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Cognitive Instincts

Humans come to behave and think in different ways from other species despite what might seem to be
similar environmental experiences. The best example is language. Even the most dedicated and deranged pet
owner who talks continuously to their pet fails miserably in getting their dog or cat to speak while even the most
careless and neglectful parent almost always has a child who speaks normally. Children bring something to the
language learning environment that no other animal has. They seem to bring a set of language speciﬁc
constraints that creates a universal grammar and which greatly facilitates the language acquisition process. In his
early writings Steven Pinker certainly embraces this point of view as well. He and Paul Bloom have also
advanced the additional argument that natural language should be seen as an adaptation selected for in the course
of evolution.
P then took his nativist and evolutionary perspective for language and extended it to much of perception,
cognition and emotion(1997). Here, in the Blank Slate, he further argues that most folks, both within and outside
of the academy don’t get it and feel oddly beholden to the view of humans as having no intrinsic natures,
containing nothing in their initial cognitive makeup that guides development or constrains the adult form. He
sees this misconception as further reinforced by a mistaken dualism, “the ghost in the machine” that allows the
mind to escape any limits placed by biology and by romantic and by unrealistic notions of humans as “noble
savages” corrupted by the evils of society. Most centrally, however, P argues that views of humans having rich
intrinsic natures are morally, socially, and politically acceptable. The Blank Slate is an attempt to convince the
reader that it really is ok to be a nativist and an evolutionary psychologist without being a racist, supporting
eugenics, or making a political statement. It is unfortunate that this extremely important central message may
get lost by those who become sidetracked with concerns about the status of evolutionary psychology.
At the abstract level the evolutionary psychology view seems eminently reasonable. There is no magic
line that says that organs and systems outside of the brain could evolve in ways that allow organisms to adapt to
their niches, while those inside the brain could not. There is also no magic line that says that as one moves
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inward from the sensory transducers to “higher” levels of processing there is a point at which structures and
system could not be adaptations. No one doubts that the eye evolved for picking up and processing light and
indeed different organisms have quite different visual systems tailored for their niches, in some cases changing in
their properties as they change their niches in development (e.g., Loew and Sillman, 1993). The same is true for
the ear, the nose, the tongue and the skin. Moreover, the structures that ﬁrst process the information coming in
from those transducers are similarly clearly adaptations for the information they receive. It seems bizarre and
arbitrary to assume that all adaptations would cease as that information is processed at higher and higher levels.
What is not at all obvious, however, is the detailed nature of the adaptations that govern our cognitive and
emotional lives. Indeed, even for language, there is much more controversy around whether any of the universal
structural properties of languages could have been predicted from even the most exhaustive analyses of the
niches inhabited by pre and post linguistic hominids. Unlike thorns which clearly serve the function of
protecting plants, or wings which aid ﬂight, it is much more difﬁcult to say how our human set of constraints on
subjacency relations are more adaptive than another variant which could have been built in instead. Indeed, even
by some evolutionary accounts, such constraints may not have been differentially adaptive. Instead, they may be
more like social conventions such as driving on particular side of the road. Something had to be done to solve the
coordination problem of communication and so there was strong pressure for an arbitrary but consistent set of
constraints on linguistic structures (cf. Lewis, 1969). Which ones in particular emerged may have been largely
random. This point was acknowledged explicitly by Pinker and Bloom (1990) but some of the current
enthusiasm for evolutionary psychology seems to forget just how modest its predictions might be.
The argument for language speciﬁc innate architectural constraints is further aided by considering the
problem of acquisition. We have a pretty good sense of what the infant receives as language relevant input and it
has been to difﬁcult to imagine successful language acquisition without built in biases to prefer some kinds of
linguistic structures and operations over others. Put differently, the space of psychologically natural languages is
far smaller than the space of logically possible languages and language speciﬁc constraints seem to be
responsible for much of that narrowing of the space. So, in addition to evolutionary arguments for constraints
that ease communication, there are arguments for similar constraints as aiding acquisition.
Language is surely not the only complex mental ability that could have adaptive value and which is
genetically constrained to have a certain form. Thought about number, morality, other minds, and perhaps even
the living world might well be powerfully constrained as well. But the argument is much harder to make in a
convincing and detailed manner. In terms of acquisition arguments, the class of relevant inputs is harder to
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specify. We can plausibly estimate the number and kinds of sentences a child might hear, but how do we estimate
the number and kind of numerical displays a child encounters or the number of morally laden situations, or the
number of times the beliefs of others are made apparent in a situation? In addition, the apparatus of modern
linguistic theory has enabled us to see much more deeply into the nature of the human faculty for language than
into any other domain of cognition. Even in the rigorous domain of mathematics we have far less detail of the
universal structural principles of intuitive mathematical knowledge. This lack of detail requires that we take on
faith that other domains of our mental lives are just as likely to be distinct and richly articulated organs of
thought as language.
In terms of evolutionary arguments, evolutionary psychology, the enterprise of making predictions about
human behavior and thought processes on the basis of their adaptive value to humans in some earlier huntergatherer phase of human history, is immensely appealing but equally frustrating as way to generate unambiguous
and testable predictions. How, for example, has an evolutionary perspective helped us understand the human
capacity for language? The relatively limited insight provided is made more dramatic when one considers the
great value an evolutionary perspective adds to the understanding of the structure and function of the vertebrate
kidney or heart(e.g., Smith, 1953). It is one thing to embrace the idea of evolutionary psychology; it is quite
another to be able to use it as an effective research tool for exploring the structure of the mind.
These difﬁculties with evolutionary psychology might seem to undercut P’s book. Although there are
tempting examples of behaviors and biases involving mating choice strategies, disgusting things, phobias, and
moral taboos, they pale by comparison with characterizations of universal grammar. Moreover, those
characterizations of universal grammar arose not from evolutionary arguments or comparative analyses across
species, but rather from the development of new ways of more formally describing the language capacity, ways
that allowed us to see both universals and the need for constraints to aid acquisition. Those descriptions in turn
motivated the idea of a language organ that is part of virtually every human’s nature. Evolutionary arguments,
to date, have not added much to understanding of the language faculty, which is the best developed case of a
cognitive instinct. But, even if evolutionary psychology at present remains overly speculative and ambiguous,
that limitation does not detract from the central message of P’s book: mental organs no matter how they arose,
have no relation to political agendas and moral postures.
If humans are partially wired and predisposed to like kitsch art, to gang up on outsiders, or to use
excessive threats to get their way, such predispositions in no way justify those actions or condone them. P makes
this point so convincingly and vividly it makes one wonder how the alternative could have been so commonly
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embraced. After all, humans are also predisposed to choke on foods relative to other animals but no one thinks
this predisposition makes the act of choking any more desirable or acceptable. Universal cognitive and
behavioral tendencies while perhaps revealing some of our more unsavory dimensions, do not entail any shifts in
moral philosophies. If those tendencies can be explained in evolutionary terms, such explanations in no way
make them any more suspect. If they cannot be so explained, they still might be intrinsic to human nature and
should be recognized as such.
A separate issue concerns individual and group differences that might also be part of people’s natures,
and here the discussion departs more radically from the case of language where individual differences in
syntactic ability have not been a major focus of study. People do differ from one another in ways partly
predicted by their genes. Height, physical coordination and body coloration are obvious examples. It seems
likely that they also differ in kinds of intelligence, in emotionality, and various manners of self regulation. But
again, these differences do not imply speciﬁc political agendas. Differences among people may even have
unfortunate social consequences, but such consequences in no way mean that we should deny or avoid a science
that attempts to uncover and document those differences. For every case where one could use scientiﬁc evidence
of biological bases for differences as means to oppress people there is a case where one could use that evidence
to help people. P’s message applies equally well to the case of biological bases for individual differences as it
does for biological bases of universal human psychological capacities.
It is easy to get caught up in the frustrations of evolutionary psychology and lose sight of the bigger
message of this book, which could have been written about nativism while making no commitments to
evolutionary psychology at all. It is, after all, quite possible to reject evolutionary psychology and yet fervently
believe in mental organs. Again, the study of language has made this clear. Chomksy, for example, is a staunch
nativist who rejects evolutionary psychology. Thus, even if one thinks strategies such as reverse engineering and
analyzing the lives of hunter gatherers and of closely related species are not likely to yield a high resolution view
of the mind, one might still believe that mind is a collection of domain speciﬁc organs each specialized for
learning about and processing particular classes of information. P’s message applies equally well for those anti
evolutionary nativists. If humans do have predispositions to act in certain ways in certain domains, those
predispositions in their own right are orthogonal to political and moral issues. Those predispositions may be
deplored or applauded or simply dealt with in a non evaluative manner. The values we attach to cognitive
instincts do not in any way bear on the values of knowing about the instincts themselves.
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Unfortunately many inﬂuential scholars do construct an artiﬁcial connection between evolutionary
psychology and nativism on the one hand and morality and politics on the other. This is one of the more
depressing points that is made so convincingly by P and which shows why this book was necessary. Pick almost
any aspect of humans that is emotionally loaded and claim that humans manifest that aspect in a genetically
constrained way and one is sure to incur moral condemnation. One is similarly condemned in arguing for genetic
basses for individual differences in emotionally loaded aspects of being human. If there are innate cognitive
constraints on what we think is beautiful, or sexy, or moral there are great risks for those who discover such
constraints. It was hard to get too political about the nuances of syntax that might be part of a universal
grammar. Most of the rest of cognition and emotion is not so immune. The politicization and moralization of
these areas of science is a great tragedy and is doing far more damage than empirical ﬁndings, whatever their
message, could ever do. The Blank Slate is invaluable for alerting us to this danger.
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