms we are situated in 

the spaces of possible interactions are further specified (Rietveld, De Haan, & 

Denys 2013, Rietveld & Kiverstein 2014, McGann 2014). We experience the 

world through these overlapping normative perspectives. 

 Traditional approaches to ethics caution against trusting one’s experiences. 

They correctly point out that what we experience to be right is not necessarily 

right. But, as MacIntyre (1981, p. 205) criticizes, moral philosophy is too 

preoccupied with cases in which one person does something to another. In this 

subject-object logic of moral philosophy important spheres of interpersonal 

experiences are excluded. Others are not just objects we do things to, they are 

people we act together with. Taking inspiration from Levinas (1979), Gilligan 

 Nothing in the following should be construed as an argument against active consent. 13

On the contrary, I will explore that it is rather demanding to skillfully navigate certain 
situations (without active consent). Thus, there is political merit to more strongly 
emphasize active consent practices.
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(1993), and Butler (2012), I will utilize an enactive framework to illuminate an 

interpersonal sphere of normative experiences and moral agency: experiences 

which guide our behavior to be appropriate, if we relate to the world (i.e., other 

people) in the right way. 

  

Justice and Care 

One of the grounding insights of this analysis stems from Levinas’s (1979) 

phenomenological approach to ethics. Levinas’s approach emphasizes the 

importance of face-to-face interactions. In the metaphorical face of the other, a 

concept later critically clarified by Judith Butler (2012), we experience true moral 

insight. In recognizing the other—their vulnerable and precarious nature, their 

face—we relate to them as human beings, genuine bearers of life. Their face lays 

bare our obligation to them, and the threat violations of obligation pose, 

our infinite responsibility (Levinas 1979) towards them. In the face of the 

immediate need of another being, a friend, a neighbor, or a relative, we clearly 

experience our obligation towards them. In our recognition of their infinite alterity 

we relate to them as people. In the absence of this recognition of the other, our 

obligations to them remain opaque. A refugee, a homeless person, or a fashion 

model are too often objects to us, their needs intransparent. We may understand 

them in abstractions, in generalizations, and analogies. But, we fail to recognize 

what makes them unique and different from us, thus their true needs remain 

invisible to us. 

 Levinas makes the radical claim that moral insight can only be gleaned 

from heteronomy—from face to face interactions. This claim is radical because 

Kant (1785 [1996]) identified heteronomy as morally suspect and emphasized 

autonomy. Kant believed moral truths to be necessary truth. Based on his analytic-

synthetic distinction, he thus considered them a priori knowledge. This means that 

experience, because it only reveals a posteriori knowledge, cannot provide moral 
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insights. Kant, of course, was wrong about the connection between necessity and 

a priori knowledge (cf. Kripke 1972). But, to this day this Kantian doctrine is 

reflected in most people’s intuitions (cf. DePaul & Hicks 2016). However, many 

other ethicists have recognized the significance of certain aspects of sociality to 

morality. Korsgaard (1993, p. 24) for example argues, that “[t]he primal scene of 

morality […] is not one in which I do something to you or you do something to 

me, but one in which we do something together.” This collective activity, she 

argues, is the construction of collectively shared reasons. It is of central 

importance to morality to have a shared significance—to collectively create 

meaning pertaining to ethical conduct. Urban (2015, p. 126) furthermore states in 

his analysis of Virginia Held, that “a caring relationship requires a mutuality that 

gives birth to a domain of significance that could not have been achieved by the 

individuals alone.” This illuminates Held’s (2006, pp. 56) notion of a good, caring 

relationship, to which the moral relationship of trust is central: “Trust is a relation 

between persons, not a value achievable by persons in isolation. The value of trust 

cannot be divided into the value of the dispositions of the persons in the relation, 

or to the value of the relation to the individuals involved.” 

 I will utilize Carol Gilligan’s (1993, see also Gilligan & Attanucci 1988) 

foundational distinction between justice and care to label Levinas’s two realms of 

moral activity.  Both Gilligan and Levinas  stipulate that there are different 14 15

modes of moral thought depending on the attitude people have when faced with a 

moral problem. These modes have different characteristics: Justice-based moral 

thought is concerned with universal moral norms, individual agency (i.e., 

autonomy) and rationality. Thus, justice-based ethics is founded on a strong 

 Gilligan’s terminology is favorable, because (unlike Levinas’s) it does not presuppose 14

which mode of moral thought is the correct one. Levinas believes that only the 
interactions I have labeled caring, are a valid source of moral insight. His objective is not 
to argue that the Others do not need to be treated ethically, in his view these interactions 
simply do not provide a meaningful source of moral insight—and in this sense, his 
account is rather meta-ethical than normative. However, I want to argue his point from a 
cognitive perspective, rather than take it for granted to begin with.

 This connection is purely coincidental but has already been established in the literature 15

by Bookman and Aboulafia (2000)
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distinction between the actor and the acted upon. There is a tendency to think of 

the acted-upon as mere objects to the moral considerations of the agent, leading 

them to be considered in terms of generalizations (e.g., loci of utility or equal 

bearers of inalienable rights). Care-based moral thought, in contrast, is concerned 

with relationality (i.e., heteronomy), empathy and interactions. Moral obligations 

are dependent on specific relationships that two agents engage in, their 

vulnerability to each other and their dependence on each other, jointly enacting a 

moral community. 

 There is a problem though if we try to explain more than justice-based 

moral thought: Orthodox cognitive science conceived of humans as autonomous 

agents, individuals that act, think, and feel in isolation. This conception is very 

similar to how justice-based theories conceive of moral agents. That humans are 

social creatures, live in social relationships, and depend on others is not an 

existential fact of human nature, it is rather a peculiarity of the world we happen 

to live in. The last two decades have been marked by a hype around moral 

psychology (cf. Greene 2016). However, it may have been a hindrance to this 

research that is was conducted in a very orthodox cognitivist fashion. As Held 

(1996) predicted, cognitive science research into moral phenomena fails to 

connect to large parts of moral philosophy, because an orthodox cognitive 

framework was unable to account for many moral phenomena in the first place 

(cf. Author).  

 Since then, the enactive turn in cognitive science made it possible for these 

phenomena to be explained in cognitive terms (while not being reductively 

naturalistic). The environment, culture, social interactions, and the physical body 

cognitive agents inhabit and their subjective experiences are no longer understood 

as mere objects of cognitive processes, they are at least factors which critically 

shape cognitive processes, or are (more controversially) proper parts of cognitive 

processes. However, the advances in moral cognition research and enactive-

embodied philosophy of mind have been largely disconnected. The few notable 

exceptions (Colombetti & Torrance 2009, Urban 2015, 2016a, 2016b) have only 
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scratched the surface of their potential: to remove the conceptual baggage of 

moral cognition inherited from founding father Lawrence Kohlberg who “inspired 

most leading studies in the field, all characterized by the common view that 

cognitive processing in the moral domain is disengaged from the economy of 

emotions and body” (Wilson & Foglia 2017).  

 Thus, I will provide a non-orthodox analysis of moral cognition, drawing 

on Levinas’s, Butler’s, and Gilligan’s insights. This analysis can substantiate 

Levinas’s meta-ethical claims, as there appears to be some moral magic (Hurd 

1996) to particular participatory sense-making interactions, that ensures that the 

experiences and actions taken within these interactions are morally appropriate.  

Enactivism and the Two Modes of Cognition 

Enactive theory, introduced by Varela, Thompson, and Rosch (VTR) in their 

seminal work The Embodied Mind (1991), is one of the principles theories of 

cognition today. Drawing on the phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty (1945), 

Jonas’s (1963) biologically inspired philosophy of life, Maturana and Varela’s 

(1980) work on autopoiesis, and many others, VTR set out to establish a new 

paradigm for understanding the mind. They fundamentally oppose the cognitivist 

computational model of the mind and set aside much of the methodological 

baggage of autonomous rational agency inherited from Cartesian ontologies of the 

mind. Critically, the enactive framework provides a unified perspective of the 

human mind, which encompasses not only the dynamic processing of information, 

but also recognizes the importance of an organism’s environment and, 

importantly, their experiences. 
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 One of the critical concepts to grasp about enactive theory is sense-making 

which describes a process of meaning construction of an autopoietic , adaptive 16

organism in the interaction with the world. Organisms strive to maintain their own 

identity, their self, by regulating their interactions with the world. They monitor 

the impact of interactions to the perpetuation of their identity, and accordingly, 

a perspective is cultivated rooted in the organism’s sensorimotor knowledge 

(Thompson 2005), which comes with its own normativity (Author), establishing 

an Umwelt (von Uexkuel 1909, 1934): Organisms differentiate the world, i.e., start 

to notice differences in their environment and possibilities to interact with it, and 

evaluate the world, i.e., experience these differences and action possibilities in an 

affectively valanced way. The very biology centered rhetoric of VTR was 

somewhat in tension with their claim to explain the whole of the human condition. 

To rectify this, the enactivist position has received several crucial updates over the 

years, exploring higher-cognition, sociality, and normativity.  

 The notion of normativity has been refined by Barrett (2017), Barbaras 

(2002, 2010), Colombetti, (2014) and Di Paolo, Cuffari & De Jaegher (2018), and 

McGann & De Jaegher (2009). However, while these analyses recognize that 

cognition is at its core evaluative, and we thus perceive the world normatively, 

they do not sufficiently deal with the question of whether this experienced 

normativity is appropriate. Furthermore, only some of the authors connect their 

exploration of normativity to heteronomous moral agency and interpersonal 

interactions. Thus in the following, I will rely strongly on work form social 

cognition to explicate these facets of moral interactions. 

 Autopoiesis is the biological notion of an organism that brings forth or constructs its 16

own self. For the purposes of this text I shall avoid the term autonomy in the context of 
the enactivist theory's description of organisms, to avoid confusion between the enactivist 
notion of autonomy and the autonomy Levinas articulates. While this slightly violates the 
language convention of enactivist discourse, the notions of autopoesis and adaptivity will 
do fine in its place. Also see Steiner & Stewart (2009) for an analysis how enactive 
autonomy relies on heteronomy.
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 Hanne DeJaegher and Ezequiel Di Paolo shouldered much of the work to 

expand enactive theory into social cognition.  Di Paolo (2005) refined the notion 17

of autopoiesis into adaptivity, which was further extended together with Rhode 

and DeJaegher (2010) into the scale of mediacy —which is a critical conceptual 18

tool to differentiate cognitively social and non-social organisms based on 

characteristics of the organism. This allows for example to delineate the identity 

of bacteria from the identity of a human, i.e., a self. 

 One of the critical tools utilized in the following is the work of DeJaegher 

and Di Paolo (2007) extending the notion of sense-making to the interaction 

between agents: participatory sense-making. Through a specific kind of dynamic 

interaction, two interactors form a coupled system. A coupled system, i.e., the 

interaction, has its own identity and strives to maintain itself, and thus a shared 

perspective can be constructed. A perspective is shared between the interactors 

under specific conditions, which allows them to construct and experience the 

world together. Which specific conditions are needed will be explored in the 

following sections. 

 Solitary sense-making and participatory sense-making are two basic 

modes of cognizing, and they require very different attitudes towards the world. If 

I want to make sense of the world alone in isolation, I need to resist the pull of the 

environment, I need to be individually morally autonomous. This corresponds to 

what justice-based theories of moral philosophy epitomize. The actor is distinct 

from the acted-upon: the actor strives to cultivate a perspective on moral problems 

untarnished by the particular experiences, commitments, and conventions that 

 It may be objectionable to not strictly distinguish between moral and social norms. But 17

as O’Neill (2017) determines in her review of current work on norms, there is no good 
evidence to suppose that such a categorical distinction exists. In the absence of a good 
reason to make this distinction I will just not make this distinction. While there certainly 
are norms that are commonly thought of as social or moral, this may have more to do 
with specific social or cultural circumstances than any sort of categorical differences 
between these norms. Gigerenzer’s (2008) underappreciated contribution to the moral 
cognition debate makes similar assumptions, producing on of the least objectionable 
orthodox accounts of moral cognition from an enactive perspective.

 The work of Miriam Kyselo (2013), further building on the scale of mediacy, crucially 18

rooted the enactivist self in social relationality.
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emerge between her and the person(s) affected by her decisions. I will not explore 

isolated sense-making any further in this text, because this mode of cognizing is at 

its core very similar to the orthodox accounts of moral cognition.  

 More interesting for my analysis here is the second mode of cognizing, 

which relies on heteronomy (cf. Steiner & Stewart 2009). This mode of cognition 

requires that one takes an attitude that allows making sense of a moral problem 

together with other persons. Participatory sense-making emphasizes similar 

concepts as moral theories falling under the broad label of caring theories. The 

case for the applicability of enactive theory, especially participatory sense-

making, is bolstered by Colombetti and Torrance (2009), and Urban (2015, 2016a, 

2016b), who have successfully applied enactive theory to ethics, especially care-

ethics. I will draw heavily on the idea of participatory sense-making to 

incorporate Butler’s analysis of Levinas in cognitive terms. The next section will 

illuminate some basic similarities between these positions. By drawing on these 

different schools of thought I highlight certain morally relevant aspects of 

normative experiences.  

Signification, Precariousness, and Vulnerability 

I take the concept of precariousness as a starting point to frame how we exist as 

moral agents in heteronomy with the world. This concept is central to Levinas and 

Butler, but also the enactivists—though the claims they make have slightly 

different objectives. DeJaegher and Di Paolo (2007, p. 487) write that an adaptive 

cognitive system  

“is defined as a system composed of several processes that actively 

generate and sustain an identity under precarious conditions. […] By 

precarious we mean the fact that in the absence of the organization of the 

system as a network of processes, under otherwise equal physical 

conditions, isolated component processes would tend to run down or 
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extinguish.”  

This closely mirrors Butler’s (2012, p. 148) two claims in reference to Hannah 

Arendt:  

“everyone is precarious, and this follows from our social existence as 

bodily beings who depend upon one another for shelter and sustenance 

and who, therefore, are at risk of statelessness, homelessness, and 

destitution under unjust and unequal political conditions.”  

 

Though Butler’s political objective differs from DeJaegher and Di Paolo’s 

cognitive objective, they agree that precariousness is a claim about the identity of 

an agent, who exists in a state of dependence, not by circumstance but by their 

embodied and social nature. Butler emphasizes social and political vulnerability 

because she is interested in political questions and thus only aims to explicate her 

claims for creatures who can engage in political activities. DeJaegher and Di 

Paolo, qua their agenda to explicate all of human and non-human cognition, frame 

their claims more broadly. 

 What is shared between positions of Butler, care-ethicists and enactivists is 

that significance in the world is derived from vulnerability. Butler (2012, p. 141) 

writes in reference to Levinas: “ethical obligation […] depends upon our 

vulnerability to the claims of others.” Broadly put this means that ethical 

significance depends on our vulnerability to others. This claim again is narrower 

than the usual claims of enactivists who are concerned with significance in a 

broader area of cognitive activities. Vulnerability defined in terms of the claims of 

others is included in, but not enough for, the broader signification enactivists have 

in mind. Enactivists usually do not speak of vulnerability, but of needs, most 

clearly exemplified by metabolic needs, but also other non-metabolic and non-

biological needs (cf. Di Paolo 2009, Cuffari, Di Paolo, & De Jaegher 2015). 
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Needs give rise to significance; something is perceived as edible because it 

satisfies some metabolic need, something is perceived as fashionable, because it 

fulfills the social need to cultivate a specific appearance. Thus, an organism's 

identity, i.e., a person’s self, is fundamentally defined by their needs, their 

vulnerability to the world and others. My point here is that, as it concerns moral 

agency, enactive and Levinassian accounts mainly differ in language and scope, 

but not in substance. 

 This allows Butler’s (2012, p. 141) claim, that “[f]or Levinas, there is no 

other way to understand the ethical reality; ethical obligation not only depends 

upon our vulnerability to the claims of others but establishes us as creatures who 

are fundamentally defined by that ethical relation,” to be translated into enactivist 

and thus cognitive terms. Certainly, Butler did not mean fundamentally 

defined as solely defined by face-to-face interactions. Human moral agency partly 

depends on us conceiving of ourselves as moral agents, as good people, who need 

to act in certain ways to maintain this part of our identity, especially in 

interpersonal relationships. This part of our identity I will call the caring-self, 

defined through the demands placed on the agent by their personal relationships: 

the agent is defined by being a child, a parent, a co-worker, or a friend. Thus, a 

child’s cries afford  picking it up, a friend’s unhappiness affords cheering her up, 19

a parent’s death affords to be grieved. To act in contravention to those experiences 

would threaten the self as a caring person, the caring-self is precarious, not 

helping a friend may mean that one no longer is a caring person, one’s identity 

would ‘run down and extinguish,’ and thus one experiences the obligation to help 

the friend.


 Appealing to the concept of affordances (Gibson 1972 & 1979) may appear 19

problematic in light of VTR’s rejection of affordances in the embodied mind (Varela, 
Thompson, & Rosch 1991, p. 203-204). However, this rejection only applies to an 
objectivist reading of affordances, which can be easily avoided. Enactivists have 
embraced affordances as a useful conceptual tool to articulate the experience of signified 
interaction possibilities with the world (McGann 2014).
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The Caring Self—Constituted in Relation, Maintained in Interaction  

In a traditional cognitivist account, the claim that a self is fundamentally defined 

by an ethical relation is unintelligible. It is hard to imagine how a self can be 

relational and at the same time be bound inside the brain of an agent. Enactivism 

embraces that cognitive activity emerges from the interactions of an organism 

with the world, but this does not immediately imply that the self would be 

relational in any way. After all, a simple organism maintains its identity (i.e., its 

self, cf. VTR 1991, p. 65) by creating and maintaining a membrane to protect 

itself from the world, so it can remain operationally closed (ibid. p. 151-157). But 

at the same time it has to stay thermodynamically open (Thompson & Stapeleton 

2009, p. 24) because it needs things from beyond this membrane (e.g., nutrient). 

This membrane protects the operational closure that creates and maintains the 

identity of the system against physical interference from the world. Many features 

of human identity, however, are social and not physical and thus cannot be 

protected by a physical barrier. Humans are parents, friends, partners, etc. We 

protect these relations from breaking down not by physical separation, but by our 

actions. We delineate activities of us and others that pose a threat to our 

relationships. Our and other’s actions that threaten a relationship are perceived as 

objectionable or impermissible. 

 These relationships weaved into a unified identity, constitute a precarious 

system, which is brought forth by agents engaging in an interaction. A relationship 

depends on its participants establishing and engaging in relationship practices that 

constitute and maintain the relationship and without which the relationship 

would run down and extinguish. DeJaegher and Di Paolo (2007, p. 493) spell this 

out in enactive terms, stating that “there is a coupling, which is regulated to 

generate and maintain an identity in the relational domain.” Friendships for 

example often rely on joint activities because they make sense of them as 

enjoyable, since they maintain their friendship. They may have regular ritualized 

meetings like dinners or drinking at a bar, they may share projects like learning a 
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new skill together or going on a hike. With these joint practices comes its own 

signification, specific to the relational dynamics of the friendship. The practices of 

the friendship are rendered desirable, even though they may not be enjoyable for 

any of the friends by themselves.  

 These kinds of relationships (and the activities and projects that maintain 

it) also establish a perspective on the world. The probably clearest example is the 

creation of a family, where two partners set out on the joint project of caring for 

an infant. Much of the experiences of the partners become oriented towards the 

care of the infant, rendering the significance of the world strongly in terms 

relevant to this joint project. DeJaegher and Di Paolo (2007, p. 497) explain: 

 

“[S]ocial agents can coordinate their sense-making in social encounters. 

This means that the sense-making of interactors acquires a coherence 

through their interaction and not just in their physical manifestation, but 

also in their significance. This is what we call participatory sense-making: 

the coordination of intentional activity in interaction, whereby individual 

sense-making processes are affected and new domains of social sense-

making can be generated that were not available to each individual on her 

own.” 

 

They further state that this relationally constituted self is precarious and thus gives 

rise to a perspective of significance grounded in the relational domain. However, 

they illustrate the self-maintenance of identity in the relational domain by an 

example which appears to violate the identity of the interactors (DeJaegher & Di 

Paolo 2007, p. 493):  
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“Consider the situation in a narrow corridor when two people walking in 

opposite directions have to get past each other. They have to decide 

whether to continue walking as they are, or shift their movement to the 

right or to the left. Occasionally, such encounters unfold like this. Instead 

of choosing complementary movements that would allow them to carry 

on walking, the individuals move into mirroring positions at the same 

time. This unintended coordinated change in individual position creates a 

symmetrical mirroring relation.” 

The operative word of this example is probably ‘unintended.’ DeJaegher & Di 

Paolo describe an accidental coordination and reactiveness in an interaction. They 

do this to illustrate a basic tendency of humans to engage and maintain 

interactions to bring forth a relational domain of significance through regulation 

of the interaction, but, in the example they chose, the coupled system fails to 

regulate the interaction properly. What I am looking for is more than the mere 

shortsighted perpetuation of an encounter. Imagine another example of a flirting 

situation: Alex attempts to touch Drew’s leg, but Drew turns away. This means 

that Drew's upper body is now closer to Alex, which leads Alex to try to put their 

arm around Drew. Again, Drew turns their upper body away, bringing their legs in 

reach, starting the cycle from the beginning. While such an interaction loop may 

continue despite the awkwardness, it is certainly not an instance of appropriate 

behavior in an interaction. This interaction, as well as the sidewalk-shuffle, are 

characterized by a failure to coordinate, to competently react to and complement 

the action of the other, and to understand the other's goals and intent. Thus, the 

interactors fail to come to a minimal agreement about how to behave in the 

situation, i.e., they are stuck in a holding pattern where one or both interactors 

continuously push or violate the boundaries of appropriateness. Such a pattern of 

boundary pushing will quickly turn inappropriate itself. So while humans may 

often seek out relational couplings, they are not always successful. And while they 

Page 129



may encounter interactional dynamics that appear to maintain the identity of that 

interaction, these interactions may not become part of the interactions’ selves. 

 Thus, it is necessary to more clearly spell out the relational dynamics of 

interactions that can give rise to a caring self. To constitute oneself relationally, to 

be a friend, partner, caregiver or someone else to a concrete other, one needs to 

establish an interaction that is sustained: it creates its own domain of significance, 

it is intentionally and non-accidentally entered into, it regulates itself and the 

interactions with the outside to maintain the identity of the interaction, even 

though it is not reducible to the identity of the interactors or their intentions 

(DeJaegher & Di Paolo 2007, p. 494), and it includes the maintenance of the 

interactors identity as a goal at least instrumental to the maintenance of the 

interaction. In such interactions, the actions of the interactors are dominated by 

the dynamics of the interaction (this at least can be gleaned from the sidewalk-

shuffle), but still, these interactions need to safeguard the perpetuation of the 

interactors. These are high demands and not all participatory sense-making 

interactions can meet them. DeJaegher and Di Paolo rightly argue that interactions 

that can be broadly characterized as participatory sense-making fall on a scale 

with basic interactional reactivity on the one side and joint sense-making on the 

other (DeJaegher & Di Paolo 2007, p. 497). It is clear that an interaction that not 

only has its own identity, i.e., that maintains itself, but also constitutes a 

relationship that becomes part of the interactors identity must be fairly far along 

this scale towards the joint sense-making side. This coincides with the initial 

desideratum that moral insights should be shared insights. Not shared by accident, 

or dictum, but as a result of doing something together, to do it jointly. From these 

considerations a list of characteristics can be extracted, which characterize this 

specific kind of participatory sense-making, i.e., caring interactions, that give rise 

to the caring self:  
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• i.) Attentiveness, to become aware of the needs of the interactors to avoid 

the violation of the identity of one of the interactors. This characteristic 

appears to be shared by all participatory sense-making interactions. To get 

into a sidewalk shuffle I first need to not mindlessly run into someone. 

However, for more complex situations as walking on a street a more 

sophisticated form of attentiveness is necessary. Particular relationships 

will require attentiveness to more nuanced facets of the people involved. 

In a flirting situation, this means to be attentive to the other persons in 

numerous ways: what they say, how they say it, and how they behave 

when saying it. People show numerous indications of how they react to 

events taking place: they may show discomfort or unease, they may move 

away or become tense (though their words are still polite) or they may 

invite certain actions by their words and actions. It is crucial to be attentive 

to these indicators in order to behave appropriately. 

• ii.) Reactivity, to react to perceived or anticipated threats to the interaction 

and the interactors. This is another criterion that can already be gleaned 

from the sidewalk shuffle. It is not enough to see, to be attentive to, 

another person’s needs or the particular rules of a concrete relationship. In 

many situations it is required to react, to perceive the other person and act 

in response to them. One needs to adopt a particular attitude to react to 

other people, to let one’s action be guided by the interactional domain. 

However, as the sidewalk shuffle also demonstrates, reactivity is not 

enough for the complementarity of action. Certainly, the sidewalk shuffle 

is preferable to just running into someone, but it is a far cry from 

complementarity.  

• iii.) Competence, to gain expertise to influence, maintain and repair the 

established relational dynamics and the interactors. As the shortcomings of 

mere reactivity demonstrate, good relational dynamics rely on competence 
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to react appropriately and complement each other's actions. This 

competence presents itself in two ways: I.) to be attentive and reactive in 

the right way, appropriate to the particular interaction one is in and II.) to 

deal with breakdowns (failure to attend, react, and complement) in a useful 

way. The second type of competence is particularly important. A skilled 

interactor is attentive to these breakdowns, learns from them, repairs the 

breakdown and strives to reestablish complementarity. This often requires 

an awareness of one’s own reaction tendencies, not taking them to be 

necessarily appropriate, but their appropriateness being subject to the 

particular interaction. As an example, I like to imagine intercultural 

interactions at scientific conferences, which often demonstrate a similar 

pattern: When people from different cultures meet, they frequently have 

different expectations of how close to each other they stand. As both are 

reactive to the situations they continuously adjust this distance, leading to 

a chasing pattern as one moves closer to their preferred distance and the 

other moves away to their preferred distance. But, if one knows that one is 

prone to stand very close to people, it is easier to be attentive to signs that 

this is not a comfortable distance for someone else.  

• iv.) Responsiveness, to respond to the different perspectives present in the 

interaction, to consider and integrate their (potentially) distinct 

experiences of the interaction. The final criterion for relationally 

constituting oneself, in a caring interaction is to see things from the other 

person’s point of view. This does not necessarily mean to accept this point 

of view, but that this point of view is available to oneself. From this 

position that is established through interactions following the previous 

criteria, people can build a joint perspective of the world. They become 

friends and partners, people in relationships that have a shared perspective 

on the world available to them. They can view an interaction not only from 
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their own perspective but a shared one. And they can take actions based on 

this shared perspective, which are co-regulated by the interactors. 

 

 While I attempted to ground this analysis in the conceptual tools of the 

enactivist traditions, the relation to care-ethics is impossible to overlook. The 

characteristics of an interaction that could give rise to a caring self, not only share 

the names, but are also substantially similar to the phases of care which Tronto 

(1994, p. 126-136, 2012) describes. This further illustrates Urban’s (2015a, 2015b, 

2016) assertion about conceptual similarities between enactivism and care-ethics. 

The characteristics above are also a similar to a stage model, in that one 

characteristic builds on the previous. First of all they are temporally building on 

each other in the sense that we are first attentive before we are reactive, and 

reactive before we are competent, and competent before we are responsive. 

Secondly they can be described as phases in how they build on each other, if we 

stop being attentive, we cannot be reactive anymore, etc. What they are not is 

phases in the sense of a sequence, we cannot be attentive first, then finish being 

attentive and start being reactive. 

  

Alterity, Other Minds, and Moral Insight 

In the following, I will clarify the particular conditions that are ensured by caring 

relationships. Because of this, we can rely on experiences in these interactions to 

offer morally trustworthy knowledge about how to act. 

 The original debate participatory sense-making was formulated in was 

concerned with the problem of other minds: how do people come to know what 

other people think, feel, and experience? Its early orthodox predecessors and rival 

theories are Theory Theory (TT) and Simulation Theory (ST). Kyselo (2013, p. 

127) notes on the matter of ST and TT, that “these approaches seem to entail an 

‘objectifying’ attitude towards the existence of other human beings.” If humans 

only understand others as ‘objectified’ beings, then they do not truly understand 
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them, but only an objectified version of others. In Levinas’s terminology, this 

means that TT and ST fail to account for the infinite alterity of other human 

beings. They assume that the way to understand other people is to reduce them to 

abstractions, to simulate them on one’s own cognitive machinery (Gallagher & 

Hutto 2008). Furthermore, taking an objectifying attitude towards someone may 

be a principal moral evil and could not possibly be the source of any moral 

insight. 

 However, it is not obvious that participatory sense-making suitably 

precludes an objectifying attitude.  As has been highlighted earlier, participatory 20

sense-making interactions fall on a broad scale. Certainly, basic reactivity to 

another human being does not require the recognition of the face of the other. I, 

thus, do not claim that all participatory sense-making interactions are free from 

objectification. It is only the caring interactions described before that are 

necessarily free of such shortcomings. It is essential to appreciate that people can 

move quite seamlessly from a participatory to an caring mode of sense-making. 

When we flirt for example we may engage in a caring interaction until a certain 

point and then ‘lose touch’ with the other person. We may have been caringly 

interacting with the other person until we were confident that we could touch 

them and at that point just executed this action. However, this means that at the 

moment the action is being performed we are no longer reactive and responsive to 

the other person. The loop that formerly extended between the interactors is 

broken, and the other person may manifest opposition to being touch without us 

noticing.  

 The moral magic of caring interactions stems from being in the loop. We 

are continuously passive in the sense that we can react, cope, and be responsive to 

the other person. Because of this agency for actions is shared. We are not the sole 

bearer of a particular action, the interactors act together. If both interactors are 

jointly taking an action in a caring relationship this action is by necessity 

 Many thanks to my colleagues at the Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences 20

Summer School in Copenhagen for pressing me on this issue and alerting me to the need 
to spell out my reading of specific cases of participatory sense-making.
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appropriate to them. However, this requires interactors to appreciate the alterity of 

another person. They are different from each other and while they may share their 

experiences, they are not theirs. To take the attitude that we know another person 

and can act without further consideration of them is to not engage in a caring 

relationship anymore. To recognize the face of the Other means that we recognize 

their infinite alterity and thus must always stay in the continuous loop of a caring 

interaction with them to know them, and to act in consensual ways. 

Conclusion 

Before making some qualifications to the claims advanced in this paper, I will 

briefly sum up the findings up to now. 

 Enactive moral agency can be understood in terms of vulnerability and 

passivity in the enactment of interpersonal relationships. We draw moral insights 

from sharing agency with others and taking actions from a joint perspective. 

Because the other persons are part of our identity we experience the world not 

only in terms of what we as an individual need, desire, and consider appropriate, 

our experiences reflect other people’s desires, needs, and norms. If we desire to 

touch someone we do not only experience our desire to touch this person, but also 

experience their reaction to being touched. In a caring relationship, these shared 

experiences ensure appropriate behavior, since actions that are inappropriate to 

one of the interactors will be perceived as inappropriate by both. 

 I have to end this paper on two important caveats. The first is about 

interpersonal versus general appropriateness: What two people may agree to be 

appropriate to them, is not necessarily appropriate to a larger community or 

“objectively” morally appropriate. The example of consent and touching may hide 

this issue because we generally agree that two competent moral agents are free to 

consent to be touched. The issue we are grazing here is one of moral relativism 

and the limits of consent. I leave it open to the reader to only consider the 

approached lined out in this paper to apply to specific interpersonal moral 

Page 135



activities or whether it may be the basis of a broader approach to ethics if 

combined with suitable tools to generalize these interpersonal moral insights.  

 The second caveat concerns the epistemic trust an individual may gain of 

their actions. Can we be sure that a specific action is taken jointly? Surely in many 

situations we delude ourselves into thinking others want us too act the way we do. 

And I hesitate to provide people an excuse for their behavior because they may 

claim that an action ‘felt’ like both wanted it. However, my experience of the 

world tells me that there is a specific experiential quality to shared action. It may 

be a quality that requires expertise to detect, maybe even specific expertise to 

detect it in a particular relationship. Nevertheless, with specific people, I feel like 

I can trust my experiences because of this togetherness. I hope that this experience 

is intersubjectively relatable, even though it may only be obvious to us in our 

closest relationships.
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

Humans are uniquely moral creatures. They reason, feel, and experience the world 

in moral terms. However, sometimes moral cognition research reads, as if humans 

were mere computers, trying to solve a math equation. The apparent propensity of 

humans to defy utilitarian considerations is just a bug in their programming, an 

evolutionary remnant of their animal ancestry. Other times it appears that 

cognitive scientists have given up on morality, just accepting that humans are 

driven by innate or conventional forces, that leave little room for a person’s 

agency.  

 As cognitive science is exploring what it means to be a human being 

slowly it’s insights change how society at large thinks about human beings. The 

wall street journal hailed neuroscience for ‘illuminating a classic ethical 

dilemma’, but has it? Certainly, cognitive science figured out in broad terms 

which brain areas respond to moral problems and which factors influence 

behavioral responses to them. But, how is that helpful? In a polemic reading, 

neuroscience is trying to debug people. As, Greene (2015, p. 715) states bluntly: 

‘A corollary of [Greene’s view] is that we should expect certain 
pathological individuals—VMPFC patients? Psychopaths? Alexithymics?
—to make better decisions than healthy people in some cases.’ 

 

While Greene is quite content to bite the bullet in this instance, it reveals a lot 

about how he sees human moral cognizing. Not as an exercise of agency, but a 

specialized function of the brain. Morality itself is an intellectual exercise to 

Greene, like solving a puzzle. Certainly, it would be absurd to think that 

Psychopaths make better moral choices in everyday life. 

 Is it the scientific consensus in cognitive science that morality has little to 

do with everyday life? It would appear so, as there is a distinct absence of writing 

on the issue. What is the psychological cause of harassment and sexism? An over-

reliance on emotional processing? A lack of oxytocin? A lack of cognitive control 
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or clear rules? Certainly, these explanations have been invoked by some and there 

may be grains of truth in them, but they are hardly complete or satisfying 

explanations of everyday life in moral communities. This is the precise state of 

affairs Varela, Thompson, and Rosch (1991, p. xvi) warned about:  

“[that] without embracing the relevance and importance of everyday, 
lived human experience, the power and sophistication of contemporary 
cognitive science could generate a divided scientific culture in which our 
scientific conceptions of life and mind on the one hand, and our everyday, 
lived self-understanding on the other, become irreconciliable.” 

 
Moral cognition research fell into this precise trap where it has little applicability 

to everyday experiences. There is a tendency to just devalue the cognitive abilities 

of those who experience the world differently, judging them to be unreasonable 

and driven by their primal instincts. This is not of any practical use in social 

interactions, or political engagement about moral issues. Neither is it a line of 

thinking that has created particularly judicious societies throughout history. What 

I have argued in the previous chapters is that there is a different way to think 

about moral cognizing that takes not only serious what has been scientifically well 

documented about moral cognizing but also what people experience every day. A 

conception of mind that is consistent with approaches to moral philosophy that 

analyze the way they reason and feel about moral issues, not in terms of their 

fundamental cognitive abilities, but how they engage with situations where moral 

issues are at stake. 

 The starting point for such a cognitive account is moral action and 

experience. As discussed in Chapter 4, human moral actions and experiences are 

rooted in sensorimotor interactions. People experience and act differently 

depending on how they can bodily interact with a morally problematic situation. 

Moral experiences are grounded in a domain of sensorimotor expertise. Humans 

learn how to act in practice, not in theory: they learn that a football is allowed to 

be kicked, but a dog should not be. While humans may have the bodily ability to 

kick both a football and a dog, all the same, people learn how to bodily interact 
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with the world, i.e., when to interact in which way. A person usually has a rich 

repertoire of ways to bodily interact with the world around them. This practical 

expertise enables people to navigate their life. They usually do not need to reason 

out whether they should or should not push people on the street or grope a co-

worker, these actions are simply not part of their sensorimotor repertoire. When 

people are prompted to consider these actions they feel wrong because they have 

learned not to interact with the world in this way. People differ in their 

sensorimotor repertoires, as different cultural, social, or personal surroundings 

reinforce or discourage different ways of interacting, and thus respond to moral 

dilemmas differently. 

 Embodied moral actions are easily construed as automatic. That people 

simply react to features in the environment, mindlessly going from an input 

stimulus to a behavior. However, there is much more to these interactions with the 

environment. As people interact with the world they cultivate a perspective, a 

context, in which embodied moral actions are embedded. Interactions are not 

specific to physical entities: That a chair invites a person to sit upon it is just the 

prototypical case. A chair being showcased at an art exhibit will not afford a 

person to sit on it. And after an exhausting day staircases, tables, or crates afford 

to be sat upon, though they usually would not. The same is true for friends who 

may push each other in jest, though they would usually not push people. People 

may also grab a person on the street to keep them from inattentively walking in 

front of a car, though they would not normally grab a stranger on the street. 

Agents engage with the world by forming relationships that specify the concrete 

sensorimotor repertoire they utilize in this context. In stark contrast to what is 

deemed appropriate male behavior in western culture, a football pitch, for 

example, invites men to hug each other, to cry, or slap each other's butts. Only on 

the pitch, their teammates become hug- and slappable, behavior that would 

normally be unusual or inappropriate. Humans are very flexible in the cultivation 

of different relationships. Social and cultural roles often provide blueprints for 

which relational contexts to cultivate and when to apply them: You can put your 
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feet up on your couch at home, but not at a friend's house. Dogs are to be cuddled 

and loved, while pigs are to be kept away from and eaten. But, people can create 

their individual relational context, a germaphobe will cultivate friendships that do 

not allow for the usual physical closeness. A germaphobe will, for example, not be 

huggable to their friends, though usually, people hug their friends.  

 Agents move seamlessly from one context to another. Sometimes people 

clarify relational context verbally: A person showing a toy to visitors may declare 

it to be a collector's item, specifying it to be valuable and not just another toy. 

They may further specify what is permissible in this context, inviting people to 

touch the toy, etc. But, other times actions and experiences take center stage in 

shaping a relational context. Two people in a bar flirting will usually not explicitly 

communicate about the transformation of permissibility in the interaction (though 

sometimes this may be advisable). Relational contexts are established in action 

and experience: a kiss may transform two casual acquaintances to romantic 

partners. An advance that is not reciprocated or rejected clarifies that they are 

merely two strangers making small talk in a bar. Experiences of normativity in 

action may disclose to people how to relate to the world. Like when interacting 

with a badly designed door, that does not behave like the design would suggest it 

would, people often figure out the correct way to interact with the world in action. 

A relational context need not be clarified by a slap in the face after an unwanted 

advance. There is a whole interactional dynamic of body posture, proximity, etc. 

that help people navigate these situations if a person is attuned to these dynamics. 

 A good way to understand how embodied moral actions are embedded in a 

relational context is sense-making, one of the key concepts of enactive theory (see 

Chapter 5). Sense-making refers to the transformation of the environment into a 

value-laden Umwelt (Thompson & Stapleton 2009, p. 25). This process 

establishes a perspective grounded in the striving of an organism to sustain its 

identity. In the case of simple organisms, this process is seen as they pursue 

nutrients to sustain their metabolic needs. The organism relies on the perpetuation 

of its metabolism to maintain its identity. The interactional dynamics establish a 
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perspective that renders nutrients to be good because the organism monitors their 

positive impact on it. The interactional repertoire of these organisms, i.e., that 

certain nutrients are edible, is rooted in a perspective established by their 

metabolic needs.  

 More complex organisms, however, make sense of the world in more 

complicated ways, because their identity is more complex and more complicated 

to maintain. Humans still have metabolic needs: if their metabolism drops beyond 

the threshold of homeostasis they become hungry (or thirsty), a perspective that 

emphasizes the acquisition of nutrients. But, people are also social creatures, with 

social, cultural, and individual identities to maintain. They may maintain their 

gender identity by applying makeup or asserting dominance, their identity as 

members of a tribe by sharing with other members, their friendships by doing 

things for their friends, or their identity as academics by publishing papers and 

using jargon. Organisms strive to maintain their identity in interaction with the 

world, the relation between environment and identity determining the repertoire of 

interactions available to them: After fasting for a day or heavy physical exertion a 

person experiences eating a bag of chips are heavenly. After not living up to 

society's body norms the same bag may be repulsive or disgusting.  

 Humans often rely on narratives to structure their actions and identity, 

clarifying the relational context, their perspective, to themselves and others. They 

think of themselves as humans, good people, parents, friends, teachers, etc. 

Narratives are often instrumental in fleshing out these roles and how to interact 

with the world. Parents may understand their role as caring for their children, 

providing for and nurturing them, and protecting and supporting them because this 

is the narrative of parenthood they identify with. Thus, actions supporting these 

narratives are perceived as good, while actions in contradiction to these narratives 

are bad. Other relationships are more malleable. Friendships, for example, differ a 

great deal from dyad to dyad. Importantly, while being a good friend may be an 

important part of one’s identity, what this requires of that person likely depends on 

the specific relationship formed. Some friendships are based on exchanges of 
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information, both or one party relating information about their lives to the other. 

The friend may expect one to share this information and the person may feel 

compelled to do so, to sustain the friendship and thus their identity as a friend. 

The perspective established by parts of our identity that are constituted in 

relationship with others  

 Normative experiences in a dyadic relationship are of particular interest to 

me in this project. On the one hand being a domain that moral cognition research 

has found inadequate access to, on the other hand receiving overdue attention at 

the moment at all levels of society. These interactions are fascinating because 

what is permissible in these interactions is often up to the persons in the 

interaction. People are free to consent and their consent is required for it to be 

permissible to touch, kiss, or have sex with each other. Often these interactions are 

highly involved, fast-paced interactions, where two people have to jointly 

transform the normative space that they act within. As discussed in Chapter 6, the 

enactive approach lends itself to analyzing these interactions directly. While, a 

more traditional approach casts consent as a correspondence between mental 

states of two individuals, i.e., the acted upon intending the actor to intend what 

they intend with an action, enactive conceptions of mind are more permissive of 

relational agency in joint action. That people not merely miraculously form 

corresponding intentions, but that they engage in interactional dynamics that 

allow them to share agency for an action. As in the case of friendships discussed 

before, the dynamics of an interaction may become available to the interactors in 

sense-making. These cases are described as participatory sense-making. As agents 

are open and passive to the other interactor, in face-to-face interactions, they both 

participate in the interactional dynamics that give rise to a specific action, they 

jointly create a normative space. As an example, one may consider the first kiss in 

a flirting interaction. If people allow for a joint action to unfold, they will both 

participate in the buildup to the kiss. A kiss is not an isolated action it requires 

physical proximity, a certain body posture, and an anticipatory mood to the 

interaction. The kiss is thus mutually controlled if both interactors are passive in 
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the interaction, i.e., sensitive to the other person's reactions and respecting the 

other person’s agency in contributing their part to the joint action. If people relate 

to the situation from the joint perspective of the perpetuation of the dyadic 

interaction, they will even experience their actions accordingly. To not remain 

open and passive threatens the interaction itself and any action taken to act 

beyond what is jointly perceived as permissible will be experienced as 

impermissible.  

 Thus, it is possible to cultivate moral agency, how one relates to the world 

and other people, in specific ways. How they should be cultivated is a question for 

moral philosophy, but at least from a cognitive perspective humans need not be 

thought of as trapped in their brains, best void of emotions or personal 

relationships—Humanity may be found in what we do together. 
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