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Preface

 

Primatologists claim that the minds of chimpanzees and bonobos are not so very different from the human mind: after all, they may possess some rudimentary theory of mind, exhibit some kinds of altruism, be capable of simple tool use, and take part in complex social interactions. Yet neither chimpanzees nor bonobos have developed anything remotely resembling human language, not to mention discovering something akin to the general theory of relativity, composing Die Kunst der Fuge or writing The Brothers Karamazov. The evolutionary gap between our species may be relatively small, but the cultural difference is a cavernous abyss. 

The human mind is arguably at its best in science, art and literature. We have managed to uncover (much of) the structure of reality; our technological inventions have reshaped the face of the Earth; we are capable of expressing complex feelings and ideas in music and painting; and we have produced literary masterpieces which speak to the very nature of humanity. All those great achievements are something to be proud of; at the same time, however, they lead to a perceptual shift which successfully obscures the basic mechanisms behind the operations of the human mind. They produce an impression that in order to explain our cultural advantage over other species, one needs to concentrate on t uniquely human capacities such as language use, theory-construction or artistic expression. According to this view, the paradigmatic function of the human mind is to describe reality – in the sciences, in art, and literature. Of course, we undertake action; but action is something derivative: humans are capable of acting rationally, but rational action is always based on a rational – sufficiently justified – account of the relevant aspect of reality.

The problem is that the explanation of how typically human abilities are possible and where they come from cannot proceed in this way. In order to understand what contributed to the cultural abyss between humans and other primates, we need to concentrate on what we share with those other species. This immediately leads to a change in perspective: our minds, similarly to the minds of chimpanzees and bonobos, are primarily tools for acting in the world, not ‘mirrors of reality’. In other words, the human mind must be - at its roots - normative or action-oriented. Only through explaining the mechanisms behind our actions – the mechanisms we largely share with other primates – may we find a satisfactory account of our descriptive capacities for science, art and literature. The road to a successful explanation of the operations of the human mind must lead through its normative foundations. 

The essays collected in this volume constitute an attempt to shed some light on the various dimensions of the normative mind. They differ both in scope and perspective: some are devoted to the general issues connected with the architecture of mind, others pertain to more specific problems, such as moral judgement; some are largely based on the findings of psychology and neuroscience, while others take advantage of philosophical argumentation. They all share, however, a conviction that the explanation of the normative dimension of our mental life constitutes the key to a better understanding of what it means to be human.
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