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Leges Sine Moribus Vanae.
1
 Does Language Make Moral Thinking Possible? 

 

Abstract: Does language make moral cognition possible? Some authors like Andy Clark have 

argued for a positive answer whereby language and the ways people use it mark a fundamental 

divide between humans and all other animals with respect to moral thinking (Clark 1996, 2000a, 

2000b, 2002). I take issue with Clark’s view and argue that language is probably unnecessary for 

the emergence of moral cognition. I acknowledge, however, that humans unlike other animals seem 

to posses what John Haugeland (2002) terms ‘norm-hungriness’: an idiosyncratic need or desire to 

create and abide by a multitude of norms. Our peculiar norm-hungriness, I suggest, depends on 

what can be called florid control rather than on language. 

 

Introduction 

Does language make moral cognition possible? What is, more generally, the relationship between 

language and moral cognition? These are the questions that concern me here. I address them by 

focusing on some relevant aspects of Andy Clark’s work. 

 With its unabashedly interdisciplinary methodology, Clark’s work represents an ideal 

starting point for exploring and, hopefully, advancing a debate such that concerning the relationship 

between language and moral cognition that doesn’t fit easily any disciplinary boundary. By bringing 
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 From Horace, Odes, III, 24. Transl.: “Laws without morals [are] empty.” 
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insights and results from various disciplines to bear on the understanding of such a relationship, 

Clark claims that humans’ language can explain the possibility of moral cognition. 

 He argues for a supra-communicative view of language, according to which we use language 

not only, or mainly, to communicate (Clark 1998; 2006a; 2006b). Language, for Clark, augments 

our cognitive abilities, makes learning easier, facilitates us to offload our memory, helps us to 

structure the environment where we live, to manipulate and re-organize complex data-sets. We also 

use language to coordinate our interactions, make plans, persuade others and simplify complex 

tasks. Courtesy of language we can access our own cognitive practices from a second-order stance. 

Language, importantly, appears to make possible new domains of thinking (Bermúdez 2003; 

Carruthers 2002; Clark 1997, Ch.10; Dennett 1991, Ch. 8). 

 For Clark, the presence of language and the way people use it mark a fundamental divide 

between humans and all the other animals with respect to moral cognition. In an exchange with 

Paul Churchland, Clark writes: 

 

Recent work in cognitive science highlights the importance of exemplar-based know-how in supporting 

human expertise. Influenced by this model, certain accounts of moral knowledge now stress exemplar-

based, non-sentential know-how at the expense of rule-and-principle based accounts. I shall argue, 

however, moral thought and reason cannot be understood by reference to either of these roles alone. 

Moral cognition—like other forms of ‘advanced’ cognition—depends crucially on the subtle interplay 

and interaction of multiple factors and forces and especially (or so I argue) on the use of linguistic tools 

and formulations and more biologically basic forms of thought and reason (Clark 2000a, p. 267). 

 

 More recently, in a debate with John Haugeland, Clark (2002) presses the same point by 

arguing that linguistic objects like labels, words and sentences radically transform and expand the 

cognitive space our minds can explore. In particular, language would make available to our minds a 
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normative space, which can be properly called ‘moral,’ ‘populated by “entities” such as rights, 

duties and obligations” (Clark 2002, p. 43). According to Clark, the unique profile of our moral 

cognition, dubbed ‘norm-hungriness’ by John Haugeland, is a ‘secondary effect of getting language 

going’ (Clark 2002, p. 54, discussion). 

 I take issue with Clark and argue for two claims. First, language is not necessary for moral 

cognition. Specifically, even if language is necessary for moral thinking, that is not because of the 

reasons put forward by Clark. I suggest, instead, that moral cognition is a kind of skill just 

dependent on basic capacities of pattern-recognition, emotional expression and recognition, and 

social learning. Second, some central aspects of humans’ unique ‘norm-hungriness’ depend on our 

capacity for florid control rather than on language. This is the capacity to value and pursue 

“biologically-arbitrary” thoughts and behaviours in the face of distracting stimuli, disruptive 

emotions, competing drives and intentions. 

 It is important to be clear right from the outset that I use ‘moral cognition’ and ‘moral 

thinking’ interchangeably. I also use ‘social-normative space’ as akin to ‘moral space.’ Like Clark, 

Churchland and Haugeland, whose works are my main focus here, I do not precisely define 

‘morality’ and ‘social normativity.’ Although I do not believe that moral norms are sharply distinct 

from social norms or, say, norms of disgust, I acknowledge that there is a spectrum of social 

behaviours, some of which tend to be more readily called ‘moral.’ Specifically, it seems that 

sensitivity to behavioural patterns that typically involve a victim who has been harmed, whose 

rights have been violated, or who has been subject to some injustice is more readily qualified as 

sensitivity to ‘moral’ norms. With these disclaimers in the background, as my argument develops, I 

shall elaborate on the distinctions between a genuinely-moral space of thinking and a merely-social 

(non-normative) one, as well as between local moral thought and systemic moral thought. 

 The paper is in four sections. The first section gains a broader perspective on the topic by 

rehearsing some of the central ideas in Clark’s exchanges with Churchland and Haugeland. Then it 
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reconstructs Clark’s main argument for why the moral domain of thinking is made possible by the 

presence and use of language. The second section is in two parts. It firstly challenges Clark’s view 

on the relationship between language and moral cognition. Then it puts forward the hypothesis that 

norm-hungriness could depend on humans’ capacity for florid control. The third section provides a 

map of different effects that language can have on moral cognition. The last section summarizes the 

claims made and defended in the paper and points to questions for further research. 

 

Churchland, Haugeland and Clark’s “Discursive Construction of the Moral Space” 

I begin by introducing Paul Churchland’s argument for why language is probably unnecessary for 

moral cognition (Churchland 1995, Ch. 6 and Ch. 10; 1996; 2000). Churchland claims that moral 

cognition is a kind of perceptual skill based on pattern recognition and prototype-based learning and 

categorization. As such, its possibility would not depend on the availability of a language, on 

certain uses of language or on linguistically codified rules. 

 Churchland’s argument is deeply influenced by results from cognitive neuroscience and by 

the requirements of neural networks modelling. One of its premises is that artificial neural networks 

are especially relevant for understanding cognition. If neural networks don’t process information by 

relying on any system of linguistic symbols or linguaform rules, then cognition does not probably 

require any system of linguistic symbols or linguaform rules. Linguistic symbols or linguaform 

rules are not causally involved in neural networks’ processes. Therefore, cognition does not 

probably require any system of linguistic symbols or linguaform rules, to the extent that neural 

networks are relevant to understanding it. Churchland concludes that ‘a normal human capacity for 

moral perception, cognition, deliberation, and action, has rather less to do with rules, whether 

internal or external, than is commonly supposed’ (Churchland 1996, p. 101). This suggests that the 
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very possibility of moral thinking, either in humans or in non-human animals, does not depend on 

language. 

 Moral thought would rather depend on perceptual skills acquired over a life-time of social 

experience. For Churchland, in fact, we learn how to recognize a wide variety of situations and how 

to respond to them by relying on a library of moral prototypes that we acquire from interaction with 

others. Moral prototypes are statistical central tendencies extrapolated from concrete moral 

examples encountered in a variety of social interactions. They facilitate us to classify and 

comprehend new social situations, and to respond to them appropriately. The successful navigation 

of our social and moral environment would ultimately depend on our prototype-based perceptual or 

recognitional skills, which are embodied in configurations of synaptic weights of appropriately 

trained neural networks. 

 Clark agrees with Churchland on the relevance of artificial neural networks and cognitive 

neuroscience for understanding cognition. He argues, however, that language plays a fundamental 

role in constituting some of our social behaviours as genuinely moral. For Clark, the presence of 

language and certain uses of language set us apart from other animals by making us genuine moral 

agents. 

 In reaction to Churchland, Clark emphasises two points. First, moral judgement, moral 

deliberation and complex social decision-making are capacities that have a fundamental communal 

and collaborative dimension. Clark notes that ‘missing so far from the discussion [on the 

foundations of moral thought] is any proper appreciation of the special role of language and 

summary moral maxims within a cooperative moral community’ (Clark 1996, pp. 120-1). Moral 

judgement has a fundamental cooperative dimension, since it involves being sensitive to the needs, 

reasons and desires of others. Such sensitivity demands a ‘commitment to finding routes through 

the moral space that accommodate multiple perspective and points of view’ (Clark 2000b, pp. 309-
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10). In order to find such ‘routes through the moral space’ language is essential because it makes 

possible to us to give and share reasons for our behaviour (Clark 1996; 2000b). 

 Second, for Clark, the domain of moral thinking is made available to us by linguistic objects 

like moral labels, codified rules and social classifications. Churchland maintains that the role of this 

linguistic, external scaffolding is to offload, preserve and share our moral knowledge; but language 

is not causally necessary to make the moral space available to us. For Clark, instead, without a 

linguistic apparatus we would be blind to those behavioural patterns and concepts in our life that 

constitute the moral domain of thinking. 

 The conjunction of these two points can be called the thesis of the discursive construction of 

the moral space. Clark’s thesis can be summarized thus: 

 

the moral realm comes into view, and moral cognition is partially constituted, only by the joint action of 

neural resources we share with other animals and the distinctively human infrastructure of linguaform 

moral debate and reason (Clark 2000b, p. 311). 

 

 More recently, Clark has articulated this thesis during an exchange with John Haugeland 

(Clapin 2002, Part I). Haugeland (2002) holds that humans have a peculiar ‘norm-sensitivity’ or 

insatiable ‘norm-hungriness,’ which is unique to our species and is prior to the development of our 

impressive linguistic abilities. Language, for Haugeland, could not get off the ground without this 

norm-sensitivity or norm-hungriness. Although it’s not clear what Haugeland intends exactly by 

‘norm-hungriness,’ one way to understand this notion is in terms of a need or desire to create and 

abide by a multitude of norms. Such a need would lead to societies where the ‘structures of a 

community can rely on the fact that almost all its members will abide by almost all the norms 

almost all of the time’ (Haugeland 2002, p. 32). 
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 According to Haugeland, norm-hungriness depends on some neural innovation: ‘The native 

wetware endowment of homo sapiens—Haugeland writes (2002, p. 31)—has to have evolved so as 

to support our norm-susceptibility and norm-hungriness.’ Such a neural innovation is distinct from 

any neural circuits implementing our linguistic capacities. It is the very possibility of language and 

language-use that depends on the neural circuits implementing norm-hungriness. 

 Haugeland suggests that norm-hungriness and social norms exert ‘a kind of “normative 

gravity” [such that] … when an individual’s dispositions stray from producing [normal, conformist] 

behavior … they are “pulled back in”’ (Haugeland 2002, p. 32). Such normative gravity would 

promote ‘tight clumps [of sociality] separated by large empty gaps’ (Ibid.). It would promote, that 

is, the emergence of discrete, identifiable types of social behaviour. This, in turn, would pave the 

road to digitalness, which seems to be a prerequisite for the emergence of language. For Haugeland, 

therefore, ‘social norms may have laid the groundwork for language in a more basic way … by 

enabling the digitalization of behavioral types’ (Ibid., p. 33). Before carrying on, two points bear 

clarification. 

 Firstly, Haugeland is loath to admit that non-human animals possess any norm at all—either 

social or moral—and yet he does not provide any argument for his conviction (Haugeland 2002, p. 

44, discussion). Secondly, Haugeland does not qualify whether norm-hungriness is a distinctively 

moral capacity or not. Although in articulating his view he refers to ‘social normativity’ (Ibid, p. 

30) and to ‘communal norms’ (Ibid. p. 29), his claim is generic: ‘norms are what really make 

language possible’ (Ibid., p. 54). So, Haugeland is not necessarily claiming that moral thinking (or 

moral norms) comes before language. The claim that norms (or norm-hungriness) are necessary for 

language can be consistent with the view that (i) a non-moral kind of norm-hungriness is necessary 

for language and (ii) language is necessary for distinctively moral thinking. In short, Haugeland’s 

generic claim about the relationship between norms and language can be consistent with the view 
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that some kind of normative thinking makes language possible, while other kinds of normative 

thinking are made possible by language. 

 Commenting on Clark’s work, Haugeland charges Clark to be ‘norm-blind,’ that is: Clark 

would not see that it is social normativity that primarily marks ‘the great divide’ between non-

human animals and us (Haugeland 2002, p. 30). Clark is focusing on language; and language is the 

wrong target for understanding the rise of a social-normative space of thinking and of norm-

hungriness, as these would be prerequisite rather than consequences of human language: Language 

would not be possible without social normativity and norm-hungriness. Clark’s thesis of the 

discursive construction of moral cognition is thus diametrically opposed to Haugeland’s position, as 

it ‘depicts norm-sensitivity and norm-hunger as secondary effects of our linguistically enhanced 

capacity to target biologically basic processing resources on increasingly abstract and higher order 

domains’ (Clark 2002, p. 40). 

 Clark, in reaction to Haugeland, argues that it was the emergence of language that allowed 

us to objectify ‘complex features and relations,’ which, in turn, ‘ma[de] available new, quasi-

perceptual, spaces for reasoning’ (Ibid., p. 42); and it was this phenomenon that cranked up the 

unfolding of the social-normative space that our minds can explore. Let me now explain more 

carefully Clark’s main argument in support of his thesis. 

 

Chimps, Representational Re-coding and Morals 

In his exchanges with Churchland and Haugeland (Clark 1996; 2000a; 2000b; 2002) Clark’s main 

argument in support of the thesis of the discursive construction of the moral space is a study of 

analogical reasoning in chimps (pan troglodytes) by Thompson, Oden and Boyson (1997). 

Thompson and colleagues seemingly show that chimps trained to use arbitrary plastic tokens of 

different shapes and colors, which are consistently associated with pairs of identical objects (e.g. 
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two shoes or two cups) or with pairs of different objects (e.g. one shoe and one cup), learn to grasp 

abstract relationships. 

 The task in Thomson and colleagues’ study was to identify higher-order relationships of 

sameness or difference by exploiting the plastic tokens as stand-ins for same-relationship and 

difference-relationship. The chimps had to recognize a display of Cup/Cup as an instance of the 

same-relationship and a display of Cup/Shoe as an instance of the difference-relationship. 

Experience with the external plastic tokens seemed to be necessary for the chimps to solve more 

abstract problems. Presented with a display of Cup/Cup and Shoe/Shoe, or a display of Cup/Shoe 

and Cup/Shoe, the chimps could identify the higher-order relationship of sameness also in this case. 

Chimps were also able to recognize that a display of Cup/Shoe and Cup/Cup instantiated the higher-

order relationship of difference. Chimps that did not undergo that kind of symbolic training could 

not succeed in the task. Hence it seems that prior experience with the external tokens was necessary 

before the chimps could perform successfully. 

 The conclusion that Clark draws from this example concerns the capacity acquired by the 

chimps courtesy of objectification of abstract relationships—a process ‘akin to acquiring a new 

perceptual modality’ (Clark 1998, p. 175). According to Clark (1998, 2002, 2008 Ch. 3.2), the 

chimps in Thompson and colleagues’ study learn to solve a complex problem because of 

representational re-coding. Chimps would be able to symbolically re-code complex abstract 

relationships into iconically equivalent, simple, usable objects. Clark suggests that this capacity 

leveraged the experience with the plastic tokens, which enabled the chimps to target their attention 

and capacities for learning to new perceptible objects, and probably to acquire new mental 

representations. Such mental representations could stand in for the abstract regularities instantiated 

by the plastic tokens. Thus, for example, when the chimps faced a pair of identical objects, they 

could retrieve a mental representation associated to the same-relationship. When the chimps were 

confronted with two pairs of objects like Shoe/Shoe and Cup/Cup, they could retrieve and use two 
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representations of plastic tokens of the same type. The task was thereby reduced to the first-order 

problem of recognizing that two tokens were of the same type. Let’s now reconstruct Clark’s 

argument with his case-study in hand. 

 Clark’s first step consists in showing that words, labels and tags are tools that enable 

representational re-coding. Language, that is, enables us to objectify our thoughts and ideas in the 

same way experience with plastic tokens enabled the chimps to objectify abstract relationships. 

Language, according to Clark, would compress abstract regularities into basic cognitive objects. 

Such cognitive objects can make possible new domains of thinking. And in these new cognitive 

domains, the computational space we have to search in order to solve a certain problem would be 

dramatically reduced (Clark and Thornton 1997). These cognitive objects can enter a process of 

objectification themselves, thereby allowing us to create and explore further cognitive domains. 

 The second step in Clark’s argument is important. Clark argues that moral cognition is a 

new domain of thinking made possible by the kind of representational re-coding enabled by 

language. Our use of public language enables us to compress abstract relations and features in 

cognitive objects anchored to moral labels and maxims. Normative talk would render certain 

features and abstract relationships visible and usable for us, just as experience with plastic tokens 

rendered abstract relations-between-relations visible and usable for chimps. The normative space of 

morality, according to Clark, is a virtual, higher-order cognitive realm; and norms, duties, rights, 

promises, commandments and obligations are examples of objects that populate such a realm. 

According to Clark, therefore, it is a process of objectification empowered by our use of language 

that makes moral thinking possible and builds up our unique norm-hungriness: our capacity to 

create, learn and act upon social norms. 

 I am not persuaded by Clark’s argument. I agree with Clark that language plays an important 

role in the unfolding of the social-normative space we inhabit, but I am not convinced by the second 

step in his argument. Specifically, I am not convinced that the kind of representational re-coding 
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described by Clark as empowered by language is necessary for the rise of moral thinking and in 

particular for making possible a social-normative space. Human norm-hungriness does not probably 

follow from ‘getting language going.’ Central aspects of our peculiar norm-hungriness would rather 

depend on florid control. 

 I am sympathetic, instead, with aspects of both Churchland’s (1996, 2000) and Haugeland’s 

(2002) accounts. On the one hand, I agree with Churchland that the very possibility of moral 

cognition does not depend on a linguistic apparatus. On the other, I am attracted by Haugeland’s 

idea that humans’ peculiar norm-hungriness might depend on some neural innovation. 

 

Why Language Could Not Be Necessary for Moral Thinking 

Is the capacity enabled by re-coding, and displayed by the chimps in Thompson and colleagues’ 

study, causally necessary for creating and successfully exploring a complex social-normative space? 

To answer this question let’s consider the case of macaque monkeys. Macaque monkeys can judge 

whether two objects are identical on the basis of their physical features or of category similarity. 

They fail, however, in the type of high-order reasoning task where chimps can succeed (Thompson 

and Oden 1998). So, they seem to lack a capacity for representational re-coding as rich as that of 

chimps. Let us now pause and make clear the point of the argument that I am about to make. 

 It seems plausible that there is a spectrum of social behaviours and customs, some of which 

are better described as ‘moral’ (or ‘social-normative’) when they reach a certain level of complexity 

and abstraction. Now, in light of Clark’s case-study, it may be expected that creatures with a richer 

capacity for representational re-coding will present more complex customs and social behaviour 

than creatures lacking this capacity. If this is not the case, then the support provided by Clark’s 

case-study to his thesis would be weakened. For not only re-coding would be causally unnecessary 

for proficient social navigation of a non-moral kind—with which Clark would agree—but it would 
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also make little or even no difference in the relative complexity of one’s social behaviour and 

customs. So, the creation and exploration of a certain social space of thinking, whose degree of 

complexity and abstraction would induce us to more properly call it a ‘genuinely moral’ (or ‘socio-

normative’) space of thinking, might not be down to the capacity to use tags and labels to represent 

abstract, complex relationships in one’s social world. The point of the argument I am about to lay 

down is then that even if we suppose that language is necessary for moral thinking, that is not 

because the role that language plays here is a kind of representational re-coding. Therefore, Clark’s 

case-study in support of his thesis is unconvincing. 

 Let us then consider how macaque monkeys’ limited capacity for representational re-coding 

affects the complexity of their social space of thinking. One famous study by Dasser (1988) with 

long-tailed macaques shows that the ability to recognize others’ social relations—arguably an 

essential ability for successfully interacting with other agents—may depend on mechanisms other 

than representational re-coding. Macaques were trained to view photographs of other familiar 

members of their group. The photographs were either of a mother and her offspring, or of two 

unrelated group members. After training with the same mother-offspring pairing, the monkeys 

could successfully judge whether novel combinations were a mother-offspring pair or a pair of 

unrelated individuals. Macaques displayed a capacity to recognize a social concept such as mother-

offspring independent of the physical characteristics of the particular individuals involved. In fact, 

the pictures of mother-offspring pairs included mothers with infant daughters, mothers with adult 

daughters, and mothers with sons. 

 Another study, by Bovet and Washburn (2003), shows that rhesus macaques (Macaca 

mulatta) are able to categorize unfamiliar conspecifics on the basis of their dominance relations. 

Here, the monkeys were confronting video-clips of agonistic interactions of unknown individuals of 

their same species. After some observations, the monkeys were able to successfully recognize the 

dominant monkey in each interaction. 
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 These two examples show that animals such as macaque monkeys, who cannot reason 

analogically, can nevertheless build up complex social knowledge just from observation and 

experience with conspecifics. Although it is widely believed that chimpanzees, and great apes in 

general, have more complex social cognitive capacities than monkeys, the difference is in fact not 

significant—and it is probable that this belief stems from a bias of researchers of animal cognition 

and behaviour in favor of chimps rather than from careful empirical investigation (Tomasello and 

Call 1997, p. 350). The social space navigated by macaque monkeys is of comparable complexity as 

the social space of chimps notwithstanding their inability for the kind of representational re-coding 

required by analogical reasoning. Hence, representational re-coding is not causally necessary for 

making possible complex social knowledge and for proficient social navigation. More importantly, 

if re-coding does not make a significant difference in the complexity and level of abstraction of 

one’s social space of thinking, then the capacity to use tags or labels to represent abstract, complex 

relationships might not be necessary to make possible a distinct realm of thinking, in which 

behaviour would be more readily characterized as ‘ genuinely moral.’ Even assuming that language 

is necessary for moral thinking, that is probably not because the role that language plays here is a 

type of representational re-coding. So, Clark’s case-study does not seem to support his thesis. 

 It should be noted that there is no claim in Clark’s argument that chimps have more complex 

social knowledge or social structures courtesy of their capacity for analogical reasoning. His point 

with the chimps’ case-study is to provide us with a (non-linguistic, non-moral) example in support 

of the claim that language, as an artifact, makes possible new cognitive domains. This is plausible 

and I agree on the general claim that re-coding is a formidable way to make available new cognitive 

objects, which can be used for further thought. Nonetheless, the point remains that if animals like 

macaque monkeys, who have a limited capacity for representational re-coding, present a level of 

social expertise similar to that of animals like chimps, who are more skillful in re-coding, then the 
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emergence of the complexity and abstraction distinct of a social-normative space is probably not 

empowered by re-coding. 

 Moral thinking, I suggest, might just consist of a type of know-how that we share with 

‘baboon troops, wolf packs, dolphin schools, chimpanzee groups, lion prides, and so on’ 

(Churchland 2000, p. 297). In many of these animals we don’t witness a capacity for 

representational re-coding, yet they do display ‘the same complex ebb and flow of thoughtful 

sharing, mutual defense, fair competition, familial sacrifice, staunch alliance, minor deception, 

major treachery, and the occasional outright ostracism that we see displayed in human societies’ 

(Ibid.). 

 Pattern-recognition, emotional expression and recognition, and certain types of social 

learning might suffice for animals like macaques to perform successfully in the tasks described 

above and, more generally, to proficiently navigate what can be arguably considered a social-

normative space, as opposed to a merely-social one (Churchland 2011). Those monkeys had 

extensive interaction with other conspecifics before confronting the experimental tasks. In the 

course of such interactions, macaques could learn that certain patterns of cues correspond to certain 

abstract relationships (e.g. grooming, parenting, sexual interaction, fights, alliances). The 

identification of different types of relationships need not depend on recollection of all the specific 

elements instantiated in particular cases. Rather, as suggested by Churchland (1996, 2000), it can 

depend on prototype-based cognitive constructs, which deliver the statistical central tendency of a 

large number of concrete exemplars many of which can differ in important ways from the others. If 

macaques can extract and keep track of different social prototypes across contexts, and act upon 

them, then they may successfully deal with new social situations by recalling what prototype best 

corresponds to the particular pattern of cues in that context. 

 Such library of prototypes, moreover, might get imbued with normative value after patterns 

of affectively-charged rewards and punishments are received in a given situation (Ibid., Ch.2). 
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Assume that a sufficient number of macaques are willing to punish other macaques for behaving in 

a way b, which is harmful to the group members. When macaques assist to behaviour b, they may 

have certain prototypes associated to b or to aspects of b. If some macaques engaging in b are 

punished, then b will probably get discounted: macaques will tend to avoid engaging in b in certain 

circumstances. While rewarding objects and events make agents come back for more, negative-

valenced objects and events tend to be avoided. Thus some of the prototypes associated to b might 

acquire a negative valence. For example, when the macaques that are at a lower level in the social 

hierarchy eat berries in certain circumstances, other macaques may punish them. Under certain 

circumstances, that is, eating berries when you are at a lower level in the hierarchy is a behaviour 

that will tend to be discounted. Thus, the macaques might learn that some types of behaviours, 

which are represented in certain ways, cause the delivery of affectively-charged punishment, and if 

they want to avoid punishment, they should behave in certain ways rather than others in certain 

circumstances. In this sense some prototypes can acquire value. There is in fact evidence that 

animals like macaques can ‘divide the world into distinct in-groups and out groups, associate and 

categorize novel stimuli associated with these groups, and valence these groups as “good” or 

“bad”—all in the absence of language.’ (Mahajan et al. 2011, p. 401). 

 Now, even if my argument thus far is sound, my proposal would still face an important 

problem. The trial-and-error learning, pattern-recognition, and emotional capacities on which moral 

cognition might just depend are common to most animal species. But humans—unlike other 

animals—do seem to display a peculiar norm-hungriness, as also Haugeland (2002) suggests. If we 

take this apparent difference seriously, what could account for it? The next subsection will begin to 

address this issue by explaining human norm-hungriness in terms of florid control. The third section 

will identify further features characteristic of human morality that, unlike florid control, depend on 

language. 
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Human Norm-Hungriness and Florid Control 

Could some capacity enabled by some neural innovation account for at least some central aspect of 

our peculiar norm-hungriness, as surmised by Haugeland (2002)? 

 As the prefrontal cortex is reliably involved in most of what it’s taken to be distinctively 

human forms of thinking and capacities, one promising way to answer this question so as to begin 

understanding our idiosyncratic norm-hungriness is to point to some capacity enabled by the human 

prefrontal cortex (on this point see also Preuss 2009; Stone 2007). Pursuing this approach, my 

hypothesis is that some central aspect of humans’ peculiar norm-hungriness depends on humans’ 

florid control, which is enabled by the concerted interaction between our prefrontal cortex and the 

dopaminergic system. 

 The prefrontal cortex (PFC) is the neo-cortical region most complicated in primates. It 

comprises an ensemble of interconnected areas organized such that they can send and receive neural 

projections from the sensory and motor systems, and many sub-cortical areas. Compared to other 

mammals, humans evolved large brains, with a disproportional enlargement of the PFC relative to 

body size (Kaas and Preuss, 2008). Human PFC differs not just in size but also presents much more 

morphological complexity (Stone 2007; Preuss 2011). Among the advantages derived from a larger 

and more complicated PFC, there seem to be sophisticated capacities such as high-level, flexible 

goal pursuit, planning, selective attention, and working memory (Fuster 2008). 

 The dopaminergic system in the basal ganglia and brainstem is just behind the PFC. The 

dopaminergic system is known to play major roles in motor control, learning, motivation and 

reward-based decision-making (for review see Seamans and Durstewitz 2008; Redgrave 2007). 

Between the PFC and dopamine neurons in the basal ganglia there are strong bidirectional 

connections which probably indicates that the interaction between PFC and dopaminergic system in 

the basal ganglia could serve specialized functions: there is evidence that the PFC could exert top-

down regulatory control over the ascending modulatory signals from the brainstem (Robbins and 
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Arnsten 2009), while phasic dopamine signals could attend to the gating of new information to the 

PFC (Cohen, Braver and Brown 2002). Although the human neo-cortex does not seem to present an 

increase of dopaminergic innervation in comparison to the neo-cortex of other species, humans 

present some significant innovations in the morphology of dopamine cortical innervations, which 

also tells for a specialized role of dopamine in cortical organization occurred in the evolution of the 

human brain (Raghanti et al. 2008). Neuropharmacological research also shows that PFC functions 

such as self-control and attention are highly sensitive to changes in dopamine levels (Robbins and 

Arnsten 2009). 

 Given all the cognitive functions for which the concerted activity of the PFC and the 

dopaminergic system are necessary, it shouldn’t be surprising that they are also crucially implicated 

in social cognition and moral judgement (Forbes and Grafman 2010). But what could the interaction 

between PFC and dopaminergic system have to do with human norm-hungriness? 

 My hypothesis is that among the functions enabled by such interactions there is what can be 

called florid control. A central aspect of our peculiar norm-hungriness could be accounted for by 

the human capacity for florid control. This is the capacity to value and pursue “biologically-

arbitrary” thoughts and behaviours in the face of distracting stimuli, disruptive emotions, competing 

drives and intentions. Florid control comprises two distinct capacities: the capacity to value 

biologically-arbitrary thoughts and behaviours, and the capacity to maintain and follow through 

thoughts and behaviours while ignoring potential distractive stimuli and suppressing competing and 

disruptive information. The human dopaminergic system would support mainly the former capacity; 

the PFC would be essential for the latter. 

 Biological-arbitrary beliefs and behaviours are those that do not obviously contribute to life 

maintenance and reproduction. More precisely, by engaging in biologically-arbitrary behaviour, 

organisms reduce their survival and reproduction prospects, but they neither reduce nor increase 

other organisms’ survival and reproduction prospects. Chastity and hunger-strike are examples of 
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biologically-arbitrary behaviours. The human dopaminergic system would enable any biologically-

arbitrary belief or behaviour to be able to gain the status of primary reward like food and water. 

Montague (2007) describes such a capacity as a uniquely human ‘superpower.’ What could make 

this ‘superpower’ possible is a specific pattern of dopaminergic signaling that encourages the rest of 

our cognitive system to pursue certain beliefs and behaviours while increasing the relative valuation 

of stimuli that predict them. Phasic dopamine signals might allow such highly-valued beliefs and 

behaviours to gain access into the PFC (Montague, Hyman and Cohen 2004). 

 Once such beliefs or behaviours gain this access, they can become intrinsically motivating 

courtesy of the control enabled by prefrontal activity. In some cases these beliefs and behaviours 

correspond to social norms and normative behaviour. Thus they can lead us to comply with social 

norms ‘even when there is little prospect for instrumental gain, future reciprocation or enhanced 

reputation, and when the chance of being detected for failing to comply with the norm is very small’ 

(Sripada and Stich, 2007, p. 285). Human norm-compliers would be able to ignore distracting 

stimuli and suppress disruptive, competing motivations in the pursuit of the social norms they are 

hungry for. 

 Florid control, it is noteworthy, needs not be conscious. ‘A firmly held goal often means that 

potential distractions are nonconsciously ignored, and that disruptive emotions or drives are 

nonconsciously suppressed. When social niceties become “second nature,” one does not have to 

consciously work out what to do, or consciously suppress intentions that could intrude and make for 

awkwardness’ (Suhler and Churchland 2009, p. 345). Consciousness therefore is not the mark of 

florid control. 

 Other animals do not display norm-hungriness of the kind displayed by humans, at least 

partly, because they lack florid control. Other animals, unlike humans, cannot be motivated to 

comply with any social norm. They do not appear to be able to bestow value onto biologically-

arbitrary behavioural patterns. Although they display a capacity to exercise control and select 
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appropriate actions in the pursuit of their goals, their control is not florid. Other animals do not 

seem to be able to display control over behaviours that do not bring at least some apparent benefit to 

their group, to others or to themselves. 

 In social situations, other animals might pay attention to what others do, and rely on their 

past experience to learn what behaviour is most appropriate in that situation. Once the appropriate 

behavioural pattern has been learned, they might act on it. But they cannot act on a pattern of 

behaviour in spite of the rewards and punishments delivered by others. Dogs, chimps and other non-

human mammals have complex social knowledge, can be sensitive to subtle cues in their social 

environments, they can care for their juveniles, mates, kin and affiliates, can display articulate 

forms of social interaction, they might even attribute mental states (see e.g. de Waal and Tyack 

2003). What non-human animals cannot do is to comply with norms of chastity or hunger-strike. 

 Before moving on, it bears emphasis that there is a point of genuine disagreement between 

Clark and me here. Clark, in fact, holds that language, via the representational re-coding that it 

enables, is necessary to make available a social-normative domain of thinking. If, for example, dogs 

cannot comply with a norm of chastity, that is because patterns of behaviour of certain types are 

unavailable to dogs’ minds. And, in turn, this is because dogs lack language. We can comply with a 

norm of chastity because we possess language, and language makes our minds sensitive to patterns 

of behaviour like chastity. For Clark, therefore, language is necessary for our peculiar norm-

hungriness. It should now be clear that I deny this claim. 

 If we understand ‘chastity’ as abstention from all sexual intercourse, creatures with no 

language do not seem to be necessarily blind to the corresponding behavioural pattern. Some non-

human animals like macaques or baboons possess complex social knowledge, which can be 

acquired courtesy of pattern recognition and social learning, driven by other agents’ rewards and 

punishments or by imitation. Macaques—we have seen—can recognize social concepts like mother-

offspring. Baboons seem to understand ‘in what matriline every animal belongs, how the matrilines 
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are ranked relative to each other, and who ranks where within each matriline’ (Churchland 2011, p. 

127). Moreover, some non-human animals such as macaques and baboons do act on this type of 

complex social knowledge, as they engage in altruistic behaviour,
2
 show empathy, punish norm 

violators, reconcile after fights, and regulate behaviour in their communities with subtle policies 

concerning, for example, grooming and food sharing (e.g. Churchland 2011; de Waal 1996; de 

Waal and Tyack 2003). 

 Given this capacity to acquire rich social knowledge and to act upon it, and given the 

saliency of a behavioural pattern like chastity, it does not appear wildly implausible that the concept 

of chastity could be available to the minds of some non-human animals. But even if such a concept 

is available to their minds, non-humans animals couldn’t comply with a norm of chastity because 

they lack florid control. Non-human animals could not value any biologically-arbitrary behavioural 

pattern and they could not exercise control resistant to competing drives and distracting information 

so that they can act on such a pattern. It seems unlikely that dogs, baboons and macaques can act 

upon norms of chastity not because they lack language, but because they lack florid control. 

 

Causal Influences of Language on Moral Cognition. A Map 

Language can have important specific causal effects on moral cognition and social decision-

making. Clark identifies and discusses more extensively one such consequence: language would 

bias selective attention during moral problem-solving (Clark 1996; 2000a, Sec. 3). The remainder of 

the paper integrates Clark’s discussion by identifying five further effects that rules, normative 

maxims, moral discourse, and language more generally can have on moral cognition. Moral 

instructions can modulate the degree to which rewards and punishments impact social learning; 

                                                 
2
 The fact that some non-human animals engage in altruistic behaviour does not clash with my suggestion that non-

human animals cannot be motivated to engage in biologically-arbitrary behaviour. In fact, unlike biologically-arbitrary 

behaviour as characterised above, altruistic behaviour is defined as behaviour that has both costly fitness consequences 

to the actors and beneficial fitness consequences to others. 
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moral labels can trigger looping effects; language bootstraps moral thinking into meta-ethics; it 

makes possible a ‘psychological state’ that Allan Gibbard’s (1990, Ch. 4) calls accepting norms; 

and, perhaps most important, language and moral discourse enable systemic moral thought. I 

concisely explain each in turn now. 

 Clark argues for a special, although not exclusive, causal role of linguistically encoded 

norms and summary principles on individual processes of selective attention and decision-making. 

To illustrate the point Clark (1996, pp. 118-119) recalls Kirsh and Maglio’s (1992) analysis of the 

performance of Tetris players. Kirsh and Maglio argue that expert Tetris players rely both on 

reactive, pattern-completing cognitive mechanisms, and on linguaform, high-level normative 

policies which they use to monitor the processes of the former. Normative policies express how 

things ought to be, that is something the agent should be concerned about. Examples of these 

policies are ‘Don’t cluster in the center,’ ‘Keep the contour flat,’ ‘Avoid piece dependencies’ (Kirsh 

and Maglio, 1992, pp. 8-9, quoted in Clark, 1996, p. 119). Such policies would bias the processes of 

selective attention thereby determining the input to the reactive, pattern-completing mechanisms. 

After this bias, Tetris players’ behaviour tends to be in line with the policy, and performance 

improves. 

 Clark suggests that the same might apply in the moral domain: explicitly formulated 

summary rules and moral maxims ‘may help us monitor the outputs of our online, morally reactive 

agencies. When such outputs depart from those demanded by such policies, we may be led to focus 

attention on such aspects of input vectors as might help us bring our outputs back into line’ (Clark 

1996, p. 119). The idea is that the maxims, laws, normative policies and the linguaform moral rules 

can bias the workings of our more basic pattern-recognition capacities. Rules would flag cases 

where current moral practices diverge from the normative ideal, and ultimately they influence our 

judgements and decisions and lead us to conform to what ought to be the case. 
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 Clark’s suggestion needs qualification. Casual observation indicates that much social 

behaviour is inconsistent with linguistically-codified rules which people are aware of. One reason 

why this is so is because one’s decision to follow a rule in some situation is significantly influenced 

by what she believes most people do in that situation. When the majority’s behaviour in some 

situation is inconsistent with the rule, people may not expect to be punished if they break that rule. 

Hence, under the causal pressure of information about what people typically do, selective attention 

seems to discount what is prescribed or proscribed by some normative policy. 

 In the case of games like Tetris there are specific standards of success. If we don’t follow 

those standards and don’t try to implement some normative policy, the game will be over soon. In 

the social domain, instead, we don’t have specific standards of success. In general, if people don’t 

have a particular personal concern to follow a rule, and the rule flies in the face of typical behaviour 

of the majority, information collected courtesy of learning and direct observation will be the major 

causal determinant of their behaviour. 

 It seems then that laws and linguistically encoded social norms tend to have grips on 

people’s selective attention and decision-making only if they are consistent with information about 

what most people do (Bicchieri and Xiao 2008). Normative messages that focus on evidence that 

most people engage in some desirable behaviour are more effective than messages that focus 

attention on the detrimental consequences of norm violation. For example, in hotel rooms we often 

find cards asking us to reuse our towels for the sake of helping save the environment or to save 

resource. But the message communicated by these cards is often ineffective: ‘Within the statement 

“Look at all the people who are doing this undesirable thing” lurks the powerful and undercutting 

message… “Look at all the people who are doing it”’ (Cialdini 2003, p. 105). When people’s 

attention is drawn to the fact that the majority of guests do reuse their towels when asked, towel 

reuse increases significantly (Goldstein et al. 2008). The causal effect of rules and normative 

policies is often optimized when they are aligned with information about what people typically do. 
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 A second effect that verbal instructions and rules can have on moral cognition concerns 

learning. Besides trial-and-error learning, verbal instruction is an efficient means to learn how to 

navigate the social environment. Recent computational and neuroimaging work indicates that verbal 

information can have significant impact on reward learning (Doll et al. 2009; Li et al. 2011). When 

reliable verbal instructions are available, we can assign less weight to observed feedback which can 

spare us multiple errors and learn more quickly. 

 Doll et al. (2009) have developed two neurocomputational models that could explain the 

precise effect of verbal information on reward learning: an ‘override’ and a ‘bias model’. In the 

first, the striatum—a subcortical brain region and major target of dopaminergic neurons—learns 

cue-reward probabilities as experienced, but is overridden by the PFC—where instructed 

information would be encoded—at the level of the decision output. In the bias model action 

selection and learning supported by the striatum are biased by rules and instructions encoded in the 

PFC. 

 These types of models are first attempts to explain the roles and interactions of different 

types of information affecting learning and decision-making. Yet it is not clear why linguaform 

information influences learning and behaviour in some cases and do not in others. Perhaps, verbal 

instructions and linguaform moral rules have special impact on how people learn from feedback in 

complex and social situations where basic reinforcement learning may not be the most efficient way 

for social navigation. 

 Third, normative talk and moral labels can have a looping effect on our moral judgement and 

behaviour (Hacking 1995). Hacking argues that the creation and spread of labels like ‘child abuse,’ 

‘multiple personality disorder,’ ‘teen-age pregnancy’ can causally affect the ways we think about 

and interact with the objects they refer to. The labels and classifications we use to identify a certain 

human kind influence social behaviour towards the individuals that fall into that category. At the 

same time such labels shape the self-understanding and behaviour of those that are categorized. The 
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looping effect ‘is about how a causal understanding, if known by those who are understood, can 

change their character, can change the kind of person that they are. This can lead to a change in the 

causal understanding itself’ (Hacking 1995, p. 351). The use of linguistic labels to sort out people 

can affect what we classify, the classifier and the classifications itself, thereby making possible new 

ways of self-knowledge. 

 Language, importantly, bootstraps thinking into meta-ethics: an abstract reflection on views, 

presuppositions and commitments of those who engage in moral debate and practice. Meta-ethics is 

a species of second-order thinking, which is very probably a major consequence of language. As 

already noticed, words and sentences can in fact serve as anchors for what Clark terms ‘thinking 

about thinking’ (Clark 1997, p. 209; Clark 2006b): The capacity to think about our own thoughts, 

reasons or cognitive profile. ‘To formulate a thought in words (or on paper) is to create an object 

available to ourselves and to others and, as an object, it is the kind of thing we can have thoughts 

about’ (Clark 2006b, p. 372). Linguistic formulations of moral thoughts create the conditions for 

meta-ethics: ‘creates the stable attendable structure to which subsequent thinkings can attach.’ 

(Ibid.). Normative statements and moral discourse become ‘anchors’ for reflecting about the 

meaning, the psychological presuppositions, and the epistemological and metaphysical 

commitments of our own moral thinking. Related to meta-ethical thinking are the last two effects of 

language on moral cognition, on which I wish to focus. These two effects are the capacity to accept 

a norm, as Gibbard’s (1990) calls it, and systemic moral thought, which, perhaps most clearly, 

distinguishes human morality from non-human morality.
3
 Let’s start from Gibbard’s (1990) notion 

of accepting a norm. 

                                                 
3
 Churchland (2011, p. 26) writes: ‘Of course only humans have human morality. But that is not news, simply a tedious 

tautology. One might as well note that only marmoset have marmoset morality, and so on down the line. We can agree 

that ants are not moral in the way humans are, and that baboon and bonobo social behavior is much closer to our own.’ 
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 In Wise Choices, Apt Feelings, Gibbard aims to understand the relationship between 

morality and rationality in a way that fits with a picture of ourselves as members of an evolved 

species facing recurrent bargaining situations. One of the basic notion in Gibbard’s (1990) account 

is that of accepting a norm, which ‘is a significant kind of psychological state,’ causally dependent 

on normative discussion, that enables the sort of rational coordination required by human social life 

(Ibid., p. 55). Gibbard explains that ‘the state of accepting a norm … is identified by its place in a 

syndrome of tendencies toward action and avowal—a syndrome produced by the language-infused 

system of coordination peculiar to human beings. The system works through discussion of absent 

situations, and it allows for the delicate adjustments of coordination that human social life requires’ 

(Ibid., p. 75, emphases added). 

 Gibbard’s notion of accepting a norm seems to pick out a psychological phenomenon that 

consists in the motivation to sincerely avow and act upon certain behaviour patterns that evolved 

because of the advantages of coordination and planning through language. Successful coordination 

and planning in the bargaining situations faced by complexly social species like ours require 

normative discussion about what to do, think or feel in those, currently absent, situations. Within 

normative discussion, agents tend to be responsive to what others could demand and need in such 

future or possible social situations, and to be influenced by the avowals of others. The acceptance of 

norms, in this sense, arises from and is influenced by normative discussion about coordination in 

currently absent social situations. Thus, norms acceptance depends on and is influenced by 

language. 

 The last effect of language on moral cognition that I shall put into focus is systemic moral 

thought. By ‘systemic’ I refer to the kinds of effects of moral thought. Non-human animals’ moral 

cognition can have only local effects. Courtesy of language, instead, human moral thought can 

spread throughout space and time by creating cognitive niches that foster a normative explosion 

(Clark 2006b). Such niches correspond to social structures such as families, churches, governments, 
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markets, legal systems, post offices, hospitals, universities, museums, theatres and so forth. In such 

niches norms get propagated and become themselves objects of moral thinking. Churches, schools 

and museums not only secure that norms are transmitted by facilitating that people are instructed in 

the endorsement of evaluative, behavioural and epistemic norms. More importantly, they provide us 

with the conditions to bring normative considerations to bear on norms themselves. Social 

structures like churches, schools and museums are niches, that is, where normative thought can be 

objectified thereby promoting a normative explosion where higher-order norms can emerge to 

manage our endorsement of lower-order norms. 

 Language is an essential prerequisite for the creation and policing of these social structures 

(Searle 1995). Language is necessary for the creation of such structures because it provides us with 

a unique means to collectively represent something as having a certain status beyond its physical 

features. For example, once a certain building is collectively represented and accepted as having the 

status of a school, and such collective representation and acceptance is common knowledge, then 

that building can perform functions that it could not perform before. Language is a unique means to 

grant a certain status to a something and to make common knowledge its purposes, the legitimate 

moves with it and within it, the roles attached to different agents engaging with it and within in it. 

 Language makes possible also to effectively police and give shape to these structures. We 

can manage and direct such complex structures only because language enables us to reflect on 

maxims, labels and moral summaries and categories; language enables us to make normative 

considerations concerning norms themselves. Thus we can manage such social structures so as to 

facilitate the attainment of determinate effects on the community as a whole, or direct their function 

towards new purposes. Therefore, although language probably does not constitute a moral domain 

of thinking, it dramatically changes its scope. Language is constitutive of systemic moral thought as 

it enables and fosters local effects of moral thought to spread systemically and reiteratively across 

space and time. 
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Conclusion 

Does moral cognition depend on language? This question has received relatively little attention 

within the interdisciplinary project of understanding human morality. This paper has explored this 

topic by focusing on Andy Clark’s case for a discursive construction of the moral space. The claims 

defended in the paper are the following: Language is probably not constitutive of the moral 

thinking. Moral cognition is a kind of skill consisting of basic capacities of pattern-recognition, 

emotional expression/recognition and social learning. Humans’ peculiar norm-hungriness might be 

underlain by the unique human capacity for florid control. 

 It is important to note that much of the disagreement between Clark and me is genuine, as it 

does not merely hinge on how ‘morality’ is best defined. The second section, for example, already 

explained how our views on the role of language in humans’ norm-hungriness differ. Another point 

of genuine disagreement that is worth pointing out concerns whether language is necessary for 

agents’ committing to certain ways of behaving in a community. As noted above, moral 

commitment, for Clark, appears only in moral debate. Moral behaviour would demand a 

‘commitment to finding routes through moral space that accommodate multiple perspective and 

points of view’ (Clark 2000b, pp. 309-10). Language would make such a commitment possible by 

creating the conditions for agents to enter and solve moral clashes. 

 Unless ‘moral commitment’ is understood as ‘accepting a norm’ in Gibbard’s (1990) sense 

explained in the previous section, I’m not convinced that debate and argument are the only ways to 

make moral commitments and displays of such commitments possible. There are non-linguistic 

ways that create the conditions for agents to pursue a practical agenda in a community. Non-

linguistic agents can commit themselves to certain types of courses of action in a community and 

display their commitments by relying, for example, on a suite of moral emotions (see Rowlands 

2012 on the role of the emotions in animals’ qualifying as acting for moral reasons). Emotions like 
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anger or guilt can commit agents to pursue specific courses of actions even contrary to their 

immediate material self-interest (Frank 1988). Since emotions are typically visible to others and can 

be hard to fake, they also function as signaling devices. Anger, for example, would signal to others 

a commitment to aggressive behaviour. Being committed to aggressive behaviour and signaling this 

commitment could prevent other agents from acting on certain behavioural patterns, and thereby 

clashes could be avoided. If clashes cannot be avoided, being committed to certain emotions can 

still prompt ways for solving practical issues. Sex or fights are two such ways: they are ways of 

solving moral clashes divorced from argument and debate. Hence, the emotions seem to be a non-

linguistic means to ‘finding routes through moral space that accommodate multiple perspective and 

points of view’ (Clark 2000b, pp. 309-10). 

 Note that there are also points where I substantially agree with Clark. I agree that linguaform 

normative policies, moral maxims and rules have sundry, powerful effects on moral cognition and 

on our capacities for moral problem-solving, moral reflection, social learning and decision-making. 

The third section of this paper elucidated some such effects, pointing out that the language-

dependent capacities for meta-ethics, accepting a norm and systemic moral thought most clearly 

distinguish human from non-human morality. 

 There are a number of significant questions overlooked by this paper. Language is important 

to account for our meta-normative practices, for our own moral self-understanding and for 

communicative effects like ‘cheap talk’ and ‘signaling’ during social interaction. Which features of 

language could be essential to explain these various phenomena? How can language contribute to 

the persistence of certain norms? How can certain uses of language induce pro-social behaviour? In 

virtue of what mechanism? Do language disorders impair the capacity to navigate the moral space? 

More generally, does it make sense to try and identify the aspects, if any, of our moral practice that 

fundamentally distinguish us from other animals? And what kind of empirical evidence can bear on 
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such an issue? These are substantial questions that future research in moral psychology should 

explore. 
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