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Abstract
Any complete account of morality should be able to account for its characteristic normativity; we show that enactivism is 
able to do so while doing justice to the situated and interactive nature of morality. Moral normativity primarily arises in 
interpersonal interaction and is characterized by agents’ possibility of irrevocably changing each other’s autonomies, that is, 
the possibility of harming or expanding each other’s autonomy. We defend that moral normativity, as opposed to social and 
other forms of normativity, regulates and, in some cases, constitutes this very possibility. Agents are thus morally responsible 
for caring about their own and others’ autonomies in interaction. In our conception, moral normativity is embodied, situated, 
and deeply affective, and is constituted in social practices and maintained in interaction. We identify at least two necessary 
conditions for moral normativity to arise as a social practice. The first is our embodied constitution as living beings who 
are precarious and therefore vulnerable and in need of interaction with others and with the environment. The second is our 
sociolinguistic nature, which allows us to exponentially expand our possibilities for action and normatively distinguish among 
them. We finish by drawing a distinction between moral character and the moral content of interactions, which allows us to 
universally recognize the ethical dimensions of all human interaction while doing justice to the situated character of morals.

Keywords  Moral normativity · Ethics · Cognition · Autonomy · Heteronomy · Phenomenology

1  Introduction

In recent years, research has been growing on ethics1 and 
moral cognition from an embodied and enactive perspective. 
Affective, interactive, and phenomenological dimensions of 
ethics and morality have been given attention, and enactive 
accounts of each have been advanced (Colombetti and Tor‑
rance 2009; Loaiza 2019; Urban 2015). Even so, the way 
in which the normativity specific to ethics might be under‑
stood under the enactive approach has not yet been explic‑
itly delineated. This matter is particularly pressing because 

any complete account of ethics and moral cognition should 
be able to account for their characteristic normative nature, 
as opposed to other normative human behaviors, such as 
following social conventions or satisfying individual bio‑
logical needs. This situation feeds the internal and external 
criticisms of embodied approaches that point to the lack of 
specificity of the enactive account of normativity. This paper 
attempts to show how the normativity specific to morality 
might be understood using an enactive approach.

We argue that moral normativity fundamentally arises 
from our vulnerability in interaction, that is, given our pre‑
carious and embodied nature, we are intrinsically vulnerable 
to change, to being changed, and to die. This constitutive 
vulnerability implies that the possibility of being irrevo‑
cably changed is always present in the interaction between 
human agents, as well as in the design of our objects and 
infrastructures and our engagement with them. There is 
an intrinsically moral dimension in these interactions and 
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engagements: agents are responsible for caring about their 
own and others’ autonomies. This means that engagements 
and interactions should ensure possibilities for agents to 
affirm and develop their own identities.

How we care, that is, how we should ensure those pos‑
sibilities, is constituted in social practices the existence of 
which goes beyond individual agents and particular interac‑
tions. Following Steiner and Stewart (2009) and the tradition 
of practice theory in sociology (Schatzki 1996), we conceive 
of these practices as shared patterns of sayings and doings 
in which the meaning of language and human action is con‑
stituted. Moral normativity is a family of social practices 
that constitutes the ethical dimension of all interactions and 
behaviors, and their moral character comes from the fact 
that it concerns the possibility of irrevocably changing the 
other’s autonomy. Despite the different ways in which this 
caring is realized in different social practices, it is univer‑
sally grounded in two ways: first, the vulnerable nature of 
human beings as living organisms and, second, the depend‑
ency of human autonomies on social bonds by which we 
mean that the possibilities of action of human beings are 
deeply tied to their interactions with others.

Autonomy is thus a crucial concept for our proposal for 
two reasons. First, it is a pre-condition for agent interactions 
from an enactive standpoint. Second, we postulate caring 
for the autonomies of the agents as a minimum normative 
exigency for social interactions to qualify as morally accept‑
able interactions. This allows us to properly discern a cross-
cultural and objective moral imperative from those criteria 
that are relative and susceptible to cultural appropriation.

The structure of this paper is as follows. In the next sec‑
tion, we survey the available proposals for understanding 
ethics using an enactive approach. In particular, we discuss 
two accounts: Colombetti and Torrance’s influential pro‑
posal to understand ethics as a phenomenon that emerges 
in interaction, and Métais and Villalobos’s understanding 
of ethics as perceptual mandates that occur in interaction to 
change from selfishness to altruism. Discussing these pro‑
posals allows us, first, to argue that, although agent-agent 
interactions are indeed the object of moral normativity, 
human interactions are always shaped and situated in social 
practices. Second, this discussion allows us to clarify the 
basic requirements that an enactive account of ethics should 
fulfill.

In the third section, we offer our positive account of moral 
normativity. We defend that moral normativity, as opposed 
to social and other forms of normativity, is characterized 
by the fact that it regulates and, in some cases, constitutes 
the possibility of irrevocably changing the other’s auton‑
omy. Agents are thus morally responsible for caring about 
their own and others’ autonomies in interaction. In our 
conception, moral normativity is embodied, situated, and 
deeply affective, and it is constituted in social practices and 

maintained in interaction. We identify at least two necessary 
conditions for moral normativity to arise as a social practice. 
The first is our embodied constitution as living beings who 
are precarious and therefore vulnerable and in need of inter‑
action with others and with the environment. The second 
is our sociolinguistic nature, which allows us to exponen‑
tially expand our possibilities for action and normatively 
distinguish among them. We finish by drawing a distinction 
between the moral character and the moral content of inter‑
actions, which allows us to recognize the universal ethical 
dimensions of all human interaction while doing justice to 
the situated character of morals.

2 � Embodied Ethics

2.1 � Background

Although research on ethics using an enactive approach is 
relatively new, significant progress has been made in the 
last decade. The first enactive approach to ethics was Var‑
ela’s Ethical Know-how (1999), according to which ethics 
arises as an embodied and situated coping with the world 
rather than as a detached judgment, be it deontological or 
consequentialist, of a situation. It took 10 years for the enac‑
tive approach to come back to this topic. In 2009, Colom‑
betti and Torrance proposed a shift of focus from individual 
responsibility to the ethical nuances that emerge in concrete 
interactions, while in 2013, De Souza developed Varela’s 
know-how and outlined a more detailed understanding of 
this practical ethical knowledge and its corresponding ethi‑
cal world, as well as of the conditions in which they arise. 
More recently, various authors, such as Loaiza (2019), 
Urban (2014, 2015), and van Grunsven (2018), have high‑
lighted the convergence between an ethics of care and the 
principles of enactivism, identifying at least three elements 
of convergence: for both approaches, agents are intrinsi‑
cally vulnerable, they make sense of the world and of eth‑
ics by interacting with the world and with others, and their 
cognitive and ethical interactions with others and with the 
world are intrinsically affective. Finally, Métais and Villa‑
lobos (2021) have recently addressed the phenomenological 
dimension of the interactive approach to ethics proposed 
by Colombetti and Torrance, characterizing it by appeal‑
ing to Levinas’s account of moral duty as originating in the 
subjective experience of an ought in the presence of the 
other in interaction. In sum, there are at least two ways in 
which the enactive approach to ethics has been developed: 
one focuses on the interactive dimension of morality, and 
the other zooms out and explores its commonalities with an 
ethics of care as proposed by feminist approaches to ethics.
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Regardless of their focus, these approaches are based on 
the enactive conception of agency and interaction. Agents 
are defined as precarious and autonomous systems. An 
autonomous system is a self-constituted network of pro‑
cesses that self-maintains through time, and its identity is 
precisely such a network. Agents are not only autonomous, 
but they also are precarious which means that these systems 
have to interact constantly with the environment to renew the 
processes that constitute their own identity and to counter‑
act their intrinsic tendency toward decay. The simplest and 
most fundamental form that this can take is metabolism: a 
hungry organism is a system that requires matter and energy 
from the environment to transform them into processes and 
components to maintain its own body. Agents, moved by 
this need, make sense of their interactions in terms of what 
allows them to maintain their autonomous identity, in this 
case, their metabolic identity, and value their interactions 
and the possibilities that the environment offers in terms of 
what is good or bad for their metabolic values.

This conception of agency has led enactivism to defend a 
conception of “autonomy” that differs from the Kantian con‑
ception. In van Grunsven’s words, “Autonomy is not what 
our Kantian tradition suggests, that is, it is not the ability 
to self-sufficiently legislate our own actions by taking up a 
detached rational standpoint that severs us from our habit‑
ual, pre-reflective ties to the world. Rather, living agents 
maintain their autonomy precisely in virtue of a constitutive 
dependency on their environment. As such, autonomy must 
be reconceived relationally” (2018, p. 133).

From this conception of autonomy, two consequences are 
usually drawn, first, the notion of the environment arises as 
a value-laden world of affordances, and second, it makes 
autonomy constitutively interactive and makes interactions 
normative. In van Grunsven’s words: “The autonomy of a 
living being is thus relationally achieved and inextricably 
tied to precarious dependency on, and exposure and percep‑
tual responsiveness to environmental affordances.” (2018, 
p. 135). Accordingly, constitutive dependence arises from 
the precariousness of the organism, which highlights the 
intrinsically relational aspect of agent-environment interac‑
tions. First, due to the precarious and embodied nature of 
agents, they depend on their responsiveness to the relevant 
affordances of the environment to successfully achieve their 
self-constitution. Second, autonomy is individual in so far 
it seeks to maintain the agent’s identity, but it can only be 
realized by agents through interaction. From the precarious‑
ness, and the self-individuating and self-maintaining nature 
living systems, a basic norm of interaction is established 
for the organism that allows it to maintain its identity. Such 
normativity is intrinsic to the organism because it emerges 
from its autonomy, from its own internal organization, and 
not from external parameters. This means that an autono‑
mous and adaptive system evaluates its environment based 

on the normativity that arises from its own self-production 
in terms of a dual valence (or neutral): attraction or repul‑
sion, approach or escape (Weber and Varela 2002), but it 
can only be realized through interaction with the world. This 
is a biological sort of normativity, which is individual or 
self-directed and arises from the metabolic needs of the sys‑
tem itself. This normative interaction with the environment 
monitored and regulated by the agent with respect to its own 
need of self-maintenance is known in the enactive literature 
as sense-making.

Our human identities are metabolic in so far as we are liv‑
ing bodies, but our bodily and social constitution makes up 
our identities and, therefore, our values extend way beyond 
mere metabolic maintenance. The identity of a human agent 
comprises various layers of “micro-identities,” as Varela 
(1991) has called them, which are constituted by the patterns 
of activities and interaction of the agent in different socio-
cultural contexts and that constitute together the identity of 
an agent. For example, a person enacts different patterns of 
activity and interaction as a lawyer, as a mother, as a hiker, 
etc., and these make up who she is. Micro-identities must 
be frequently enacted to be maintained, meaning that the 
pattern of activities and interactions that constitute a micro-
identity must be maintained over time by their repetition (Di 
Paolo et al. 2017, Chap. 6).

It is worth noting that patterns do not strictly determine 
the future activities and interactions that the agent must 
perform to maintain their identity. Rather, the direction 
that patterns take in the future and their very continuation 
depends on the possibility of action and interaction that the 
agent selects among many others in the here and now, and 
in that sense, patterns and therefore agents’ identities are 
intrinsically open-ended. Note, moreover, that the need for 
interaction with others and with the environment to preserve 
one’s identity renders agents vulnerable: their autonomy can 
be compromised by how their interactions with others and 
with the world unfold by closing opportunities for agents to 
further maintain their own identities. This vulnerability is 
one of the key convergences of enactivism and an ethics of 
care and will prove to be crucial for any enactive account 
of ethics.

There seems to be a tension in the conception of indi‑
vidual autonomy and its relational aspect in the enactive 
account. On the one hand, the constitution of the multi‑
ple human identities is primarily linked to the intentional 
actions of others. Based on Thompson (2007), van Grunsven 
(2018) explains that human autonomy is socially dependent 
as follows: “Enactivists approach the emergence of human 
autonomous selfhood by foregrounding that “in our human 
case,” our interactive “perceptual and motor attunement 
to the world … is primarily to an environment of … the 
intentional actions of others” (Thompson 2007, p. 80, cited 
in van Grunsven 2018, p. 137). Hence, in our human case, 
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such constitutive dependence is with a social environment 
made up of the intentional actions of others. In other words, 
“[…] human agents first and foremost enact, sustain, and 
scaffold their precarious autonomous lives via a perceptual 
and motor attunement to the intentional actions of others 
[…]” (van Grunsven 2018, p. 137). On the other hand, as 
we explained above, the enactive approach grounds the 
emergence of values and normativity in the maintenance 
of the individual. In short, there is a tension between the 
individual-centered definition of autonomy and normativity 
that enactivism offers, and the centrality of interaction and 
life with others that it grants to human autonomy. This ten‑
sion has been partially recognized by enactivist, for example, 
by Gallagher for whom it is readily resolved as a negotia‑
tion: “[…] there is always a balanced and partial trade-off 
between the autonomy of the individual embodied partici‑
pant and the autonomy of the process that emerges in social 
interaction. For the dynamical coupling of bodily individuals 
in social interactions to persist, both forms of autonomy are 
required” (Gallagher 2018, p. 37). However, the question of 
how exactly autonomous agents under the enactive approach 
can transition from an individual to a social normativity 
remains open.

As suggested by the conception of agency we sketched 
above, interaction is the central unit of analysis according to 
the enactive account of cognition. Interaction with the envi‑
ronment is meaningful to agents in terms of the possibilities 
allowed them by objects and environmental features. How‑
ever, interactions with others do not depend entirely on the 
will and abilities of one agent but depend on the interplay 
between two or more agents. The concept of ‘participatory 
sense-making’ has been proposed in the enactive literature 
to capture the particularity of agent-agent interactions (De 
Jaegher and Di Paolo 2007). The idea is that the interaction 
between agents acquires its own autonomy and opens up 
a world of possibilities or hinders other possibilities that 
would be otherwise for an individual agent alone. The exam‑
ple often used to illustrate participatory sense-making is the 
uncomfortable encounter of two persons walking in opposite 
directions in a corridor who keep on blocking their own 
and the other’s way despite their efforts to avoid each other. 
This involuntary synchronization takes a life on its own and 
makes it hard for the individuals to escape the synchroniza‑
tion of their movements that is contrary to their individual 
intentions; Colombetti and Torrance (2009) have called this 
interaction-autonomy, which enables and restricts the indi‑
vidual actions of the participants. More complex examples 
can be cited here: long-lasting relationships in which violent 
dynamics continuously dominate the interactions despite 
the agents’ individual intentions, fruitful dialogues with 
colleagues that allow them to create ideas that would have 
been unimaginable to each individual alone, etc.

Focusing on the interaction between agents conceived in 
this way allows Colombetti and Torrance (2009) to argue, 
first, that all interactions have an intrinsic affective element, 
namely, the connectedness between participants and, second, 
that this affective element implies that all social interactions 
are not, in essence, morally neutral but always have ethical 
nuances or colors. In addition, they defend the idea that the 
ethical character of a given situation emerges from the inter‑
action itself. This idea is supported by the enactive notion of 
meaning generation and the normativity that guides it, which 
is not abstractly determined but emerges from the concrete 
needs of agents and the opportunities of action that a par‑
ticular situation offers to them. The shift from the individual 
to the interaction, according to them, implies that a more 
considerate and less superficial ethical normative assessment 
evaluates the interaction between agents rather than focusing 
on individual responsibilities (2009, p. 522).

Colombetti and Torrance’s proposal is a first approach to 
ethics from the point of view of enactivism and consequently 
leaves open various questions, such as how we should under‑
stand the first-person experience of the ethical dimensions of 
interaction and how we should characterize the ethical nor‑
mative pull that interactions with others have over individu‑
als. Métais and Villalobos (2021) address precisely these 
concerns. Following Levinas, they defend the view that the 
perception of the other, in particular of their face, exerts a 
normative pull on us: the I loses its primacy for the other; 
that is, one is normatively pulled to sacrifice oneself for the 
other. This normative pull implies a switch from an “egotic” 
approach—i.e., engaging with the world for the sake of one’s 
own enjoyment and consumption—to an altruistic engage‑
ment. The result of this switch, the altruistic engagement 
with others, is the gist of establishing an ethical relation‑
ship with others, and it has three important characteristics. 
First, it can only come about in the interaction with another 
human being, with another being of flesh and blood capable 
of enjoying the world. Second, it involves a change in the 
affective approach of the agent to the world, not a change of 
detached judgments: the agent is no longer driven by their 
own nourishment and enjoyment and now lives for the other. 
Third, the ethical switch is only possible for embodied crea‑
tures that can feel in their flesh both their own enjoyment 
and the ethical call in the perception of the other. One of the 
most dramatic expressions of this experienced normative 
pull is the felt command to not kill the other, but it is also 
expressed in less extreme situations, such as how we care 
for and respect others in daily life.

2.2 � Limitations

However, these proposals have at least three serious limita‑
tions. First, following van Grunsven (2018), the emphasis 
on interaction proposed by Colombetti and Torrance (2009) 
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has the undesirable consequence of neglecting individual 
responsibility. While acknowledging the role that agents play 
in sustaining an interaction allows us to make better moral 
judgments, it is simply not true that a more considerate and 
less superficial ethical normative assessment evaluates the 
interaction between agents rather than focusing on individ‑
ual responsibilities. Individual responsibility is essential to 
moral life as we know it (Strawson 1974), which is particu‑
larly clear in interactions in which one agent deliberately 
harms the other, as in rape or murder: an essential part of 
the moral assessment of the situation is the attribution of 
responsibility to the aggressor.

According to van Grunsven, there are two elements that 
are neglected if we accept Colombetti and Torrance’s sug‑
gestion that adopting an enactive view warrants a shift away 
from the notion of individual responsibility. First, the phe‑
nomenological normative pull of the second person perspec‑
tive in social interaction is left out of the moral assessment 
of the situation. In van Grunsven words: “To be engaged in 
genuine interaction is to see the other, at least during the 
interaction itself, as someone to whom I am in some sense 
obligated to respond, and thus to know myself as someone 
who can take responsibility” (van Grunsven 2018, p. 154). 
Second, the complete shift to interaction neglects the norma‑
tive constraints to which individuals are subjected in their 
interactions with others. In that sense, van Grunsven claims 
that “our second-person engaged experience of the other is 
constitutive of what it means to be a morally responsible 
agent” (2018, p. 155). This implies that in our social interac‑
tions we can fail or succeed as individual agents to respond 
adequately to the morally relevant needs of the other.

This criticism comes from two observations: (1) acknowl‑
edging the notion of participation intrinsic to participatory 
sense-making as opposed to the generalized view of social 
cognition, in which subjects are mere observers, and (2) 
identifying that the experience of second-person engage‑
ments, such as participatory sense-making, gives rise to our 
orientation to be participants in the interactions we hold, 
which implies having responsibility for the other. The cru‑
cial concept to understand the dimension of responsibility is 
that of participation. Concerning the notion of participation 
proper to participatory sense-making, van Grunsven quotes 
Di Paolo et al. (2010):

because an enactive approach places great importance 
on the autonomy of the individuals involved [in inter‑
action], this approach to social cognition, while focus‑
ing on the interaction process, paradoxically also gives 
social agents an autonomy and role that has not been 
thematized before: that of participation in ontrast to 
mere observation (van Grunsven 2018, p. 148, foot‑
note 17).

Giving interactors the role of participants and not mere 
observers implies significantly granting them degrees of 
autonomous agency, which is necessary for exercising 
capacities to respond adequately to the needs of the other. In 
a line inspired by the ethics of care, individual responsibil‑
ity “amounts first and foremost to the exercise of capacities 
and activities through which we attempt to be appropriately 
responsive to the claims that the precarious lives of particu‑
lar others make on us” (van Grunsven 2018, p. 143). Then, 
during the process of interaction between agents who intrin‑
sically perform the role of participants, there is an emphatic 
moral significance: the responsibility to respond to and care 
for the other (which holds in our interpretation, of oneself as 
well). Accordingly, the experience of being a participant in 
second-person engagements is constitutive of what it means 
to be a morally responsible agent, i.e., being an involved 
participant in the interaction is being responsible for oneself 
and the other in the interaction. Hence, adopting an enactive 
standpoint does not wholly threaten the notion of individual 
responsibility (see van Grunsven 2018, pp. 154–155).

Second, Métais and Villalobos’s (2021) proposal of the 
ethical normative pull in interaction as “the I losing their 
primacy for the other” potentially goes against the basic 
requirement of participatory sense-making, namely, that all 
participants preserve their autonomy throughout the interac‑
tion. Although it is ethically laudable to do things for others 
in certain circumstances, it seems misleading to assume that 
the principle that drives our ethical interactions is to sacri‑
fice one’s drive to self-nourishment and enjoyment for the 
other. As we argue in the next section, moral normativity 
and its phenomenological pull emerge in interaction, and 
genuine interactions require that all interactants retain their 
autonomy. This means that caring for one’s autonomy has an 
essential role in the ethical dimension of human interactions. 
Thus, the focus on sacrificing oneself for the other has the 
risk of neglecting the role that each participant’s autonomy 
has in genuine ethical interactions.

Third, in these accounts, as it should be the case for any 
account of ethics, it is crucial that interactions and individual 
behaviors are assessable according to ethical normativity. 
Colombetti and Torrance (2009) and Métais and Villalo‑
bos (2021) coincide in holding that such a normativity is 
embodied and situated in concrete interactions, rather than 
being tied to detached judgments made following abstract 
principles. According to the enactive approach, there are 
various layers of normativity at play in any given interaction 
and individual behavior. However, neither of these accounts 
has fully and explicitly explained how moral normativity can 
go beyond individual agents’ experiences and their particu‑
lar interactions; nor have they identified what differentiates 
moral normativity from other forms of normativity, such as 
the one dictated by social conventions. Such an account is 
crucial because it would explain the normative moral order 
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that makes up the context of the agents’ interaction and that 
structures the rightness or wrongness of agents’ behavior 
beyond their individual judgments. Such a normative order 
is crucial if we want to account for the possibility of errors 
in moral judgment and behavior. We will argue that this 
layer of normativity is instituted in social practices and is 
built upon the vulnerability proper to our embodied constitu‑
tion. This layer of normativity makes possible and constrains 
both social interactions and human individual agency; in 
other words, this layer of normativity is heteronomous 
and complements the autonomy of individuals and of their 
interactions.

3 � Making us Autonomous: The Normativity 
of Morality

The enactive approach defends a conception of normativ‑
ity that is fundamentally embodied, situated, affective, and 
non-conceptual. In this section, we sketch a notion of moral 
normativity along these lines. We take as a starting point a 
very general notion of moral normativity as regulating and 
allowing us to determine the right course of action in inter‑
actions between agents. Following the interactive approach 
proposed by Colombetti and Torrance (2009), we maintain 
that moral normativity emerges in the interaction, but unlike 
them, we emphasize the crucial role that both individual 
autonomies and social heteronomies have in determining 
what is right and wrong in a given interaction. Crucially, we 
argue that moral normativity is different from other forms of 
social normativity in that it is concerned with caring about 
the autonomies of all the interactants; in other words, moral 
normativity arises whenever one agent has the possibility 
of irrevocably changing the other’s autonomy in interaction. 
Thus, agents are morally responsible for caring about their 
own and others’ autonomies in their interactions. The ethi‑
cal dimension of interaction thusly characterized implies, 
first, that agents have a certain first-person approach to the 
other that allows them to interact ethically, and second, that 
there is a normative order beyond individual agents and their 
interactions that structures and determines the moral correct‑
ness of their interaction beyond their individual and shared 
impressions.

Given the principles we propose, we do not seek to give 
a unique, universal, and immovable content of moral nor‑
mativity, but instead, we aim to highlight the iterative and 
situational aspect of it, which corresponds to different fac‑
tors, such as the specific situation, the history of interac‑
tions between the agents (when it exists), and the context in 
which the interaction takes place. In this way, we do justice 
to the heterogeneous nature of morality. However, we argue 
that the distinctive aspect of moral normativity concerns the 
care for the autonomies of the participants in the interaction 

which is universal. Characterizing moral normativity in this 
way allows for a degree of analysis in which the possibilities 
of increasing, diminishing, or destroying the autonomies of 
the agents open up the realm of the moral.

In this section we defend our enactive conception of 
moral normativity. It is structured following the three levels 
of normativity we identify in the ethics of interaction. First, 
we focus on the interaction itself. Following Froese and 
Di Paolo (2011), this level of description allows us to see 
the necessary social conditions for an embodied, situated, 
affective, and non-conceptual moral normativity to emerge. 
Second, we zoom in and consider the experience of each 
individual in interaction with regard to moral normativity. 
Following Loidolt (2018), we characterize it as the experi‑
ence of an ought in the face of the other, in which three 
categories intertwine: values, the I, and the other. Third, 
we zoom out and show that both individual agencies and 
the interaction between agents are shaped and normatively 
regulated by the social practices shared by the community 
they inhabit.

3.1 � Socio‑cognitive Interactions

Following the enactive approach, Froese and Di Paolo 
(2011) propose an explanation of social cognition that makes 
it possible to spell out the necessary conditions of social nor‑
mativity: social cognition is explained as an interaction in 
which interactants are agents able (i) to create non-metabolic 
values and (ii) to perceive others as having their own point of 
view, intentions, and concerns, i.e., as autonomous agents. 
These two capacities allow agents to enact and participate in 
a socio-cognitive domain. Before defining socio-cognitive 
interactions, let us see in some detail what these two capaci‑
ties mean.

	 (i)	 Values that govern social interactions are largely 
independent of the norms of physical realization and 
regeneration.2 For example, the metabolic need for, 
say, water and vitamin D, of each agent is irrelevant 
to engaging in a social interaction such as dancing 
bachata or chatting about the impact of The Bauhaus 
in contemporary design. Although agents should be 
in a metabolic state sufficiently good to enter into 

2  To be sure, here we do not mean that different levels of normativ‑
ity live in separate realms and are completely independent, rather we 
want to emphasize that a relative independence is preserved between 
them, that is, the normativity that guides social interaction is not con‑
strained to the strict confines of the metabolic normativity (see Froese 
and Di Paolo 2011, p. 17). Importantly, enactivism recognizes multi‑
ple and partial decouplings between the distinct layers of normativity 
(namely, between biological normativity, sensorimotor normativity, 
and social normativity).
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such interactions, their concrete metabolic needs are 
insufficient and irrelevant to successfully maintain 
the interaction. This is why agents have to have the 
capacity to make sense of their interactions based on 
values that are not metabolic to be able to interact 
with others.

		    Multicellular living organisms are indeed com‑
posed of systems that are partially decoupled from 
their metabolic needs, such as their immune or nerv‑
ous system. If cognition is understood as agent-envi‑
ronment interactions that the agent regulates accord‑
ing to their own needs, values, and concerns, then the 
nervous system is crucial for understanding cogni‑
tion. The reason is that the nervous system allows the 
organism to create feedback loops between percep‑
tion and action such that what it perceives allows it 
both to act in certain ways and to perceive aspects 
of the environment that were inaccessible without 
its acting, which, in turn, allows it to further per‑
ceive and act. Patterns of perception and action allow 
agents not only to obtain what they require metaboli‑
cally from the environment, such as food, but also to 
engage with the environment in ways not driven by 
their metabolic needs, such as play, exploration, and 
interaction with others.

		    The patterns of interaction that humans establish 
with their environment and with others are highly 
underdetermined at birth,3 so they are mostly consti‑
tuted in development by their interactions with pri‑
mary care takers and other human beings. In devel‑
opment, agents slowly acquire a basic sensorimotor 
repertoire and learn to carry out a wide variety of 
activities that not only open up further possibili‑
ties of action for the individual but also become the 
pattern of activities that make up their form of life. 
These patterns give form to the life of the individual 
and constitute the socio-cultural identity of human 
agents: they comprise the particular actions—which 
crucially include the use of language—the demea‑
nor, and the circumstances in which they occur, 
and they have to be enacted for the identity of the 
agent to be maintained. These interactions, in turn, 
belong to wider social practices that shape the form 
of life shared by the community to which the agent 
belongs. For example, the identity of an agent as a 
father depends on having children, talking to them, 
caring about them, interacting with them, providing 
the affective and material resources they need for 
their sustenance and development within their pos‑

sibilities, etc.4 The socio-cultural identity of agents 
defined as situated patterns of action is an autono‑
mous system in the sense that its constituents pro‑
duce the system as a whole and the system as a whole 
produces its own constituents through time; that is, 
the pattern of actions that make up an identity pro‑
duces the very actions that allow this pattern to be 
maintained over time. In the example, the father’s 
active caring about his children and providing for 
them generates commitments and responsibilities in 
the future that allow him to carry out the actions that 
constitute his identity as a responsible father.

	 (ii)	 Defining the socio-cultural identity of humans in this 
way opens up the possibility for individual agents to 
live by and be moved by values that are irrelevant 
for keeping themselves alive but that are crucial for 
their identities as members of a human community. 
In particular, they are moved to act by values that are 
defined by a community, such as etiquette; values 
that are directed toward maintaining certain interac‑
tions with others, such as attentiveness; and values 
that are directed toward the other in itself, such as 
considerateness.

		    Being able to interact with the world guided by 
social non-metabolic values opens up the possibility 
for agents to perceive others not in terms of how they 
could be useful for the agent’s own purposes but in 
terms of the others’ own existence. The exact details 
of how this switch in perception occurs in evolution 
and individual development are beyond the scope of 
this paper, but what matters here is that humans do 
learn to perceive and value others as having their own 
point of view, intentions, and concerns.

According to Froese and Di Paolo (2011), agents estab‑
lish genuinely social interactions when, first, the autonomy 
of each participant is not destroyed in the interaction and, 
second, when they perceive each other as such, as a foreign 
locus of goal-directed behavior, i.e., as autonomous precari‑
ous agents with their own point of view, and not as a tool 
or as a mere element of the physical environment, which in 
classical moral jargon means not regarding the other in an 
instrumental manner. Although the first requirement is also 
a requirement of participatory sense-making as defined by 
De Jaegher and Di Paolo (2007), the second is not. So, for 
example, the interaction between a newborn infant and her 

3  This thought is in opposition to the nativist assumption about pre-
wired and content-loaded minds.

4  It is a debatable question whether or not a father (or parent) who 
does not have contact with their children for whichever reason can be 
considered a father; however, for our purposes, we are only interested 
in emphasizing the constitutive importance of enacting and perform‑
ing the patterns of activities that scaffold the distinct and various 
identities of human agents.
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mother (such as in cases of neonatal imitation) counts as 
participatory sense-making, but it would not be a full-blown 
socio-cognitive interaction because the infant is still unable 
to recognize her mother as an autonomous agent with her 
own point of view (see Froese and Di Paolo 2011, p. 21). 
There are nuances important for understanding the interac‑
tion between unborn humans and their mothers which have 
been discussed in detail by Martínez Quintero and De Jae‑
gher (2020).

Moreover, agents that establish socio-cognitive interac‑
tions are guided by a social normativity, that is, a normativ‑
ity that is directed to the other and to the interaction with 
them. Froese and Di Paolo capture all these requirements in 
an operational definition of socio-cognitive interaction as a 
sensorimotor coupling such that, in their own words:

1.	 A new autonomous organization emerges from the 
interaction process spanning at least two internal and a 
shared relational domain of dynamics, and

2.	 The cognitive agency of at least two of the individuals 
is not destroyed in the process (though their scope can 
be augmented or reduced), and

3.	 A cognitive agent’s regulation of sensorimotor coupling 
is complemented by the coordinated regulation of at 
least one other cognitive agent.

Froese and Di Paolo (2011, p. 23).
We wish to highlight two aspects of socio-cognitive inter‑

actions. First, as implied by the second condition, for an 
interaction to be effectively social, it is necessary that the 
autonomy of each interactant not be destroyed in the process. 
This definition rightly allows us to characterize oppressive 
relations in which one agent manipulates the other and cuts 
their off from other social relations as social interactions 
despite the fact that these are morally wrong social interac‑
tions. Although oppressive relations decrease the autonomy 
of the oppressed agent, their autonomy required to establish 
socio-cognitive interactions with another agent is not com‑
pletely destroyed: the oppressed agent might retain aspects 
of their autonomy that allows them to coordinate with the 
oppressor, such as their ability to move around by themself, 
to communicate using language, etc. Dramatically, if the 
oppressed agent dies, no social relation exists anymore, but 
as long as both agents are able to cognitively coordinate 
with each other, their interaction can be characterized as 
social, even at the expense of diminishing, but not com‑
pletely destroying, the autonomy of one of the agents.5

Second, it should be noted that the normativity of socio-
cognitive interaction focuses only on the momentary con‑
stitution of norms during the interaction. Therefore, social 
normativity is situational6: it arises from interaction and 
occurs moment by moment, enabling, and constraining the 
behaviors of the agents. Importantly, this normativity is 
co-regulated. As developed by Cuffari et al. (2018), these 
interactions are highly structured by the use of language. 
A simple example that illustrates this type of co-regulated 
normativity is the act of giving. “The act of giving has an 
essentially different goal structure from individual centered 
cognitive engagements. In essence, in order for the social 
action to be completed successfully, it requires acceptance 
from the other agent” (Froese and Di Paolo 2011, p. 22). In 
sum, social normativity emerges as a domain from interac‑
tions in which, first, agents should be capable of generating 
values in relation to others that allow them to perceive the 
other as an autonomous agent, i.e., as an other with their 
own view, and second, the autonomy of the agents should 
not be destroyed in the interaction. Ethical dimensions come 
into play when the possibilities of increasing, decreasing, 
or destroying the autonomies of the agents in an interaction 
are recognized because they imply a responsibility toward 
the other. Under this conception, we identify as the moral 
ought7 in interaction the responsibility of, at least, not dimin‑
ishing the other’s and one’s own possibilities of cultivat‑
ing autonomy, and, at best, augmenting these possibilities 
through the interaction. Let us elaborate on the reasons and 
meaning of this claim.

Human individual identities are precarious and vulnerable, 
not only because humans are living organisms who require 
energy and matter from the environment to keep their exist‑
ence, but also because human identities depend both on 
social interactions and on the ways of living that we learn 
from others and share socially, such as eating practices or our 
patterns and ways of working and resting. This means that 
the particular precariousness of human identities makes every 

5  In the very characterization of participatory sense-making, De Jae‑
gher and Di Paolo (2007, p. 492) state: “If the autonomy of one of the 
interactors were destroyed, the process would reduce to the cognitive 
engagement of the remaining agent with his non-social world. The 
‘other’ would simply become a tool, an object, or a problem for his 
individual cognition.”

6  In the words of van den Herik and Rietveld (2021, p. 3372), situ‑
ated normativity is defined as “the ability of skilled individuals to 
distinguish better from worse, adequate from inadequate, appropriate 
from inappropriate, or correct from incorrect in the context of a par‑
ticular situation. Situated normativity is not rooted in detached judge‑
ments, but consists in a situated appreciation expressed in normative 
behaviour. Skilled individuals are motivated by the situation by being 
drawn to those possibilities for action that contribute to improving 
grip.” Importantly, situated normativity can be experienced as a bod‑
ily affective tension.
7  We use the notion of “moral ought” in a pragmatic sense, i.e., one 
that corresponds to the ability for ethical know-how (Varela 1999). 
Therefore, the “is-ought” problem concerning metaethics does not 
arise: conceiving morals as the situated ability to interact with others 
with care and respect for their autonomies is evaluated in the situation 
according to the specific autonomies of the interactants and not with 
respect to a metaphysical/prescriptive ought.



265Making us Autonomous: The Enactive Normativity of Morality﻿	

1 3

human agent dependent on others to not harm them and to 
help maintain their identities. The moral dimension of human 
interactions emerges precisely in this reciprocal dependency: 
we are participants and therefore morally responsible in our 
interactions as far as we are able to contribute in a decisive 
manner to others’ identities, and in virtue of our belonging 
to a human community, we potentially or actually have the 
socio-culturally crafted cognitive tools for foreseeing the 
impact of our actions on the other’s autonomy.

Undoubtedly, some interactions leave our identity 
untouched; however, implicitly, various moral norms cor‑
responding to the situation are respected for this to be the 
case, e.g., do not push, insult, or harm the other in any way. 
Likewise, not all agent-agent interactions are symmetric in 
the sense that one individual’s autonomy might be more vul‑
nerable than the other’s. This can happen for three reasons. 
First, there are interactions in which the participants are not 
considered equally autonomous, or equally humans, e.g., 
cultures that limit the autonomy of agents through oppres‑
sive social environments such as the communities that pro‑
mote slavery, who assume the lives of some are at the ser‑
vice of others; or also people who are victims of violence. 
Agents under these forms of oppression do not play an equal 
role as their oppressors in their own degradation.

Second, whether identities are changed in a given inter‑
action is related to the degree of vulnerability of the agents 
involved. For example, consider people who suffer from 
crippling physical illnesses or mental illnesses such as 
quadriplegia or advanced dementia, and they are dependent 
on others for their flourishing. Clearly, these people show a 
greater degree of vulnerability to being changed by others 
in each social interaction they hold, and in this sense, it is 
more likely that the identity of the vulnerable is changed and 
less likely that the identity of the other agent changes. Third, 
other cases exemplify how depending on the history of inter‑
actions over time agents can develop different degrees of 
“petrification” of influence towards their autonomy and iden‑
tity, that is, agents show greater or lesser openness to certain 
influences to change their autonomy. This can occur in dif‑
ferent ways, both physical and idiosyncratic. For example, 
in an adverse situation that involves physical force to escape 
from an interaction (consider a fight), perhaps a high-perfor‑
mance athlete may have a greater chance to escape and thus 
maintain their autonomy intact compared to a person with a 
sedentary lifestyle. Then, there also seems to be a learning 
dimension that allows us to learn from previous interactions 
how to be autonomous in different aspects. Depending on 
what and how we learned to be autonomous, our future inter‑
actions may be closed or open to certain influences.

The pull to behave ethically, that is, to care for the 
autonomies of others is not a logical conclusion of a rea‑
soning that individual agents deduce based on some axi‑
oms and premises. Rather, it has a pragmatic and affective 

justification, namely, to belong to our communities where 
belonging implies building and maintaining one’s identity 
together with others. From an enactive perspective, it is part 
of human nature to belong to human communities; our ways 
of inhabiting the world and the ways we respond to oth‑
ers have roots in our membership of human communities. 
Therefore, our daily moral practices are deeply tied to the 
practices of our community, where the minimum normative 
condition is the care of one’s own autonomy and that of 
others. What the proper care of autonomies pragmatically 
entails is determined by the socio-cultural practices of the 
specific community to which one belongs.

In the above, we have offered a definition of autonomy 
as the capacity of systems to maintain their identity by 
engaging with the possibilities that the environment offers 
them. A crucial implication of this definition is that the 
autonomy of agents requires them to be in an environment 
that allows them to exercise the skills that constitute their 
identity. Being autonomous thus means having possibili‑
ties for cultivating one’s identity; augmenting or reducing 
one’s autonomy means either augmenting or reducing one’s 
skills or augmenting or reducing the material possibilities or 
access to them. This means that the agent’s moral responsi‑
bility when interacting with others is to procure, maintain, 
or even augment the other’s possibilities for cultivating their 
autonomy as well as its own possibilities for cultivating its 
own autonomy.

The normative link between our embodied, precarious, 
and vulnerable identity and the moral responsibility to main‑
tain the autonomy of the other in social interactions has been 
partially sketched by van Grunsven (2015, 2018), who argues 
that second-person engagements, which always involve the 
experience of being a participant (such as the socio-cognitive 
interactions that we defend here), entail: (i) mutual respon‑
siveness to the precarious autonomy of the other, and (ii) 
the responsibility to respond to it. In our interpretation, this 
involves degrees of moral responsibility between interact‑
ants to maintain the autonomy of the other. This normative 
link allows us to explain several possibilities and situations 
in which the attributions of moral responsibility to maintain 
one’s own autonomy and that of others can vary.

The normative link depends on understanding two enac‑
tive principles: (i) living organisms as a source of mean‑
ing and value, and (ii) social interactions as second-person 
engagements that involve mutuality between agents to 
respond to the needs of the other.8 Consequently, the enac‑
tive moral normativity that we propose relies heavily, not on 
detached abstract principles devoid of meaning for the agent, 

8  The social interactions defined this way, i.e. as second-person 
engagements always imply the dimension of participation and, there‑
fore, the dimension of responsibility as well.
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but on a source of universal value: life, i.e., care for life is 
prioritized as a moral foundation. In our view, the minimum 
condition of moral normativity is the care of one’s own life 
and that of others; therefore, caring for one’s autonomy and 
that of others is crucial. How we take care of autonomies 
depends on our socio-cultural practices, that is, the specific 
socio-cultural practices of our community dictate the various 
ways to realize the care of autonomies.

A few words about the source of normativity are in order 
to justify the move from explanatory reasons to moral rea‑
sons and consider the care of autonomy as a moral obli‑
gation. Why should we care for the autonomies of others? 
There are at least three reasons. First, we argue that the 
nature of morality in an enactive framework is grounded in 
two fundamental traits of the human being: (i) in their inces‑
sant and natural struggle to preserve life, and (ii) in their 
natural need to belong to the community, where belonging 
implies building and maintaining one’s identity together 
with others. Second, these two traits imply a human commit‑
ment to participate in ordinary interpersonal relationships, 
since humans need interpersonal interactions to survive and 
to build and maintain their human identities. And third, in 
the interpersonal interactions, human agents assume the role 
of participants, which implies responsibility. Specifically, 
granting the role of participant to each of the interactants 
opens up the possibility of creating shared meanings through 
the coupling of actions and intentions during the interac‑
tion process. Note that this is possible because each inter‑
actant possesses their own perspective, their autonomous 
intentions and actions, and so their autonomous agency, 
which, in dynamic coupling with the other, contribute to 
the generation of shared meanings and shaping the interac‑
tion process. Hence, moment by moment of the ongoing 
interaction participating agents can impact each other, which 
represents an opportunity to fail or to respond successfully to 
the mutuality that the interaction demands, so each moment 
opens up different degrees of (individual) responsibility to 
the participants to respond to their own and others’ needs, 
where the minimum normative exigency is the care of the 
autonomies of the participating agents.

In short, individual responsibility arises from our role as 
participants in the interaction, which gives rise to a moral 
dimension. And, the moral dimension is directly related 
to our natural need to belong to the community because it 
results in an intrinsic need to participate in social interac‑
tions, where the minimum normative exigency is the care 
of the autonomies of the agents. Importantly, this minimum 
normative exigency comes from the legitimate moral foun‑
dation with universal value mentioned above, namely, the 
care of one’s own life and that of others. From there, caring 
for the autonomies of the agents would be a basic objec‑
tive and cross-cultural moral principle that fulfills a social 

function: to ensure the interaction between the members of 
a society and thereby ensuring social order.

We now explain in more detail what the mutuality and 
responsibility of agents’ interactions involves. In socio-cog‑
nitive interactions: (i) we perform the role of participants, and 
(ii) we recognize the other agent as such, as another autono‑
mous, precarious, vulnerable agent with their perspective 
on the world. This implies a direct perceptual understand‑
ing9 between the interactants that is negotiated moment by 
moment, where both are exposed to each other, that is, their 
autonomies and vulnerabilities are permanently exposed to 
the other, which configures (in a situated way) moral agency. 
Playing the role of participant and perceiving the autonomy 
and vulnerability of the other restricts and enables the various 
actions and possibilities that exist to impact them (positively 
or negatively), i.e., interacting with another morally constrains 
or enables us for action. Thus, in the process of interaction, a 
wide range of possibilities opens up moment by moment in 
which ethical dimensions come into play, since there are dif‑
ferent degrees and opportunities of increasing, decreasing, or 
destroying the autonomies of the agents in a specific situation.

Considering life as a legitimate value allows us to estab‑
lish an objective and cross-cultural primary moral imperative 
of enactive moral normativity, namely, the care of autono‑
mies, the meaning of which only has content in specific situ‑
ations and interactions. Thus, situations in which maintain‑
ing or increasing the autonomy of one of the agents implies 
diminishing or even destroying that of the other reveal an 
ethical dimension that gives rise to moral dilemmas. For 
example, in an interaction in which one of the agents has 
a total disregard for how their actions impact the other and 
exercises their intentional acts on the other without taking 
into account the latter’s requests, demands, or needs, the 
autonomy of the other clearly diminishes. In this situation, 
the agent violates the primary moral imperative to varying 
degrees, thus diminishing the identity of the other, such as 
in the case of the oppressive relationship mentioned above.

In our interpretation, the ethical dimension is indicated 
by the reciprocal and constitutive dependency that emerges 
from the process of interaction between social agents to care 
for and respect the autonomy of the other, a characteristic 
that will make it possible to contribute to the specificity 
of moral normativity as we propose it. Nevertheless, as we 
mentioned above, it should be clear that not all interactions 

9  According to Gallagher, our social life is negotiated essentially 
through second-person interactions, which are facilitated by a direct 
perceptual understanding of the expressive bodily behaviors of oth‑
ers, scaffolding a range of possibilities for action and response (see 
van Grunsven 2018, pp. 137–138).This idea constitutes much of the 
embodied explanations of social cognition that are opposed to tradi‑
tional accounts of mental attribution, which assume that the mental 
states of others are hidden entities not available to the observer.
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are symmetrical because either the participants are not 
always considered equal or they show different degrees of 
vulnerability. For example, cultures that promote slavery or 
ritualistic mutilation are cultures that minimize the possi‑
bility of some degree of autonomy for the oppressed, so in 
our moral framework, they would be considered non-moral.

This moral normativity, as well as the other layers of nor‑
mativity at play in interaction, exert a shaping force in the 
first-person experience of the interactants. Now, we turn to this 
level of analysis of normativity: the phenomenological level.

3.2 � Phenomenological Normativity

Following Loidolt (2018), we focus on a specific level of 
normativity that emerges from the experiential structure that 
occurs in the encounter with the other; Loidolt refers to this 
level as “imperative normativity”.10 This experiential nor‑
mativity has two constituent characteristics: (1) it emerges 
from the engagements with another agent, and (2) it con‑
fronts the agent with an “ought”.

As a first step in explaining the distinctive feature of the 
experiential structure of the encounter with the other, it is 
necessary to differentiate between two types of normativ‑
ity, one related to our engagements with the world and one 
related to our engagements with other agents. The difference 
is that the former is, somehow, a self-related and self-suffi‑
cient normativity that allows me to pursue myself in everyday 
socio-cultural practices. In Loidolt’s own words: “[…] my 
normatively loaded openness to the world allows me to pursue 
myself in (more or less trivial) practices I can succeed in or 
fail at: the practices of gaining knowledge, of catching the 
streetcar, of being a good parent, of riding a bicycle, of being 
my true self, etc.” (2018, p. 160). By contrast, the normativity 
of engagements with the other “happens in and as an encoun‑
ter” (Loidolt 2018, p. 160), in which “[…] the other summons 
me in the form of a command […]” (2018, p. 160). Here we 
focus on this second type of normativity.

We focus on this type of normativity for two reasons: (1) 
to characterize a moral pull11 that contributes to the affective 

and normative connectedness between interactants, and (2) 
to account for the way in which moral norms can gain rel‑
evance and meaning for an agent in the first place.

In the phenomenological tradition, it is argued that the 
encounter with the other in itself confronts us with an 
“ought,” and this “ought” has been conceived as a call to 
conscience, as a call to respond with a vocation, i.e., lovingly 
(Husserl and Scheler), or, as a call to responsibility (Levi‑
nas). The idea is that experientially we become receptive to 
that call of the other, we become receptive to the mandates 
of that ought due to the experiential inter-relational struc‑
ture of categories that institute this normativity12: values, the 
self, and the other (Loidolt 2018).

Regarding the mandates in the phenomenological tradi‑
tion, it has been argued that embodied non-conceptual man‑
dates13 emanate from the mere presence of the other, which 
minimally demands respect and care, i.e. “[…] the respect 
that the other calls for when she shows herself in our con‑
sciousness, with her autonomy and dignity, refusing to be 
reduced to an object […]” (Métais and Villalobos 2021, p. 
175). This opens up a new level of significance: the moral 
level. Such mandates do not establish or constitute a set of 
abstract moral principles, nor of prescriptive norms and/or 
deontic justifications; rather, this level of normativity seeks 
to capture the way in which moral normativity can gain rel‑
evance and meaning for a subject in the first place, argu‑
ing that this experiential normative level—concrete and not 
theoretical—constitutes a basic degree of morality.

This level of normativity is constituent of the ethical 
experience, which serves as a moral pull that allows us to 

10  Loidolt argues: “In order for this new form of “imperative nor‑
mativity” to emerge, a different kind of experience and experiential 
structure is needed. In the phenomenological tradition, it has often 
been described as the experience of a “call” (2018, p. 158).
11  The moral pull depicts a phenomenological pull that we experi‑
ence when alterity is presented to us, i.e. another person. The spe‑
cific subjective experience of the other does not occur with inanimate 
objects. From this derives a specific phenomenological normative 
level of the encounter with another agent, which does not pretend to 
be an ontological or metaethical ideal, but only highlights what hap‑
pens to us at an experiential level in the encounter with the other; we 
do not perceive the other as a physical body devoid of meaning. This 
contributes to connecting us affectively and normatively with the 
other, which is crucial for interacting ethically.

12  For Loidolt, the interrelation of these three categories allows ethi‑
cal relevance: “[…] my claim is rather that imperative normativity is 
instituted through a particular interrelated experiential structure to 
which all three cases belong: an affective encounter with something 
other than the (present) self, where a specific structure of the self is 
disclosed that it can fail at or succeed in. This makes ethical relevance 
possible in the first place—and thus the experience of a vocation and 
an ought” (Loidolt 2018, p. 159).
13  Concerning embodied non-conceptual mandates, we want to cap‑
ture three underlying elements: (1) about mandates, in the phenom‑
enology of the social encounter with the other, the other is who con‑
stitutes me normatively (the other as a command); in Loidolt’s words: 
“Only from a first-person perspective converted into the position of 
the addressed—that is, the second person—can the appeal of the 
other be understood as a command, an imperative which comes “from 
a height” and which constitutes me normatively” (2018, p. 161). And 
from there, the ethical experience emerges: “ […] the ethical experi‑
ence has been revealed, essentially, as the experience of being com‑
manded to respond, being requested to care for the vulnerability of 
the other, and ultimately being called to make a gift of yourself” 
(Métais and Villalobos 2021, p. 180). (2) The non-conceptual harks 
back to the enactive assumption of developing an approach to experi‑
ence in non-intellectual or non-conceptual terms (Métais and Villalo‑
bos 2021 p. 171). And, (3) about embodied aspect, the enactive view 
essentially considers experience as embodied.
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open ourselves (affectively and normatively) to the other. 
In phenomenology, normativity is understood as com‑
ing from the experiencing subject, but at the same time, 
from the experienced object, thus giving rise to the idea 
of the relational aspect of moral normativity and therefore 
of moral values. This is relevant because in the traditional 
ethical accounts, such as the Humean and the Kantian, it has 
been established that moral values are found either in the 
subject or “out there” in the world, ignoring the possibility 
of a relational aspect (van Grunsven 2015). In an enactive 
explanation, the relational aspect of normativity must be 
highlighted, because the presence of the other is a necessary 
condition for the moral normativity that we defend.

Starting from the notion of phenomenological normativ‑
ity in connection with the notion of socio-cognitive interac‑
tion, we suggest that a new normative order emerges—moral 
normativity (at least in its most basic dimension)—in such 
a way that:

1.	 Participating interactants “ought”14 to maintain their 
autonomy (this is manifested by experiencing phenom‑
enological normativity, depicted as a moral pull), giving 
rise to a co-regulated normative domain in which both 
agents are responsible for taking care of themselves and 
the other.

2.	 At this normative level, the possibility of irrevocably 
changing the autonomy of the other (positively or nega‑
tively) opens up, and thus the condition of possibility 
of caring for, respecting, or irrevocably changing the 
autonomy of the other emerges in the agents.

As we have already mentioned, requirement (2) of socio-
cognitive interaction states that for an interaction to be 
effectively social, it is necessary that the autonomy of each 
interactant not be destroyed in the process. This denotes 
the possibility of irrevocably changing the autonomy of 
the other (positively or negatively), giving rise to an ethi‑
cal dimension in which moral values come into play. Inter‑
actants are responsible for caring for and respecting their 
own and others’ autonomy at several levels because the 
vulnerability of the agents is exposed in the interaction. As 
we saw above, the degrees of vulnerability correspond to 
various features of the ongoing interaction, which can be 

related to both personal traits and features of the interac‑
tion itself (for example, the history of interactions between 
the participants or the social environment in which it takes 
place). This becomes clearer if we take into account that 
the perceptual experience of the other as an autonomous, 
precarious, and vulnerable person, and of ourselves as such, 
is formed, enriched, and even distorted in the interaction 
itself (van Grunsven 2015). Consequently, perceiving the 
other as such in an interaction and the normativity that 
emerges from it are not something pre-given, nor do they 
depend on a fixed mechanism; instead they constitute a 
condition that is continuously negotiated in the process of 
socio-cognitive interaction. Thus, the interactants have the 
possibility of exploring and providing mutual feedback at 
each moment of the interaction. Whether such mutuality is 
positive or negative depends on the (moral) responsibility of 
each of them. Hence, a wide range of possibilities opens up 
in which moral values come into play from the start of every 
social interaction. In this way, we approach the claim that 
all social interaction is moral, as stated by Colombetti and 
Torrance. Nonetheless, how can moral values come about? 
From where do they come? Do they only come from the 
moral pull? To solve these questions, in the next section, 
we address a more encompassing normative level, namely, 
a background normative moral order proper to the context.

3.3 � External Moral Normativity

Moral normativity at the level of the first-person experience, 
as well as at the level of the interaction, is shaped by a more 
encompassing normativity: standards that are collectively 
shared and that establish whether a particular behavior or 
interaction is morally correct or not. Normativity requires 
both an agent able to tell the difference between right and 
wrong, commendable and reprehensible, etc., as well as 
external criteria that allow any member of the community 
to determine whether an individual behavior or a particular 
interaction is actually right or wrong, commendable or rep‑
rehensible, etc., beyond the agent’s own impression. This 
means that for agents’ individual behavior and their interac‑
tions to be genuinely normative, they must be shaped and 
evaluable with respect to something other than the agent 
herself or the interaction, that is, pre-existing normative 
structures shared with others. This is true for moral norma‑
tivity as well as for any kind of normativity that shapes and 
governs human behavior and interactions.

3.4 � Heteronomy: External Shaping and Regulation 
of Human Behavior and Interactions

Steiner and Stewart (2009) propose the concept of heter-
onomy to capture this kind of relation in which an exter‑
nal, more pervasive phenomenon shapes a narrower 

14  Note that in the phenomenological tradition, this “ought” occurs 
at the experiential level, by which this “ought” is interpreted not in 
prescriptive terms, nor is it a command that obliges me in the factical 
sense, but is just a descriptive effort to capture "[…] how the ethical 
or the normative can gain meaningful relevance for a subject in the 
first place" (Loidolt 2018, p. 161). Indeed, “Phenomenologists ana‑
lyze the structure of those experiences that essentially constitute us 
as ethical beings and claim that normative questions can only arise in 
this venue” (2018, p. 159).
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phenomenon. In general, heteronomy refers to the relation‑
ship between two phenomena, e and a, such that the phe‑
nomenon e exerts a shaping force over the phenomenon a 
where e is not produced by a; in that case, we say that a is 
heteronomous with respect to e. Note that heteronomy so 
defined is a relative concept in the sense that a system can 
be heteronomous with respect to one system while not being 
so with respect to another. Crucially, this implies that a sys‑
tem can be autonomous with respect to itself and heterono‑
mous with respect to another system. Consider the follow‑
ing example: the socio-cultural context imposes important 
restrictions over how our daily interactions and individual 
behaviors unfold. These restrictions are ubiquitous and are 
not the product of the sole autonomous behavior of the per‑
son or the individual interactions between members of the 
group; therefore, they constitute a heteronomous normative 
field with respect to individuals and particular interactions. 
However, as we showed in the two preceding sections, the 
person and the interaction constitute autonomous systems 
with respect to themselves.

The kind of heteronomy that the socio-cultural order 
exerts over interactions and individual behaviors has a par‑
ticular character: the latter partially constitutes the former 
(Torrance and Froese 2011, p. 47). The reason is that the 
social normative order provides the means for the agents’ 
behaviors and their interactions to take place, and when such 
behaviors and interactions take place, they contribute to the 
maintenance of that very same normative order as a context 
that shapes the behaviors and interactions of the commu‑
nity. Pre-established norms are not limited to prescribing 
what should and what should not be done; they “actually 
constitute the possibility of enacting worlds that would just 
not exist without them. [That is why] interactions between 
two or more agents are never properly social unless they take 
place in the context of an environment of social structures or 
norms which give meaning to the interactions” (Steiner and 
Stewart 2009, p. 528). The pre-existing norms are embedded 
in the way people conduct their lives, and their continued 
existence requires that they be re-enacted through interac‑
tions between members of the community (Torrance and 
Froese 2011, p. 46). Let us see in more detail what these 
relations of heteronomy, constitution, and autonomy mean 
for human and social behavior.

As we explained in the previous section, socio-cognitive 
interactions refer to a dynamic coordination between two 
cognitive autonomous agents that has its own autonomy and 
that both enables and constrains the individual behavior of 
the interactants. Because the individual participants are 
subjected to the dynamics of the interaction with the other, 
their individual behavior is heteronomous with respect to the 
socio-cognitive interaction with the other (Torrance and Fro‑
ese 2011). In short, the individual behavior is heteronomous 
with respect to the interaction. Likewise, the ample spectrum 

of moral norms culturally prescribed, sometimes explicitly 
formulated and sometimes implicitly understood by partici‑
pants, govern both the interaction between agents—e.g., lis‑
tening when the other speaks—and the individual behavior 
of the agents—e.g., do not take what is not yours, even when 
nobody is looking. These culturally prescribed norms form 
a normative structure in the background, with respect to 
which socio-cognitive interactions and individual behaviors 
are heteronomous. Moreover, socio-cultural norms shape an 
autonomous system with respect to themselves, in so far as 
they produce the very processes that constitute it, namely, 
the pattern of interactions shared by the community. Figure 1 
below captures the relationships between these three levels.

Conceiving the socio-cultural normative context as social 
practices allows us to capture these relations more clearly. 
Human interactions and individual human autonomies are 
shaped by the practices shared by the community to which 
they belong. These practices are defined as ways of doing 
and acting, with or without language, that are shared by 
a community. Sociolinguistic practices expand our pow‑
ers over others and our vulnerabilities beyond face-to-face 
online interactions. More concretely, as defended by Di 
Paolo et al. (2018), the use of language allows us to assimi‑
late standardized patterns of behavior that complement 
the assimilated patterns of agents of our community with 
whom we have not interacted before in such a way that the 
complementary coordination of one’s own and the other’s 
behavior causes a joint action. This means that the standard‑
ized patterns of behavior we learn by learning to speak a 
language allow us to quickly establish sophisticated patterns 
of interaction with others—think, for example, of greeting, 
asking and answering questions, or giving and receiving 
instructions.

Different patterns of complementary behaviors and indi‑
vidual behaviors are built around different activities and con‑
stitute a social practice; for example, the social practice of 
educating children in primary school implies that teachers 
explain things to children, make requests, give instructions, 
ask questions, respond to questions, propose activities, etc. 
It implies that children follow instructions from teachers, 
play with other kids in the designated times and places, ask 
questions of teachers and other kids, etc., and that parents 
ask questions of teachers about the kids, cooperate to give 
children complementary instructions, etc. The social prac‑
tice of educating children in school is constituted by the 
fact that all actors—teachers, children, and parents—develop 
and maintain these families of activities and interactions 
among actors that repeat over time and in different places 
with different individuals. Moreover, from the point of view 
of the individual agent, this consolidated pattern of activi‑
ties and interactions gives rise to an aspect of their identity, 
that is, their identity as a teacher, a student, or a parent. 
This identity needs to be maintained over time by routinely 
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engaging in these activities and interactions, and routinely 
engaging in these constitutes the very identity of agents as 
a teacher, students, etc. This means, first, that their identity 
and autonomy is constituted with others within a commu‑
nity of shared activities that extends over time, and second, 
that what needs to be done to maintain such an identity is 
dictated by the socially shared patterns of activities of the 
community to which the agent belongs; that is, socio-cul‑
tural practices establish a normative order that dictates what 
agents should do to maintain their identity, i.e., to retain their 
individual autonomy as social agents. Third, through our 
social practices, our autonomy is temporally extended in the 
sense that the meaning of a present restrictive action, e.g., 
going to bed early instead of going to the party, becomes its 
contribution to our autonomy in the future, e.g., being fresh 
and well-rested to give a talk next morning, as it ensures 
more possibilities of action that contribute to the enactment 
of one’s values. Developing this point further goes beyond 
the scope of the paper, but it has been developed in detail 
under the idea of the chain of significance of action as dis‑
cussed by Schatzki based on Heidegger’s phenomenology. 
Importantly, these individual identities and its temporally 
extended autonomy originate and develop in a social milieu 

comprising practices, relationships, and structures that are 
evaluated by the possibilities that they offer to the agents to 
affirm their identities. In this sense, the social milieu is not 
neutral but corresponds to a morally evaluated background, 
or in other words, morally loaded.

3.5 � Moral Normativity Beyond Individuals

Within this ample realm of socio-cultural normativity, we 
identify two necessary conditions for moral normativity 
to arise as a social practice, that is, as a normative realm 
beyond individual behaviors and particular interactions. The 
first is our embodied constitution as living beings who are 
precarious and therefore vulnerable and in need of interac‑
tion with others and with the environment. The second is 
our sociolinguistic nature, which allows us to exponentially 
expand our possibilities for action and interaction through 
the use of language, and to normatively distinguish among 
them, in particular with regard to the possibilities for main‑
taining and expanding others’ and our own autonomy in 
interaction.

Let us see in some detail what these two conditions mean. 
The key concepts for understanding the first condition are 

Fig. 1   The left arrow captures two heteronomous relations of shaping 
and normative conditioning the socio-cultural normative order that 
constitutes the individuals’ background heteronomously shapes and 
regulates human interactions, as well as socio-cognitive interactions 
heteronomously shape and regulate the individual’s experiences and 
behaviors. Conversely, the right arrow captures two relations of con‑
stitution: The pattern of interactions and the pattern of individuals’ 

behaviors constitute the socio-cultural normative order that serves 
as the socially shared context. These patterns are extended in time 
and over multiple individuals, and constitute the shared form of life 
(articular socio-cognitive interactions are constituted by the individ‑
ual behaviors of two or more agents that coordinate in time and space 
such that they recognize each other as agents with their own purposes 
and interests and they do not terminate each other’s autonomies)
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vulnerability and the need for interaction with others. This 
constitutive vulnerability implies that the possibility of being 
irrevocably changed is always present in the interaction 
between human agents. As we explained above and in line 
with the ethics of care (Loaiza 2019; Urban 2014, 2015), 
there is an intrinsically ethical dimension in these interac‑
tions and engagements, since the agents, as participants, 
are morally responsible for caring about their own and the 
other’s autonomies. This means that engagements and inter‑
actions should ensure possibilities for agents to affirm and 
develop their own identities. The way in which we care, that 
is, how we should ensure those possibilities, is constituted 
in social practices whose existence goes beyond individual 
agents and particular interactions. This is possible due to 
our sociolinguistic nature, which allows us to exponentially 
expand our possibilities for action and normatively distin‑
guish among them. This brings us to the second condition.

The process by which moral norms are established in the 
social environment is through collective practice and the 
mutual acceptance of these norms in practice (Hufendiek 
2017; Rietveld 2008; Schatzki 1996; Wittgenstein 1953 
[2009]). Socio-cultural practices are structured by language 
and are sedimented through their continuous repetition 
over time, which normatively configures agents in different 
constituent stages of their identity. This means that socio-
cultural practices are part and parcel of what constitutes us 
as human agents within various practices exercised by the 
community to which we belong (such as language, moral‑
ity, religion, among others). Thus, socio-cultural norms 
learned and enacted through the use of language can dic‑
tate what agents must do and how they should interact to 
maintain their identity at each stage of their training since 
it establishes a greater normative force on the individual. 
In this sense, humans have a socio-linguistic nature which 
greatly structures their identities and their socio-cognitive 
interactions.

What makes sociocultural norms moral is that they are 
mainly directed to the care or preservation of the autonomy 
of agents in society, and this characteristic expands to a wide 
range of normative possibilities for their fulfillment. Norms 
fulfill their regulatory function in practice by allowing 
agents to distinguish between correct/incorrect, acceptable/
unacceptable, behavior in interaction, but also by provoking 
the positive or negative motivation that accompanies them; 
in this sense, our sociolinguistic nature expands our moral 
possibilities. Human agents learn to engage with the world 
within a cultural context in which they practice and partici‑
pate in the various behaviors associated with beliefs, values, 
conventions, sanctions, rules, and motives that constitute the 
moral code relative to their context or culture. The learning 
or enculturation at play here consists in joining the pattern of 
everyday activities of the community, activities that include 
using language and embodied gestures to express approval, 

condemnation, uncomfortableness, proudness, etc., about 
others’ and one’s own actions. Given the conception of iden‑
tity and autonomy we defended above, by joining this pattern 
of behavior, human agents also shape their own autonomous 
identity. In that sense, the socio-culturally shared norma‑
tive level exerts an irresistible force on individuals, shaping 
their behaviors and interactions and allowing the kinds of 
moral actions of which they themselves are capable. In other 
words, norms acquire their force over individuals by shaping 
not only the pattern of activities and interactions but also by 
shaping their first-person experiences of the “ought” in the 
encounter with the other. Human beings are not initiated 
into a narrow moral sense of “right and wrong” (De Souza 
2013) but into a more complex compound that includes and 
allows such actions with moral significance beyond the duty 
to respect the biological life of others.

A word about relativism is in order at this point. In our 
account, we propose a primary and basic moral imperative, 
namely, taking care of one’s autonomy and that of others. 
However, what this consists of and how it is carried out is 
largely determined by the specific socio-cultural practices 
of the specific community to which we belong, linked with 
the concrete situation and history underlying an interaction. 
Although, it might seem that a consequence of our proposal 
is moral relativism to a certain degree, we conceive of life 
and autonomy as universal basis for morality. Indeed, we 
defend the heterogeneous and iterative aspect of morality, 
which does not imply undermining the ethical weight of car‑
ing for the autonomies of the agents as an objective cross-
cultural criterion. Let us explain this claim: the morally cor‑
rect course of action is to contribute to maintaining, and at 
best, maximizing one’s autonomy and that of others. This 
assertion constitutes an objective cross-cultural criterion, but 
its content, meaning, and the different forms in which the 
care of the autonomies of the agents consists is determined, 
dictated, and provided by the socio-cultural practices carried 
out by the specific community to which they belong. Thus, 
the precise forms dictated by each human community for 
the care of autonomies largely regulate behaviors and social 
interactions. However, in a relevant way, this regulation has 
a situational character, which corresponds to various factors 
of the ongoing interaction, such as personality traits, history 
of interactions between agents (when it exists), and contex‑
tual elements. This allows for configuring a wide range of 
moral codes concerning social interactions, and with their 
continuous repetitions, they become part of the context.

Certainly, enactivism, at its roots, promotes life and its 
prosperity thriving (without harming others), which gets 
affirmed through autonomy. One important consequence 
of such conception is that it allows us to consider life (the 
living body) as a universal value. Drawing upon this, we 
propose that ethics is grounded on the notion of autonomous 
life as an ultimate value, thereby that affirmation of life and 
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the care of autonomies are non-negotiable values. This claim 
implies that we reject the cultural appropriation of moral 
terms, i.e. of the meaning of life and autonomy. If life is 
the ultimate value, those cultures that play with the defini‑
tions of humanity or autonomy remain outside our moral 
framework since they would be deemed non-morals. Overall, 
practices that undermine or threaten autonomous life are 
practices non-morals, e.g., the cultures that promote slav‑
ery or ritualistic mutilations are cultures that play with the 
definitions of humanity because it automatically dismisses 
who gets to be autonomous, i.e. these cultures with their 
multiple definitions of humanity invalidate any autonomy 
of the oppressed victims in such systems.

Importantly, we accept moral relativism in how to take 
care of one’s autonomy and that of others, that is, we accept 
relativism in the varied ways in which the possibilities of 
maintaining or increasing autonomies and identities in 
different cultures are fostered or cultivated, but we do not 
admit cultural relativism regarding the meaning of life and 
therefore of the meaning of caring for the autonomies of the 
agents. Strictly speaking, the value of caring for autonomies 
is objective and trans-cultural; it is the ultimate value of the 
enactive ethics that we propose.

In this context, there are moral criteria relating to cultures 
that can be controversial or questionable for other communi‑
ties. For example, cultures that accept consensual polyamory 
or consensual non-monogamy (known as CNM), as well as 
cultures that allow both heterosexual and homosexual mar‑
riages, are cultures that approve of different possibilities 
for maintaining, caring for, and expanding the identities of 
agents belonging to such cultures. But despite their different 
worldviews in contrast to other more conservative communi‑
ties, these are cultures that are not opposed to autonomous 
life and its prosperity as long as they conceive and preserve 
the affirmation of life and the care of autonomies as the ulti‑
mate foundation of their ethics.

A consequence of the enactivist framework is to consider 
the care of life, autonomy, and identity as a source of norma‑
tivity or as a normative criterion strong enough to base the 
nature of ethics on it. Hence, in our account, ethics serve to 
discern which conditions contribute to preserving life and 
enhancing the autonomies of the agents and which do not. 
This allows us to distinguish between actions, practices, and 
cultures that maintain or expand the autonomies of those that 
are oppressive or that limit the potentialities of the agents.

Accordingly, the characterization of moral normativ‑
ity that we propose is as follows: (i) In the encounter with 
the other, agents face a normative moral level depicted as a 
moral pull, and this implies a degree of morality that is felt 
in the living body; (ii) in the socio-cognitive interaction, 
there is a reciprocal dependence between agents, which gives 
rise to the ethical dimension that corresponds to the respon‑
sibility of caring for one’s own and others’ autonomy; and 

iii) the socio-cultural practices of the community in which 
the interaction takes place heteronormatively shape the 
appropriate moral content for the care of autonomies.

At this point a distinction between moral content and 
moral character is called for.

4 � Moral Content and Moral Character

Moral character According to the conception of morality we 
have defended so far, individuals’ behaviors and interactions 
among each other have a moral character when they imply 
the possibility of harming, increasing, or contributing to the 
maintenance of the autonomy of the other. This autonomy 
involves both the other’s identity as a living organism and 
their identity as a member of a bundle of socio-cultural 
practices. Harming the other’s autonomy means reducing 
their possibilities of acting to affirm their own identity, while 
increasing their autonomy and contributing to its mainte‑
nance means maintaining or expanding the current possibili‑
ties of action of the agent. We have argued that the moral 
responsibility that arises in interaction with others is to not 
harm either the other’s autonomy or one’s own autonomy. 
Note that this definition of the moral dimension of behaviors 
and interactions does not allow us to specify universal rules 
of moral correctness15 beyond the basic moral imperative 
with objective and cross-cultural value, namely, the care of 
the autonomy, e.g., not killing the other or making them or 
oneself deliberately ill.

Moral content The specificities of how to act in a morally 
responsible way depend on the particular situation in which 
a behavior or interaction occurs; the socio-cultural practices 
to which the interactants belong constitute a crucial element 
of this situation. Socio-cultural practices shape the pattern 
of activities and interactions that shape the identity of the 
interacting agents, and therefore, specify the wide range of 
possibilities of action that each agent has to reaffirm their 
identity. Socio-cultural practices specify too how these pos‑
sibilities can be reduced. Therefore, socio-cultural practices 
give content, that is, indicate the actions and interactions 
that count as morally correct and incorrect in a specific cir‑
cumstance, as long as the care of the autonomy is respected. 
There are non-controversial situations that illustrate this; for 
example, helping another who is in need in a specific situa‑
tion reflects a morally correct action commonly accepted as 
such. In our account, this counts as morally correct behavior 
because the act of helping increases the other’s possibilities 
of acting in the world, e.g., helping an old person to step 
onto the bus so they can use the public transport and visit 

15  Due to its situational aspect, no universal specifications can be 
derived (see van den Herik and Rietveld 2021).
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their friends. There are, however, more controversial situ‑
ations that highlight the specific moral content of a given 
socio-cultural community, such as in the example already 
mentioned about cultures that accept consensual polyamory 
or consensual non-monogamy. Consensual polyamory prac‑
tices are morally justified in such communities because they 
imply an increase in the autonomy of the agent who decides 
to carry them out, and that, according to our account, is 
the very reason why such practices are maintained as mor‑
ally correct in these contexts. Specifically, these communi‑
ties open up possibilities for agents to realize their identity: 
autonomously deciding over their bodies and their sexual‑
ity. Our account thus allows us to see why consensual poly‑
amory or consensual non-monogamy has the status it has 
as a morally correct practice in the cultures in which it is 
practiced.

By contrast, there are oppressive socio-cultural environ‑
ments that cancel any possibility of autonomy for the agents 
through destructive and devastating practices. These cultural 
environments would be considered immoral in our frame‑
work. One of the most dramatic expressions of these prac‑
tices is female genital ablation. Such practices are morally 
unjustified in our proposal because the very act of executing 
the mutilation implies a detriment to the autonomy of the 
girls and women to whom it is practiced.

According to these communities, female genital abla‑
tion is a practice that allows girls and women to belong to 
the society as respectable women, that is, virgins and loyal 
women, which is a recognition on which they crucially 
depend to interact with other members of the community 
and to form a family. This explains why these practices are 
maintained despite them being detrimental to women. How‑
ever, this explanation does not morally justify these prac‑
tices. We reject the cultural appropriation of fundamental 
moral terms (i.e. autonomous life), therefore, in our moral 
framework, female genital ablation is a practice considered 
immoral since it deprives women of bodily and fundamen‑
tal ways to realize their identity (both physical and socio-
cultural) and to choose autonomously whether or not to build 
their identities as virgins and loyal women devoted to their 
husbands. Then, our account allows us to see clearly why 
the practice itself is an oppressive cultural practice, since it 
directly threatens the autonomous life of women. In short, in 
our interpretation, caring for autonomy is the ultimate nor‑
mative criterion that determines whether cultures, practices, 
or actions are morally correct.

5 � Conclusion and Open Questions

We have argued that moral normativity can be distinguished 
from other forms of social normativity because it is con‑
cerned with the possibility of irrevocably changing the 

autonomies of the interactants at each moment of interaction 
in the encounter with the other. This characterizes the deep 
moral responsibility that agents have to care for and respect 
their own autonomy and that of others in interaction. The 
moral normativity that we have proposed has three levels: 
(1) the phenomenological level, characterized as a moral 
pull; (2) the level of the interaction between agents, char‑
acterized mainly as the possibility of irrevocably changing 
the autonomy of the other; and (3) the background norma‑
tive moral order relative to the context and culture in which 
such interactions take place. The latter heteronormatively 
shapes the other two levels, and the level of the interaction 
heteronormatively shapes the phenomenological level.

First, the moral pull corresponds to the normativity that 
arises from the specific experience of three interrelated cat‑
egories (values, the self, and the other), which contributes to 
the deeply affective connection that occurs in the encounter 
with the other. Second, at the level of socio-cognitive inter‑
action, the possibility of damaging or increasing one’s own 
and others’ autonomy opens up, which constitutes a moral 
dimension in which the interactants acquire moral respon‑
sibility (minimally) to mutually care for and respect their 
autonomies. Third, the normative force that the background 
normative moral order exerts on particular interactions and 
on individual agency constitutes the (moral) content of 
moral codes relative to context and culture.

We would like to highlight three possible consequences of 
our proposal. First, we consider that the moral normativity 
characterized in this way would correspond to various skills 
involved in an ethical know-how. In the encounter with the 
other, the agents face a normative moral level depicted as a 
moral pull, and this implies a degree of morality that is felt 
in the living body. This degree of morality is felt and exer‑
cised since it is immediately given to us on a concrete level, 
not abstract or theoretical. From this, the agents minimally 
know how to respond, participate, and act morally in relation 
to the specific demands of the situation. The psychologi‑
cal details of how this practical knowledge is acquired in 
development remain open in this paper. However, we can 
find empirical support for this claim in the work of Reddy 
(2008). In the words of van Grunsven (2018, p. 140), “Reddy 
hints at a link between our engaged experience of others as 
beings who afford address and the ethical experience of oth‑
ers as beings who obligate us: ‘Not only is the experience 
of the other person more immediate and more powerful in 
direct engagement, but it calls out from you a different way 
of being, an immediate responsiveness, a feeling in response, 
and an obligation to ‘answer’ the person’s acts’.”

The second consequence is that our proposal can account 
for the objectivity of moral normativity in two senses: (i) 
through the moral imperative with objective and cross-cul‑
tural value that we propose, namely, the care of autonomies, 
which would function as a tool for the moral evaluation of 
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actions, interactions, and practices. And (ii) objectivity is 
additionally achieved with a minimum criterion of external‑
ity that requires that the norms be capable of being shared. 
In our account, this criterion is met at the level of the back‑
ground normative moral order, which is constituted by 
shared collective practices. These practices result from the 
very pattern of actions and interactions that a community 
forms and maintains in time.

Finally, the third consequence refers to the normative 
force of the moral content that we propose. Let us remem‑
ber that the moral content depends on the normative moral 
order relative to the context and the culture, that is, the back‑
ground normative moral order. This normativity regulates 
the conditions of the interaction, regulates the behavior of 
the participating agents, and therefore regulates and deter‑
mines how intentional behavior is carried out and evaluated 
within the interaction. As we explained above, the regulatory 
function of this moral normativity allows agents to distin‑
guish between correct/incorrect and acceptable/unacceptable 
behavior and provokes in them the positive or negative moti‑
vation that moves them to act in response. This moral dimen‑
sion and its standards or measures of good or bad actions 
provide normative force to every intersubjective practice that 
unfolds in that context.

Characterizing moral normativity in this way makes it 
possible to do justice to the iterative, situational, and hetero‑
geneous aspect of morality, at the same time that it allows us 
to offer an objective normative criterion that would serve as 
a moral evaluative tool with cross-cultural value.

We consider that these questions open avenues for future 
research on, for example, the ethical dimension of the mate‑
rial objects and infrastructures that enrich or hinder our 
autonomy and therefore implies both a certain proto-agency 
to materiality as well as a moral responsibility of people in 
charge of maintaining or changing such materialities. Thus, 
we consider that future research could study broader-scope 
interactions in light of the enactive moral normativity that 
we propose; for example, agent-sociomateriality and agent-
institutions interactions, even interactions between human 
agents and other non-human partners.
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