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ABSTRACT 
 

Recent work in empirical moral psychology has led to at least one point of consensus: 

intuitive, psychologically-spontaneous cognitive processes play a central and 

inescapable role in moral evaluation. However, among those who accept that intuitive 

processes play a central role there remains much debate concerning the underlying 

character of these intuitive processes, as well as their developmental and evolutionary 

origins. The two dominant approaches are represented by psychological sentimentalists, 

who hold that these underlying processes are essentially emotion-driven, and moral 

nativists, who hold that these processes are subserved by innate, tacitly-held moral 

principles. In the course of this dissertation I critically examine each of these prominent 

psychological accounts, and work to outline a novel alternative. 

Questions concerning the psychological processes involved in moral judgment 

are interesting in their own right, as well as for their potential relevance to debates in 

ethical theory. The observed role of intuitive processing in moral judgment challenges 

those traditions in psychology and philosophy according to which deliberate rational 

processes do or should dominate. Indeed, it is widely thought that the centrality of these 

intuitive processes serves to undermine the status of morality and the epistemic 

standing of moral beliefs. Both the sentimentalist and the nativist analyses of intuitive 

moral judgment have been used to ground challenges to the status of morality and 

moral belief. I build on my critiques of the empirical adequacy of the psychological and 

evolutionary claims grounding these challenges to develop ways to defeat them. When 
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properly understood, neither of these accounts of intuitive moral psychology supports a 

global challenge to the epistemic standing of moral belief. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
The study of morality has attracted growing interest from scholars in the empirical 

sciences, from those working in neuroscience and social and developmental psychology, 

to evolutionary biology and game theory. This wide-ranging body of empirical work has 

led to at least one point of consensus: intuitive, psychologically-spontaneous cognitive 

processes play a central and inescapable role in moral evaluation. However, among 

those who accept that intuitive processes play a central role there remains much debate 

concerning the underlying character of these intuitive processes, as well as their 

developmental and evolutionary origins. The two dominant approaches are represented 

by psychological sentimentalists, who hold that these underlying processes are 

essentially emotion-driven, and moral nativists, who hold that these processes are 

subserved by innate, tacitly-held moral principles. In the course of this dissertation I 

critically examine each of these prominent psychological accounts, and work to outline a 

novel alternative.  

Questions concerning the psychological processes involved in moral judgment 

are interesting in their own right, as well as for their potential relevance to debates in 

ethical theory. The observed role of intuitive processing in moral judgment challenges 

those core traditions in psychology and philosophy according to which deliberate 

rational processes do or should dominate. Indeed, it is widely thought that the centrality 

of these intuitive processes serves to undermine the status of morality and the epistemic 

standing of moral beliefs. Both the sentimentalist and the nativist analyses of intuitive 

moral judgment have been used to ground challenges to the status of morality and 
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moral belief. By scrutinizing the empirical adequacy of the psychological and 

evolutionary claims grounding these challenges I uncover ways to defeat them.  

For instance, some hold that if moral judgments derive essentially from 

emotional reactions, this undermines their status. In my second chapter, I review recent 

empirical findings and conclude that while there is evidence of important psychological 

connections between emotions and moral judgment, the strength of the connections has 

been overstated. Against sentimentalists like Jesse Prinz, who hold that moral concepts 

must be constituted by emotional responses, I argue that non-sentimentalist analyses of 

moral concepts can accommodate the psychological connections between emotion and 

moral judgment for which there is clear empirical evidence. On my picture, emotional 

responses are causally implicated in moral judgment though they do not constitute 

moral evaluations. Prinz claims that his constitution brand of metaethical 

sentimentalism entails moral relativism. Insofar as this runs counter to ordinary 

presumptions of our moral discourse, our judgments would be in error. But blocking the 

inference to the constitution view blocks the subsequent inference to any such 

skepticism.   

Though the moral nativists advance a rule-based alternative to the 

sentimentalist’s account of intuitive moral judgment, this is not sufficient to escape 

possible skeptical challenges. On the nativist picture moral judgment is subject to 

biologically innate constraints. And some, such as Richard Joyce, have argued that to 

the extent that such evolutionary influences shape our moral judgments, this calls their 

justifiability into question. My discussion of moral nativism and its potential skeptical 
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implications spans two chapters. In chapter three, I criticize the major extant arguments 

for nativist accounts of moral cognition. Modeling their account after Chomskian 

accounts of linguistic cognition, contemporary moral nativists claim that intuitive moral 

judgment is subserved by innate, tacitly-held moral principles. By drawing on recent 

work on Bayesian models of language acquisition that counter the case for linguistic 

nativism, I outline an analogous non-nativist account of moral-rule acquisition. On my 

alternative model we need not posit innate morality-specific constraints in order to 

explain the features of moral cognition and moral development that nativists hold up for 

consideration.  

 While the availability of this alternative account serves to dampen the nativist 

case for skepticism, determining which of these alternative accounts actually models 

moral development accurately requires further empirical investigation. So in chapter 

four, I explore whether the evolutionary challenge to moral belief would stand if we 

suppose for the sake of argument that some form of moral nativism is true. I argue that 

while certain evolutionary accounts of moral cognition may lend support to a global 

challenge to the justifiability of our moral beliefs, evolutionary accounts that are tenable 

in light of current findings from moral psychology do not.  

My approach to these issues shares the commitment to methodological 

naturalism that grounds the work of my dialectical opponents. I agree that findings from 

the empirical sciences are relevant to questions concerning the nature of our moral 

concepts and the epistemic quality of our moral judgments. This is why I evaluate these 

arguments on their own terms – by attending to the scientific findings to better 
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understand what descriptive claims they support. I show how many of the central 

empirical premises grounding recent challenges are not adequate to our empirical 

evidence, which undercuts the force of the challenges. In the course of this dissertation, 

I also defend a series of claims concerning aspects of moral cognition. As part of the 

positive project that flows from this work, I aim to develop a more complete picture of 

moral cognition – specifically, how emotional responses and implicit rule-based 

mechanisms operate in the production of intuitive moral judgments, and how these 

reflexive processes interact with reflective processes in moral cognition more generally. 

And this sets the stage for my continuing to work toward developing a non-skeptical 

account of moral belief and epistemic justification that is empirically informed. 
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CHAPTER 2: RECONSIDERING THE EMPIRICAL CASE FOR 
SENTIMENTALISM 

 
1. Introduction 

Much recent work in empirical moral psychology suggests a strong connection between 

emotions and moral judgment. Increasingly, such results have been brought to bear on 

debates in ethical theory, such as that between metaethical sentimentalists and non-

sentimentalists. Among proponents of sentimentalism, Jesse Prinz stands out in the 

extent to which his defense draws on this research. He contends that sentimentalism 

provides the best explanation of certain psychological connections between emotions 

and moral judgment. I review several recent empirical findings and conclude that while 

there is evidence of important psychological connections between emotions and moral 

judgment, the strength of those connections has been overstated.  I go on to address the 

implications of this conclusion for the sentimentalism debate, and argue that, because 

non-sentimentalist theories can readily accommodate the psychological connections for 

which there is clear empirical evidence, such findings do not advantage the 

sentimentalist camp on abductive grounds, as Prinz argues.  

 

2. Sentimentalist Theories of Moral Judgment  

Broadly speaking, sentimentalism is the view that morality is grounded in affective 

responses. To assess whether and to what extent current empirical findings on the role 

of emotion in moral psychology advantage sentimentalist theories of moral judgment, 

however, we need a more exact formulation of the thesis. Indeed, sentimentalism ranges 

over a set of distinct yet related positions concerning the relations between morality and 
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the emotions. An initial distinction to draw is that between psychological 

sentimentalism and philosophical sentimentalism (Gill & Nichols, 2008).1 Psychological 

sentimentalism is the view that emotions play “an important causal role in moral 

judgment” (Gill & Nichols, p. 160). The opposing position, psychological rationalism, is 

the view that “moral judgment[s] in humans… derive from our rational faculties or 

capacities” (Nichols, 2004, p. 67). There is a range of views here. 

 
  
    Strong Psychological                           Hybrid                          Strong Psychological 
          Rationalism                                                                             Sentimentalism 
 
At one end of the spectrum is strong psychological rationalism. Joyce characterizes this 

as the view that the exercise of rational faculties or capacities is necessary and sufficient 

for arriving at moral judgment (2008, pp. 377-378). At the other end of the spectrum, 

we may likewise characterize strong psychological sentimentalism as the view that the 

exercise of affective faculties or capacities is necessary and sufficient for arriving at 

moral judgment. Along the middle of the spectrum are hybrid psychological views, 

according to which both reasoning and affective mechanisms play central roles in 

arriving at moral judgment. Note that these are etiological views – that is, views 

concerning the psychological causes of moral judgment.      

 Defining philosophical or metaethical sentimentalism is more challenging. 

Metaethical sentimentalism, Gill and Nichols write, is “often associated with a stronger 

conceptual claim that morality is necessarily constituted by the emotions” (p. 160). 

D’Arms and Jacobsen similarly sketch sentimentalism as “the thesis that evaluation is to 
                                                
1 Slote (2010) also outlines what he calls ‘normative sentimentalism’ – a first order theory along the lines 
of an ethics of care. I do not target this sort of sentimentalism in this paper.  
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be understood by way of human emotional response” (2006, pp. 187-188). As a theory of 

moral judgment or evaluation, sentimentalism has implications for how moral concepts, 

like wrongness, are understood. Indeed, D’Arms and Jacobsen ultimately characterize 

sentimentalism as a thesis about evaluative concepts, namely that they are response-

invoking: they “cannot be analyzed or elucidated without appeal to subjective responses 

– in particular, to the sentiments” (p. 190). Characterized as a view about moral 

concepts, D’Arms and Jacobsen note, metaethical sentimentalism is compatible with 

different positions concerning the metaphysics of value2, and the function of moral 

language3.  

A central line of argument for sentimentalism appeals to the practicality of 

morality. Hume advances a classic version of this argument in the Treatise 3.1.1, noting 

that morality is practical by its very nature: moral judgments are supposed to influence 

our passions and motivate action. He then appeals to a core conclusion from earlier in 

the Treatise (2.3.3): that reason alone is unable to motivate action. If moral judgments 

are to motivate they cannot derive from reason alone, because reason alone cannot 

furnish the will with impulses or motives. Moral judgments, Hume concludes, cannot be 

derived from reason, but must originate in feeling or sentiment. 

Many contemporary sentimentalists continue to embrace this general line of 

reasoning in advancing their case. To bolster their case, some contemporary 

                                                
2 Sentimentalism about evaluative concepts is typically joined with either a perceptivist view of value, 
according to which moral properties are real, despite essentially involving subjective emotional responses, 
or a projectivist view, according to which moral properties are not real, but are mere “projections” of our 
sentiments (D’Arms & Jacobsen, 2006, pp. 188-190). In this paper, I shall restrict myself to the discussion 
of evaluative concepts, without addressing related issues concerning the metaphysics of value.  
3 Namely, it is compatible with either cognitivist or non-cognitivist positions concerning the semantics of 
moral discourse (D’Arms & Jacobsen, 2006, p. 192).  
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sentimentalists make further appeals to recent empirical findings in moral psychology, 

suggesting that such work provides an independent source of support for their views 

over non-sentimentalist theories. Recall that according to psychological sentimentalism, 

the connection between emotion and moral judgment is causal, while according to 

metaethical sentimentalism the connection between emotion and moral judgment is 

constitutive. While empirical work clearly bears on the issue of psychological 

sentimentalism, it is not as clear as some contemporary sentimentalists suggest it is 

whether or how it bears on the debate over metaethical sentimentalism. Among 

contemporary proponents of metaethical sentimentalism, Jesse Prinz’s recent defense 

(2006, 2007b) draws on the empirical work on emotions and moral judgment in the 

most thorough and sustained way. In evaluating whether recent empirical findings 

advantage metaethical sentimentalism, then, I’ll focus on his defense as a case study.  

 

3. Prinz’s Sentimentalism and Moral Psychology  

In “The Emotional Basis of Moral Judgment” (2006), and later in his book The 

Emotional Construction of Morals (2007b), Prinz mounts an empirically grounded 

defense of metaethical sentimentalism. In advancing his case for sentimentalism, Prinz 

recruits support from the following set of increasingly strong claims concerning the 

psychological connections between emotion and moral judgment: 

1. Emotions co-occur with moral judgments.  
2. Emotions causally influence moral judgments.  
3. Emotions can be sufficient to cause moral judgment.  
4. Emotions are developmentally (diachronically) necessary for moral judgment.  
5. Emotions are synchronically necessary for moral judgment.  
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While 1 points merely to a correlation between moral judgment and emotion, 2-5 each 

attribute to emotion some kind of causal role in moral judgment. Emotions, Prinz 

claims, influence our moral assessments (2), and can be sufficient for moral appraisal 

(3). Furthermore, Prinz defends the claim that emotions are necessary for moral 

appraisal: both developmentally – one must experience the relevant emotions in order 

to develop the ability to engage in moral judgment – and synchronically – one must 

experience (or be disposed to experience) the relevant emotions in order to exercise the 

ability for moral judgment (Prinz, 2006, pp. 31-32). On the basis of 3, 4, and 5, Prinz 

infers that: 

6. Emotion is “in some sense” both necessary and sufficient for moral judgment 
(2006, p. 29).  
 

6 is a claim concerning the psychological processes leading to judgment, and amounts to 

a strong version of psychological sentimentalism.  

Drawing on these psychological theses, Prinz advances a sentimentalist theory of 

moral judgment, which I’ll refer to as his metaethical sentimentalism (MS). The main 

tenets of Prinz’s MS are as follows:  

MS: Moral judgments are constituted in part by emotions or dispositions to have 
emotions. This is because moral judgments contain moral concepts, and moral 
concepts are essentially related to emotions. Specifically, emotions constitute 
“token-instances” of concepts such as right and wrong. That is, one cannot token 
or use such concepts without being disposed to experience the relevant emotions 
(2007b). 
 

Since they concern the nature of moral concepts, these elements of Prinz’s view fit with 

the broad characterization of metaethical sentimentalism offered in the previous 

section. Furthermore, since moral concepts are the “psychological tools by which we 
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come to understand morality,” Prinz casts this as an epistemic view (2007b, p. 17).  In 

particular, his theory is committed to the following epistemic thesis4: 

Epistemic Thesis: The disposition to feel the relevant emotions (feelings of 
approbation and disapprobation) is a possession condition on the normal concept 
RIGHT (WRONG) (2007b, p. 21).  
 

Prinz (2006) states that this element of his theory is a variant of the traditional 

sentimentalism defended by the British moralists, especially Hume, according to which 

to believe that something is morally wrong, for example, is to have a sentiment of 

disapprobation towards it, where sentiments are understood as dispositions to have 

emotions.   

Prinz takes the strong psychological sentimentalism he advances to bolster the 

case for his metaethical sentimentalism over non-sentimentalist alternatives. In the next 

section, I shall begin to examine the evidence for the various psychological connections 

between emotions and moral judgment outlined above. Later in the paper, I’ll turn to 

evaluate the empirical case for metaethical sentimentalism in light of this analysis. 

 

4. Proposed Psychological Connections Between Emotion and Moral 

Judgment  

Prinz advances an abductive argument in support of metaethical sentimentalism, 

claiming that sentimentalist theories, his theory (MS) in particular, readily explain a 

number of observations concerning the nature of moral judgment, including, 

                                                
4 While my focus in this essay is on the nature of moral concepts, Prinz (2006, 2007b) does pair his 
epistemic claims with claims concerning the metaphysics of moral value. In his view, moral concepts refer 
to response-dependent properties, specifically to the properties of causing certain emotional reactions in 
us. The concept of moral wrongness, for instance, refers to the property of causing in us feelings of 
disapprobation. This puts Prinz’s theory in the perceptivist camp (see note 2).  
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specifically, empirical findings from moral psychology. The various possible 

psychological connections outlined in the previous section (1-6) are among the 

explananda of Prinz’s abductive argument. In order to assess his argument for MS, I’ll 

begin by examining several of the psychological connections Prinz cites. In advancing an 

argument of this form, there are two central challenges to be met. First, one must 

provide adequate, non-question begging evidence for the psychological theses appealed 

to in the argument. Second, we must be convinced that the theory on offer – metaethical 

sentimentalism in this case – is better able to account for the set of those psychological 

theses for which there is adequate evidence than relevant alternative theories. 

Ultimately, I will undercut the empirically grounded argument for sentimentalism by 

uncovering challenges on each of these two fronts. Let us first consider the strength of 

the evidence for the psychological connections outlined in the previous section. Any 

points of weakness there will threaten the empirical case for metaethical 

sentimentalism, as it is not much of an advantage for a theory that it can explain some 

psychological phenomenon for which there is insufficient evidence.  

In this section I will primarily address claim 3, that emotions can be sufficient for 

moral judgment, and claim 4, that emotions are developmentally necessary for moral 

judgment. I’ll not discuss claims 1 and 2 – that emotions co-occur with moral judgment, 

and causally influence moral judgment, respectively – as they are fairly uncontroversial 

and well supported by the empirical literature. Claim 5 will receive closer examination in 

the next two sections.  
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To support the sufficiency claim (3), Prinz cites a study by Wheatley and Haidt 

(2005) in which subjects were hypnotized to feel a “pang of disgust” upon hearing the 

word ‘often’. Wheatley and Haidt then presented subjects with vignettes either 

containing the word ‘often’ or a synonym. The hypnotized subjects judged morally 

admirable characters as more morally wrong when these characters were described in 

the vignette using the word ‘often’ (Prinz, 2006, p. 31). This suggests, according to Prinz, 

that simply having a negative emotion directed towards something can be sufficient to 

cause a belief that the thing is morally wrong; in this sense, emotions are “sufficient for 

moral appraisal” (2006, p. 31). However, when the results of the Wheatley and Haidt 

study are more carefully examined, the support they lend to the sufficiency claim is seen 

to be lacking. Mallon and Nichols note that while the hypnotized subjects gave 

significantly higher ratings on a scale of moral wrongness, their judgments were still 

well on the side of “not morally wrong” – subjects’ mean response was 14 on a scale 

from 1 (“not at all morally wrong”) to 100 (“extremely morally wrong”) (2010, pp. 317-

318). As the induced negative emotion is observed to be far from sufficient to cause 

moral condemnation, Mallon and Nichols argue these findings are not adequate to 

support the sufficiency claim.  

Prinz recruits additional support for the sufficiency claim from a study by 

Murphy, Haidt, and Bjorklund in which subjects were asked to justify their belief that a 

case of consensual incest between siblings is wrong (Prinz, 2006, p. 31). The researchers 

stipulated that no harm had resulted from the interaction, yet found most subjects 

unwilling to retract their judgment that the case is wrong despite their being unable to 
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provide a justification for why it is wrong. Though Prinz, following these researchers, 

suggests such judgments persist just because of the disgust reactions the case provokes, 

others have offered a different explanation 5  for such instances of “moral 

dumbfounding”. These alternative explanations each attempt to reconcile there being a 

psychological role for rules in producing moral judgment with the phenomenon of moral 

dumbfounding. According to the traditional rationalist model of moral psychology, à la 

Kohlberg, moral principles are consciously represented and applied to a situation 

through a conscious chain of inference, resulting in a judgment. These alternative 

models, however, sketch a different picture of how principles may enter into moral 

judgments, modeled on how principles are thought often to enter into linguistic 

judgments. In each case, principles may enter into judgment without being consciously 

represented and applied. Such unconscious, rule-governed inferences may yield 

intuitive judgments whose grounds might not be consciously introspected, and thus they 

may lead to instances of dumbfounding. The phenomenon of moral dumbfounding, in 

and of itself, then, is not enough to support the claim that emotions can be sufficient for 

moral judgment. There is an alternative account of the etiology of intuitive moral 

judgment, according to which emotion need not enter in, which can explain the 

dumbfounding phenomenon.  

While the two studies Prinz (2006) cites may suggest certain psychological 

connections between judgment and emotion, neither is adequate to show that emotions 

can be sufficient for moral judgment. More broadly, there are a great many things that 

we find disgusting, or that otherwise provoke negative affect, but that we do not thereby 
                                                
5 Horgan & Timmons (2007); Mikhail (2007); Dwyer (2009); Mallon & Nichols (2010).  
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judge morally wrong (Nichols, 2004). We experience aversive responses when 

witnessing another’s injury or distress, and while we generally judge such occurrences 

as bad, we do not always judge them as wrong. Whether such states gain the further 

status of being judged wrong depends on, among other things, how they are caused – 

whether, for example, by a natural disaster or at the hands of another person (Nichols, 

2004, p. 14). Factors beyond emotional responses, namely moral rules that, for instance, 

prohibit certain actions or behaviors, typically mediate our moral judgment (see 

Nichols, 2004; Mallon and Nichols, 2010). The support for the sufficiency claim is thus 

tenuous at best.  

 In addition to the sufficiency thesis, Prinz makes two claims pointing to a 

necessary connection between emotion and moral judgment. According to the first of 

these claims – the diachronic necessity claim – emotion is somehow needed for the 

development of the capacity to make moral judgments. As preliminary support for this 

developmental connection, Prinz notes that parents commonly use emotion as a tool in 

moral instruction (2006, p. 32). This observation may suggest a diachronic link between 

emotion and judgment, but is not adequate to establish this link, as it need not be the 

case that the use of such emotion-based methods are necessary for moral development. 

Evidence from subjects with psychopathologies, on the other hand, is thought to evince 

a stronger developmental connection between emotion and moral judgment. Nichols 

(2004) presents one line of evidence suggesting emotion is needed for proper moral 

development. He discusses a series of studies by James Blair. Blair (1995) found that 

psychopaths, who as a group are largely deficient in negative emotions, fail on the 
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moral/conventional task. That is, unlike controls (non-psychopathic prison inmates), 

psychopaths were observed to fail to distinguish moral transgressions as less 

permissible, more serious, and less authority dependent than conventional 

transgressions (Nichols, 2004, pp. 12-13); in fact, the psychopaths were found to report 

conventional transgressions as carrying the same kind of normative weight that controls 

reserve only for moral transgressions. The capacity to distinguish moral from 

conventional transgressions, Nichols suggests, is mediated by affective responses to 

suffering in others. Nichols argues such affective responses are one central component 

of moral development; this supports the diachronic link between emotion and 

judgment.   

 There is strong, though not definitive6, evidence to suggest that psychopaths’ 

deficiencies in moral judgment are due in part to their persistent deficiencies in affective 

response. As this lends some support to the claim that affect is diachronically necessary 

for moral judgment, I will treat this psychological connection as sufficiently established. 

However, I’ll later argue that this connection, even along with the others remaining – 

that emotions co-occur with moral judgment, and that emotions causally influence 

moral judgment – is not enough to fund Prinz’s abductive argument for MS. The specific 

charge in this section is that there is inadequate evidence for the claim that emotions 

                                                
6 Huebner, Dwyer, and Hauser (2009) challenge that the evidence on the moral/conventional task is 
adequate to establish the diachronic necessity claim. Huebner et al. discuss another of Blair’s studies that 
shows juvenile psychopaths perform better than adult psychopaths on the moral/conventional task 
(though still not as well as controls). This developmental trajectory, Huebner et al. claim, perhaps 
suggests “the deficiencies in the moral psychology of the psychopath are a developmental consequence of 
antisocial behavior, instead of the other way around” (p. 9). If psychopaths’ responses can be explained by 
their engaging in anti-social behavior, then it seems we cannot infer that emotion is developmentally 
necessary for competent moral judgment. If Huebner et al.’s explanation is correct, this would help my 
case against Prinz’s strong psychological sentimentalism. For the purposes of the ensuing discussion, 
then, this issue need not be resolved.  



 

 

24 

can be sufficient for moral judgment. This casts some initial doubt on the abductive 

argument for sentimentalism, as it weakens the strength of the psychological connection 

that MS aims to explain. If, however, there is a compelling case to be made for the 

synchronic necessity of emotion for moral judgment, this might significantly bolster the 

abductive argument for metaethical sentimentalism. We must turn, then, to consider 

the tenability of the synchronic necessity claim.  

 

5. The Synchronic Necessity of Emotion  

Central to Prinz’s argument for his metaethical sentimentalism is the claim that 

emotions are necessary for making moral judgments. Given the reasons I’ve adduced to 

discount the purported evidence for the sufficiency claim, establishing this necessity 

claim is especially important to motivating metaethical sentimentalism empirically. And 

of the alleged psychological connections outlined, the necessity of emotion would make 

for the most compelling abductive argument in favor of sentimentalism. It will thus 

receive a significant level of scrutiny in this section and the next.   

In his 2006 paper, Prinz labels this a claim to the synchronic necessity of 

emotion. It can be contrasted with his diachronic necessity claim – that emotions are 

necessary for moral development. If emotions are diachronically necessary for moral 

judgment, this in itself leaves open whether or not emotions or dispositions to emotions 

are necessary beyond the developmental period to sustain the capacity for moral 

judgment. Though he states that emotion is necessary for moral judgment, Prinz allows 

that one may say something like “killing is wrong” without feeling emotion at the time. 
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This may occur, for instance, through one’s applying rules that have been committed to 

memory (2006, p. 32). Nevertheless, he argues that emotion is necessary for moral 

judgment in some dispositional way – without being disposed to feel the relevant 

emotions, one cannot make genuine moral judgments. Though Prinz doesn’t use the 

‘synchronic’ label in the context of the relevant discussion in his book, he advances the 

same claim there as well. Indeed, the epistemic thesis he outlines, which I presented 

earlier, entails the synchronic necessity of emotion. According to this epistemic thesis, 

the disposition to feel the relevant emotions is a possession condition on the normal 

moral concepts ‘right’ and ‘wrong’. If a person’s failure to be disposed to feel the relevant 

emotions means she fails to possess moral concepts, then she will fail to make genuine 

moral judgments, since moral judgments “contain” moral concepts (2007b, p. 18). Prinz 

attempts to defend this strong necessity claim in both of the works under consideration. 

I will attempt to show that, upon examination, these attempts prove unsuccessful.   

 In advancing the claim that emotions are necessary for making moral judgments, 

Prinz gathers support from a number of sources. He begins with a conceptual argument, 

presenting a thought experiment whose subject is called Moral Mary. Moral Mary is 

someone who has only non-emotional beliefs about killing – such as that killing 

diminishes utility, or that it would be practically irrational to universalize the maxim 

“thou shall kill”, which she has learned through reading the works of Mill and Kant – 

and who is not disposed to have negative emotions towards killing (Prinz 2006, p. 32; 

2007b, p. 38). Prinz asks whether Mary is able to judge or sincerely attest that killing is 

wrong. His assessment is that she would be “confused or insincere”, and that it seems 
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we would not say she believes that killing is wrong (2006, p. 32). Such a person, he 

continues, could “believe all these [non-moral] things without having any view about the 

morality of killing or even any comprehension of what it would mean to say that killing 

is wrong” (2006, p. 32). This case, Prinz (2007b) claims, suggests that emotions are 

necessary for moral judgment and for grasping moral concepts.  

The Moral Mary case falls short of supporting the claim that emotions are 

synchronically necessary for moral judgment in a number of ways. First, as Prinz seems 

later to recognize in his 2007 book, Moral Mary does not clearly home in on the 

synchronic, rather than merely diachronic, necessity of emotion. The case is of someone 

who possesses only theoretical knowledge that something is wrong – that is, knowledge 

of a rule and an ability to apply it. Suppose, as Nichols (2004) suggests is compatible 

with the relevant empirical evidence, that affect is (minimally) developmentally 

necessary for rules to be moralized, such that violations of them are treated as more 

serious, less permissible, and less authority contingent than transgressions of 

conventional rules. Moral Mary appears, then, not only to lack emotion synchronically 

– manifested by a failure to be disposed to experience negative emotions when claiming 

that something is morally wrong – but also to have lacked emotion diachronically. This 

is because there is no suggestion that she has moralized the principle of utility (or 

whatever rule one might insert in its place). In other words, there is no reason to think, 

based on his description of the case, that Mary treats an instance of killing as any 

different than a violation of a conventional rule. Mary resembles the psychopaths in 

Blair’s (1995) study, who, deficient in negative affect from early on ontogenetically, fail 
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to reserve for moral rules the special normative significance that others do. Such a 

subject cannot be used to probe for the synchronic necessity of emotion because her 

deficiency might 7  be explained just by an absence of normal, affectively intact, 

development.  

We might devise a variation on Prinz’s thought experiment to home in specifically 

on whether emotions are synchronically, not merely diachronically, necessary for moral 

judgment. Imagine someone, let’s call her Mary*, is properly emotionally equipped 

through the developmental stage and later becomes deficient in affective response. 

Suppose she was able to develop a non-conventional (as opposed to merely 

conventional) normative theory from which she is able to generalize in order to judge a 

broad range of cases as normal moral judgers do, and that she (unlike the psychopaths 

in the aforementioned study) thus regards violations of moral norms as genuinely more 

serious, less permissible, and less authority contingent than transgressions of typical8 

conventional rules. Though she is no longer disposed to feel the relevant emotions when 

she judges, would we deny that she could sincerely attest, for instance, that killing is 

morally wrong? Though she is no longer disposed to feel the relevant emotions when she 

judges, it is at least not obvious that we would say that when this individual makes a 

moral assertion she is confused or insincere. Her judgment may not be motivating in the 

way it would be if she were still affectively intact, but she might nevertheless form a 

genuine moral judgment.  

                                                
7 Nichols notes that it is up to further empirical investigation to reveal how the affective system interacts 
with one’s body of normative rules to enable moral judgment – that is, whether affect is necessary only 
developmentally, or whether it is necessary for online processing as well (2004, pp. 26-29).  
8 Set aside the kinds of conventional violations, like those triggering disgust, that normal subjects 
sometimes treat as non-conventional (see Nichols, 2004, pp. 20-25).  
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When it comes to the Mary* case, the intuitions of motivation internalists like 

Prinz and motivation externalists can be expected to diverge. While Prinz and the 

internalist camp would likely maintain that Mary* fails to make genuine moral 

judgments, externalists, who think it is conceptually possible that there are people who 

make moral judgments without being motivated to act in accordance with them, would 

likely judge that Mary* could make genuine moral judgments despite lacking the 

disposition to experience motivating emotions. Such externalists would deny even the 

comparatively weak form of internalism Prinz propounds, according to which moral 

judgments are intrinsically motivating in that they necessarily dispose us to be 

motivated (2006, p. 38). Were the internalist to insist in this case that Mary* could not 

form a moral judgment, he would beg the question against the motivation externalist, 

particularly since as described Mary* displays some key markers of competent moral 

judgment.  

The fact that intuitions concerning hypothetical cases appear to lead to a 

standstill motivates Prinz’s appeals to empirical findings. He suggests that relevant 

empirical findings can help adjudicate disputes between internalists and externalists, 

and, consequently, shed light on the sentimentalism debate. Prinz’s sentimentalist 

theory (MS) entails some form of motivational internalism (2007b, p. 18). If each 

tokened moral concept is constituted in part by an emotional disposition, then moral 

judgments – mental states in which moral concepts are tokened – have intrinsic 

motivational force, given that emotions have motivational force (2007b, pp. 18-19). 

Because of this connection, counterexamples to the version of motivational internalism 
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to which Prinz (2006) is committed would also strike a blow against his sentimentalist 

theory of moral concepts. On the other hand, Prinz suggests that arguments against 

such counterexamples – cases of so-called amoralists who can make genuine moral 

judgments without being motivated to act – would bolster both the internalist thesis and 

the sentimentalist theory. By reinforcing the internalist assessment of hypothetical cases 

like Mary and Mary*, according to which such individuals lack moral comprehension, 

Prinz suggests such arguments would support the claim that emotions are necessary for 

making moral judgments (2006, p. 42). Independently backing up motivational 

internalism is also thought to support the case for MS more generally, because 

metaethical sentimentalists have a ready explanation of how motivational internalism 

could be true (2007b, p. 18).  

Prinz thinks empirical findings buttress this set of claims he makes concerning 

moral judgment. In particular, by appealing to findings on psychopaths he launches an 

empirically grounded argument, meant to parallel the conceptual argument based on 

the Mary case, for the claim that emotions are necessary for making moral judgments 

(2007b, p. 42). Psychopaths, he suggests, serve as a test case for the 

internalism/externalism debate, and allow us to probe for the necessity of emotion for 

moral comprehension. He presents them as real-life matches for Mary’s profile – 

individuals with a normal level of intelligence but deficient affective mechanisms. While 

externalists might be tempted to appeal to psychopaths as real-life counter-examples to 

internalism, internalists will likely deny that they make genuine moral judgments. 

Research on psychopaths can help us out of this stalemate if, as Prinz suggests, there are 
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independent criteria – criteria to which both internalists and externalists can agree – by 

which to assess their competence with moral concepts (2007b, p. 43). The criteria Prinz 

cites here are those associated with the moral/conventional task. Psychopaths’ inability 

to draw the distinction, as evidenced by Blair’s (1995) findings, indicates that they lack 

the comprehension of moral concepts that ordinary individuals possess. Supposing 

Blair’s findings are representative, we might take them to establish one pertinent 

conclusion – that psychopaths do not serve as real-life counterexamples to motivational 

internalism because they do not make genuine moral judgments. Prinz, however, takes 

the evidence to ground some stronger, positive conclusions – namely, that they provide 

positive support for motivational internalism, and that they substantiate the claim that 

emotions are necessary for making moral judgments, since psychopaths’ deficiencies in 

moral comprehension are often explained as stemming from an emotional deficit 

(2007b, pp. 44, 46). 

These positive conclusions, however, overreach the available evidence on 

psychopaths. First, while the evidence calls into question the externalist’s use of 

psychopaths as a counterexample to motivational internalism, it does not rule out the 

possibility of other counterexamples to internalism, nor directly threaten the 

externalist’s thesis (see Jones, 2006, p. 47). Second, Prinz notes that psychopaths 

display a pattern of general cognitive deficiencies (2007b, pp. 45-46). Such general 

cognitive deficiencies may, perhaps in addition to their emotional deficiencies, be 

implicated in psychopaths’ poor moral comprehension. Thus, we cannot be sure that 

their limited moral comprehension stems only from emotional deficiencies, given the 
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available evidence. This undermines Prinz’s claim that the evidence on psychopaths 

lends support to motivational internalism. Last but not least, even if we grant that 

psychopaths’ poor moral comprehension is due to their emotional deficiencies, the 

available evidence is consistent with what Nichols labels the ‘developmental contingency 

model’, according to which affective mechanisms, while necessary for moral 

development, may not be necessary for online moral processing (Nichols, 2004, pp. 26-

28). The developmental contingency model affords an explanation of the evidence from 

psychopaths without positing that emotions are synchronically necessary for making 

moral judgments. The findings on psychopaths do not shed light on whether it is 

possible that someone like Mary*, who develops normally but later loses the disposition 

to feel the relevant emotions, could make genuine moral judgments. In other words, 

while the available evidence on psychopaths may suggest that affect plays a central 

developmental role in our coming to grasp the distinctive normative weight of moral 

requirements, it does not bear out the stronger claim that emotions need be online to 

sustain one’s comprehension of morality or, in particular, the normative weight of moral 

requirements. 

Some take empirical evidence from a different clinical population to be especially 

relevant to determining whether emotions are synchronically necessary for moral 

judgment. Patients with late onset VMPC (ventromedial prefrontal cortex) damage 

(commonly called “acquired sociopathy”), unlike psychopaths, possess intact affective 

mechanisms ontogenetically. Yet these patients become emotionally deficient due to 

localized brain damage later in life, experiencing among other symptoms “a flattening of 
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their social emotions as indicated by behavioral and physiological measures”, and “a 

lack of inhibitory control” (Huebner et al., 2009, p. 7). Because of this profile, some (e.g. 

Koenigs et al., 2007) have suggested these patients serve as a real life test case for the 

synchronic necessity of emotion for moral judgment. In their study of moral judgment 

in VMPC patients, Koenigs et al. found that this group makes normal moral judgments 

in many types of cases, though not all. VMPC patients, unlike controls, give more 

utilitarian responses on high-conflict cases in which committing a personal harm 

against one individual is pitted against increasing overall utility, yet in all other types of 

cases examined they judge as controls do. Based on these results, Koenigs et al. claim 

that while emotional reactions to harms are central to generating normal judgments in 

this class of cases, VMPC patients are nevertheless able to judge the other types of cases 

normally by relying on their intact knowledge of moral norms.  

While relevant to the matter at hand, the results of this study do not issue in a 

definitive verdict on whether or not emotions are necessary beyond the developmental 

stage for moral judgment. The authors of the study conclude that the results suggest 

against a general deficit in the capacity for moral judgment in VMPC patients, noting 

that the affected emotional areas seem to be critical only for dilemmas in which social 

emotions are central to resolving moral conflict (Koenigs et al., 2007, p. 446). In 

interpreting these same results, Huebner et al. (2009) propose that the restricted range 

of cases on which VMPC patients diverge from controls indicates not a deficit in moral 

processing per se, but a diminished appreciation of morally salient features of the 

relevant cases. While, according to these authors, the VMPC patients’ responses suggest 
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emotions are not necessary for moral judgment, we need here, as with the evidence from 

psychopaths, exercise caution in interpreting the results. Some (e.g. Kennett and Fine, 

2008; Moll et al., 2008), for instance, have questioned whether it is accurate to construe 

VMPC patients as having possessed emotion developmentally but possessing it no 

longer.9 In addition to concerns over how to characterize the disorder of this clinical 

population, there appear to be disagreements even over how to determine in these 

contexts what counts as successful moral judgment (Kennett and Fine, 2008, p. 218). 

The empirical evidence is limited in its ability to advance philosophical debates if those 

with different theoretical leanings cannot agree on some neutral criteria by which to 

assess competent moral judgment in such populations.  

In the course of this section, I’ve countered a series of arguments for the claim 

that emotions are synchronically necessary for moral judgment, which, I’ve suggested, is 

central to Prinz’s argument for his metaethical sentimentalism (MS). First up was 

Prinz’s conceptual argument based on the Moral Mary case. The Mary case, I 

maintained, does not home in on the synchronic as opposed to merely diachronic 

necessity of emotion or emotional dispositions for moral judgment. I proposed a revised 

case, Mary*, to probe specifically for the synchronic necessity of emotion for moral 

judgment. It seems to be a conceptual possibility that Mary* makes genuine moral 

judgments, though I, following Prinz, acknowledged that such thought experiments are 

of limited use so long as motivational internalists and externalists disagree over how to 

assess them. While empirical findings appear to be a promising way out of the battle of 

                                                
9 If this were an accurate way of construing their disorder, VMPC patients’ would serve as a real-life Mary* 
case. However, the point I made by appealing to Mary* holds whether or not there are such real-life cases, 
so long as it is a conceptual possibility that she can make genuine moral judgments. 
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intuitions internalists and externalists often find themselves embroiled in, the available 

empirical evidence does not do much to further the debate. While the current evidence 

on psychopaths suggests they do not serve as real-life counterexamples to internalism, 

neither, pace Prinz, do they serve to undermine externalism, substantiate internalism, 

or indicate that emotions are synchronically necessary for making moral judgments. 

Evidence from VMPC patients look to be more relevant to determining whether 

emotions are needed beyond the developmental period to sustain the capacity for moral 

judgment. While some take the evidence on VMPC patients to suggest that emotions are 

not synchronically necessary for moral judgment, I’ve noted that there are some 

limitations in our ability to draw such substantive conclusions from the available data. 

In any case, the current data on VMPC patients appears not to indicate that emotions 

are synchronically necessary for moral judgment. I shall now turn to consider one final 

potential source of support for the intuitions to which Prinz appeals in arguing for the 

claim that emotions are necessary for moral judgment.  

 

6. The Folk Concept of Moral Judgment  

In the previous section, I charged that denying that Mary* can form genuine moral 

judgments amounts to begging the question against the motivation externalist, and thus 

does not serve to advance the claim that emotions are necessary for making moral 

judgments or for deploying moral concepts. If, however, there is some independent 

reason to privilege the internalist-friendly assessment of the Mary* case, its use to 

support the necessity claim may be less problematic. Prinz likely takes his intuitive 
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assessments of these kinds of cases not to be idiosyncratic, but rather to capture an 

essential commitment of our folk concept of moral judgment. That is, Prinz may think 

the inference from the thought experiment to the necessity claim is licensed because it is 

part of our ordinary concept of moral judgment that we deny that people like those in 

the hypothetical cases under consideration make genuine moral judgments. Prinz’s 

presents his assessment of the case as capturing an armchair claim about our 

attributions of moral judgments. This claim concerning our conceptual competence may 

be bolstered through appeals to how others, whose intuitive assessments are less likely 

tainted by substantive theoretical commitments, use the concepts in question. Indeed, 

Prinz (2007a) presents unpublished survey data he has gathered that seem to suggest 

the folk view of moral judgment is internalist in character. In his study, Prinz presented 

subjects with two scenarios. In one scenario, a person verbally condemns smoking 

marijuana but has no negative emotional response to it. In the other, a person verbally 

insists that smoking marijuana is morally acceptable, but feels disgusted at others who 

smoke and ashamed when he smokes. He then asked subjects whether the person’s 

“moral values” were reflected in what was said or what was felt; a sizable majority said 

the moral value is reflected in the emotion (2007a, p. 274).  

On this basis, Prinz (2007a) claims that the folk understanding regards emotions 

as intimately linked to morality. Specifically, the concept of moral judgment with which 

Prinz’s subjects operate appears committed to the co-occurrence of emotion and 

judgment. It is worth noting that other studies (see Nichols, 2004, p. 74) of people’s 

intuitions about moral judgment have found subjects are willing to attribute moral 
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understanding to individuals described as lacking in emotional responses. It has thus 

not been settled empirically10 whether the folk view of moral judgment is as Prinz 

describes.11Let us suppose, however, even if just for the sake of argument, that the folk 

concept of moral judgment embodies a commitment to the co-occurrence of emotion 

and judgment. If we suppose the folk concept of moral judgment is as Prinz claims, then 

appealing to the internalist-friendly assessment of the Mary cases would be less 

problematic than I suggested in the previous section in that it at least avoids the charge 

that it begs the question against the externalist.  

With Prinz’s Mary case, we are asked to imagine someone who, on the basis of 

factual knowledge alone, asserts that killing is wrong without being disposed to 

experience negative attitudes towards killing. Prinz says of this case, and would say of 

the emended Mary* case I imagine, that this individual does not make a sincere moral 

judgment. But, even if this assessment is in keeping with the folk understanding of what 

it takes, psychologically, for one’s judgment to count as a sincere moral judgment, it is 

not enough to support the synchronic necessity claim Prinz advances. The internalist 

position this assessment presupposes is committed to the claim that there is some 

necessary connection between emotion and moral judgment – say, that moral 

judgments move judgers intrinsically, independently of their antecedent desires and 

feelings (Campbell, 2007, p. 6). We must now consider whether this assessment of the 

                                                
10 Aside from this section of the paper, I use ‘empirical data’ to refer to findings from e.g. psychology and 
neuroscience, and not to such investigations of our application of the concept of moral judgment as are 
discussed in the current section.  
11 See Nichols, 2004, p. 75, for additional concerns with attempts to isolate a single folk concept of 
morality.  



 

 

37 

case takes us to the conclusion Prinz seeks to establish – that online emotional 

dispositions are necessary for making moral judgments and deploying moral concepts.  

That people’s intuitive assessments apparently reflect a commitment to the co-

occurrence of emotion and moral judgment is consistent with several positions 

concerning the exact connection between emotion and moral judgment: 1) Prinz’s claim 

that emotions are constituents of moral judgments, because they constitute “token-

instances of concepts such as right and wrong” (2007b, p. 99), 2) The claim that 

emotions and moral judgment are separable states, and emotions are causally 

implicated in moral judgment (2007b, p. 99), and 3) The claim that emotions and moral 

judgment are separable states, and moral judgments precede and cause emotions (Ross, 

1930, Nagel, 1970, as cited in Shafer-Landau, 2003, p. 147; Hauser, 2006). The 

conceptual point is not fine-grained enough to adjudicate between these differing 

psychological positions concerning the connection between emotion and moral 

judgment, nor concerning the causal or temporal position of emotion vis-à-vis judgment 

(Huebner et al., 2009, p. 2). For instance, it might be that moral judgments can be 

arrived at in the absence of emotions or emotional dispositions, but that such judgments 

entail emotions or dispositions to emotions (McNaughton, 1988, as cited in Campbell, 

2007, p. 11)12. Or lay internalist intuitions may reflect the detection of a break in a 

reliable nomological connection between emotion and moral judgment, of the sort 

outlined in 2 or 3. While the connections cited in claims 2 and 3, unlike 1, do not entail 

                                                
12 According to McNaughton’s view, the moral judgment itself is purely a belief state, and the motivational 
state it entails is a separate state. Campbell (2007) describes another similar version of internalism 
(though not his own) that maintains the relation of entailment but takes the moral judgment to be both a 
state of belief and a state of motivation – a “besire” (p. 11). Either version of internalism serves to advance 
the point made here.  
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motivational internalism, they are nevertheless consistent with motivational 

internalism. Moral judgments, then, need not be formed on the basis of emotions (or 

emotional dispositions) to sustain the internalist thesis. Nor does a constitutive link 

between emotion and moral judgment need be posited in order to uphold the internalist 

position Prinz advances. While the synchronic necessity of emotion for making moral 

judgments or possessing moral concepts would entail some form of motivation 

internalism, motivation internalism does not entail the psychological connections 

inherent in Prinz’s sentimentalist theory (MS). Even if there is independent support for 

the internalist conception of moral judgment needed to shore up the corresponding 

assessments of the Mary cases, this is not enough to establish the synchronic necessity 

claim Prinz advances.  

 

7. Non-sentimentalist Theories, Emotion, and Moral Judgment  

Prinz argues that his metaethical sentimentalism enjoys convergent support from both 

empirical work and armchair intuitions (2007b, p. 49). He notes, for instance, that it 

provides a ready explanation of how motivational internalism could be true (2007b, p. 

18). The sentimentalist theory may also, Prinz argues, provide the best explanation of 

various empirical findings on the nature of moral judgment – claims 1-6 outlined in 

section 3. Thus far, I have chipped away at the explananda of Prinz’s abductive 

argument for metaethical sentimentalism. In particular, I’ve argued there is inadequate 

evidence for the claims that emotions can be sufficient for moral judgment, and that 

emotions are synchronically necessary for moral judgment, thus undermining the case 
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for strong psychological sentimentalism. I’ve not directly challenged the other three 

psychological connections between emotion and moral judgment – that emotions co-

occur with moral judgment, causally influence moral judgment, and are 

developmentally necessary for moral judgment. In the course of analyzing Prinz’s 

argument for sentimentalism, I have surveyed several of the central recent empirical 

findings on the psychological connections between emotion and moral judgment. In 

light of my review of this literature, the three connections between emotion and moral 

judgment just stated appear to be the only ones of those proposed for which there is 

currently adequate empirical evidence. As such, I take them to make up the relevant 

psychological explananda of sentimentalist theories and their alternatives. 

In the remainder of the section, I’ll argue that this set of psychological 

connections does not make for a compelling abductive argument for metaethical 

sentimentalism. To be sure, the theory Prinz offers, and versions of metaethical 

sentimentalism more generally, are well poised to explain these connections between 

emotion and moral judgment. While Prinz develops a particular version of metaethical 

sentimentalism, the empirically-grounded abductive argument examined here can be 

viewed as one in support of sentimentalist theories over non-sentimentalist theories 

generally. The force of such an argument turns on non-sentimentalist theories – 

according to which an analysis or elucidation of moral concepts can be given in terms of 

more theoretical properties, without appealing to the sentiments – being at a 

comparative disadvantage when it comes to accommodating those psychological 

connections between emotion and moral judgment supported by recent empirical 
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findings. In what remains I’ll counter this suggestion, and argue that there are non-

sentimentalist analyses of moral concepts that allow for emotion to play an important 

psychological role in moral judgment and can accommodate the available data just as 

well as sentimentalist theories. In addition to defending the prospects of non-

sentimentalist theories in the face of the empirical challenge, I’ll take issue more directly 

with Prinz’s particular sentimentalist theory of moral concepts.  

 Prinz distinguishes his theory, according to which there is a constitutive 

relationship between emotion and moral judgment, from an alternative class of theories 

according to which there is merely a causal relationship between emotion and moral 

judgment. According to the latter view, while emotions are, perhaps often, causally 

implicated in moral judgment, they are nevertheless separable states. This suggests, 

pace Prinz’s view, that they can come apart: that one could form a genuine moral 

judgment without the relevant emotions or emotional dispositions (Prinz, 2007b, p. 99). 

In particular, it implies that a genuine moral judgment might on some occasions consist 

in an affect-free propositional attitude. Are any such cases consistent with folk morality? 

I think so. Consider the following case put forth by Richmond Campbell (2007, pp. 12-

14): 

Imagine a person whose parents have raised him to regard gay sex as immoral 
because it is unnatural and also contrary to the teaching of the Bible. His belief and 
accompanying feelings of aversion and discomfort as well as the desire to eradicate 
this evil practice have been strongly reinforced by peers and teachers in his 
formative years. However, after he has traveled away from home and met people 
with very different moral and religious views, he begins to question his religious 
faith and the attitudes that go with it. He learns… about the great variety of sexual 
response in nature and, after some serious reflection, forms for the first time the 
opinion that gay sex is not wrong. It would not be unusual if the feelings and 
desires appropriate to his former belief remain with him for a period of time, 
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however brief. He finds himself believing that gay sex is okay but at the same time 
feels uncomfortable and embarrassed by it and feels a strong impulse to show his 
displeasure about it despite his new moral outlook.  
 

Campbell labels this as a transition case, because in this situation the individual’s 

feelings lag behind his moral comprehension. Whereas in standard cases of moral 

judgment feeling and belief match, this is a case where they do not fit with one another. 

Though there is this mismatch, I (following Campbell) think it is plausible that this 

person has made a sincere moral judgment that gay sex is not wrong, which is 

something that the causal model, but not the constitutive model, allows.  

 This connects with points Prinz makes against non-sentimentalist theories of 

moral concepts on the basis of his Mary case. Though Mary reads the works of Mill and 

Kant, Prinz claims, she does not yet grasp moral concepts; conceiving of the properties 

those theories refer to is not sufficient for her to grasp the concepts of right and wrong 

(2007b, pp. 40-41). More generally, moral concepts cannot be explicated in terms of the 

concepts invoked in normative ethical theories. Rather, Prinz argues, the Mary case 

suggests that we attribute moral understanding to her if and only if she has certain 

emotional responses (2007b, p. 41). Campbell’s transition case, however, suggests we 

might be willing to attribute a genuine moral judgment to someone whose assessment is 

based just on non-affectively-laden propositional attitudes – in this case, about gay sex 

– without the accompanying emotions or emotional dispositions (in fact, even in the 

face of conflicting emotions). This implies that what is missing from Mary’s 

understanding isn’t emotion per se, but a sort of acceptance or endorsement of the rules 

she considers. 
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 The non-sentimentalist, of course, need not take one’s grasping a moral rule to 

issue in moral conviction. Consider, for instance, Copp’s (1995) analysis of moral 

judgment. According to the non-sentimentalist theory Copp develops, something’s being 

morally wrong, for example, consists in its being prohibited by an appropriately justified 

standard or rule. Copp maintains that while conventional standards may have a de facto 

standing, moral standards may have a distinctive normative standing or justification. 

Appreciating the justification of a moral standard may be sufficient for elevating one’s 

judgment resulting from the application of that standard to a genuine moral judgment, 

whether or not it is accompanied by the relevant emotional dispositions. The sentiments 

may, however, serve as a useful heuristic for adjudicating between the two types of 

standards by, as Nichols suggests, imbuing moral standards with an additional layer of 

reinforcement (2004, pp. 25-27). Indeed, it may be that such emotional reinforcement is 

developmentally necessary for creatures like us to comprehend moral demands as such. 

This is consistent with our granting that once one comes to possess standard moral 

concepts, one may deploy them in the absence of the relevant emotional dispositions. 

Furthermore, this picture is compatible with emotion playing an important epistemic 

role in moral judgment and thus being capable of causally influencing moral judgment.  

Consider also Allan Gibbard’s (1990) norm-expressivist analysis of moral 

judgment, which does not, according to Prinz’s taxonomy, tie emotional responses or 

dispositions to moral concepts directly (2007b, p. 17). According to Gibbard’s view, to 

say an act is wrong, for example, is to express one’s acceptance of norms that warrant 

feelings of guilt or resentment toward what a person (oneself or another) has done. Such 
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an analysis can explain the fact that emotions can influence moral judgments without 

supposing there to be a synchronically necessary connection between emotion and 

moral judgment. Actual feelings of resentment may cue us in to the impropriety of one’s 

action, and yet we may also judge such feelings are rational without feeling those 

emotions at the time, or perhaps even without being disposed to feel those emotions. 

And it is plausible to think that one would have difficulty making such judgments about 

the propriety of feelings of guilt or resentment had they never possessed the capacity to 

experience such emotions, which suggests a possibly important developmental role for 

such emotions.  

 Such non-sentimentalist theories, then, can readily accommodate the various 

psychological connections between emotion and moral judgment supported by 

empirical findings – namely, that emotions co-occur with moral judgment, causally 

influence moral judgment, and are developmentally necessary for moral judgment. 

Indeed, analyses of moral concepts that eschew the constitutive link some metaethical 

sentimentalists posit may more readily explain the transition cases, and other cases 

where, due to severe depression or cognitive abnormalities for example, the link 

between moral judgment and motivation is broken. Thus, pace Prinz, the current body 

of empirical work on the role of emotion in moral judgment does not advantage 

sentimentalist over non-sentimentalist theories of moral judgment on abductive 

grounds.  
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8. Conclusion 

Recent work in moral psychology has shown that emotions play an important role in 

moral judgment, but the extent to which emotions are involved has been somewhat 

overstated. In particular, there is not adequate support for the claim that emotions can 

be sufficient for moral judgment or for the claim that emotions are synchronically 

necessary for moral judgment. Thus there is no reason to think that strong 

psychological sentimentalism is true. Rather, the accurate psychological picture 

concerning the etiology of moral judgment most likely lies between the poles of strong 

psychological rationalism and strong psychological sentimentalism (see figure 1).  

By partially eroding the explananda of the empirically-grounded abductive 

argument for metaethical sentimentalism, and outlining ways in which non-

sentimentalist theories may accommodate the role of emotion in moral judgment, I 

hope to have shown that a range of metaethical models of moral judgment are 

consistent with the current body of empirical findings in moral psychology. More 

generally, the empirical evidence does not, as some have argued, privilege or lend a 

unique source of support to sentimentalist theories of moral judgment over non-

sentimentalist alternatives. 
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CHAPTER 3: THE BAYESIAN MIND: A CHALLENGE FOR MORAL 
NATIVISTS 

 
1. Introduction 

In the wake of the cognitive revolution, nativist explanations have been offered for a 

host of apparently specialized cognitive capacities, ranging from visual and auditory 

speech processing to language acquisition and facial recognition. Arguably, the most 

extensive and successful such case is found in the domain of language. As Chomsky’s 

views on language acquisition have been especially central to the formation of a broad 

domain-specific perspective in the cognitive sciences, they have significantly influenced 

subsequent domain-specific accounts of various cognitive abilities (Hirschfeld and 

Gelman, 1994).  

The historical prominence of linguistic nativism in the cognitive sciences, 

furthermore, is among the reasons that language is an area increasingly ripe with 

systematic empirical investigation of the nature and extent of learning in development. 

A number of current researchers using methods ranging from infant studies to modeling 

investigations propose that learning, especially probabilistic learning, plays a much 

greater role in language development than previously thought (see Gomez, 2007 for an 

overview). Permeating this work is the thought that such findings are pertinent to 

debates concerning nativism and domain-specificity in the cognitive sciences more 

generally.  

Motivated by this idea, I explore how emerging findings from research on 

language acquisition bear on the debate over moral nativism, an area where proponents 

have drawn close parallels between their arguments and those offered in support of 
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linguistic nativism. In section 2, I outline the version of moral nativism developed by 

advocates of the so-called linguistic analogy, as well as several lines of argument 

advanced in its defense. In section 3, I highlight some recent findings from research on 

language acquisition, before turning in section 4 to consider challenges they reveal for 

the case for moral nativism. I ultimately argue that the case for moral nativism has 

been overstated, and non-nativist accounts modeled after probabilistic learning 

approaches to language acquisition are a viable and under-explored alternative. I end 

in section 5 with remarks concerning the state of the debate and directions for future 

research in moral development.  

 

2. Moral Nativism and the Linguistic Analogy  

In broad terms, moral nativism is the view that humans are endowed with an innate 

and domain-specific capacity for moral judgment. As for what the innate moral 

endowment consists in, nativists may hold a range of views. Among the most 

prominent contemporary defenders of moral nativism are those who adopt the 

linguistic analogy, including Susan Dwyer (1999; 2006), John Mikhail (2000; 2007), 

and Marc Hauser (2006). Adherents of this perspective analyze the structure and 

content of the innate moral endowment in terms borrowed from the Chomskian 

program of generative linguistics. They hold that humans are equipped with an 

innate moral faculty that enables the acquisition of a moral system, and thereby the 

capacity to make moral judgments (Dwyer, 2006, p. 241). The moral faculty stems 

from a mechanism biologically determined to provide ‘a limited range of possible 
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moral systems’ (Dwyer et al., 2009, p. 7). Its initial state is characterized in terms of 

a set of rules, principles, and constraints – a universal moral grammar – that 

function as procedures for acquiring the set of rules and principles that make up the 

mature state of an individual’s moral faculty (Dwyer, 2009, p. 281). Though there is 

an innate basis to the moral faculty, its development must be shaped and triggered 

by appropriate experience.13   

The linguistic analogy takes concepts and models like those used in the study of 

language to provide a fruitful way of investigating the nature and origin of our moral 

capacities (Mikhail, 2007). Beyond the fact that our capacities in each domain are 

species-wide and species-typical, a central observation motivating the approach is that 

these capacities also emerge quite early in development (Dwyer, 2009). Indeed, citing 

certain moral capacities, several authors have appealed to poverty-of-the-moral-

stimulus considerations (POMS) in making their case for nativism. Often discussed is 

the ability of children as young as three to four years old to distinguish between different 

types of sociomoral rules – specifically, between moral and conventional rules (Dwyer, 

                                                
13 It is difficult to identify exactly what it is for something to be innate. Innateness does not mean present 
at birth, as secondary sex characteristics are innate but not so present. Developmental invariance under 
normal conditions captures many cases of innate traits, though this may be too inclusive – consider the 
belief that water is wet, which is plausibly invariant but learned (on this point, and for further discussion, 
see Samuels, 2004). Though a satisfactory account may be wanting, I will follow others in turning to 
examples to get a sense for what is at issue – our having eyes and growing teeth is innate, while scars are 
not. Additionally, linguistic nativists may disagree over what linguistic structures are innate – e.g. 
whether just linguistic parameters or also the products of parameter setting (see Scholz and Pullum, 
2006, pp. 64-65, for discussion). These issues need not be settled here – moral nativists are minimally 
committed to the existence of some innate cognitive structures that are specific to the domain of morality. 
My critiques of the arguments for this claim do not presuppose any more specific characterization of these 
structures. 
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1999; 2006; Nichols, 2004).14 Children identify the normative force of moral rules as 

less authority-dependent than that attached to conventional rules, and also track that 

moral violations characteristically involve harming others (Nichols, 2004). Proponents 

of the linguistic analogy challenge the claim that children’s acquisition of such moral 

capacities can be explained by non-nativist accounts of acquisition. Non-nativist 

accounts assume that there is sufficient evidence available to children across different 

environments to account for the development of their various moral capacities, such as 

the capacity to distinguish moral from conventional transgressions. While non-nativists 

grant that children come equipped with innate domain-general learning mechanisms,15 

they deny that children possess innate rules, constraints, or mechanisms specific to the 

domain of morality (or language, as the case may be) (Laurence and Margolis, 2001). 

Children must gain these skills through learning and instruction, without the aid of 

domain-specific knowledge or learning mechanisms.  

Though children receive some explicit moral instruction, Dwyer and colleagues 

question whether they are exposed to sufficient data to acquire the ability to make the 

various discriminations they do (Dwyer, 2006; Dwyer et al., 2009). Learning to draw 

distinctions between moral violations and conventional violations, for example, looks to 

be quite an onerous task. Children must first learn to discriminate between rule-

governed regularities and accidental regularities, and then learn to make further 

                                                
14 While Nichols (2005) highlights the impressive moral capacities of young children, he advocates a 
rather different form of nativism that emphasizes the role of general affective mechanisms. 
15 Moral nativism is not to be contrasted with a radical form of empiricism according to which what is in 
the mind comes from experience alone. As Cowie (1999) notes, the standard “nature vs. nurture” gloss on 
the nativism-empiricism debate obscures the fact that according to both positions, inborn abilities and 
environmental input are ineliminable to any account of the development of the mind (pp. 17, 29). 
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distinctions within the class of rule-governed regularities in order to pick out some as 

merely conventional and yet others as moral (Dwyer, 2006). It is not clear that children 

receive the sort of instruction that would account for their being able to make these 

distinctions. Dwyer argues there is insufficient evidence to support one proffered 

explanation (e.g. Prinz, 2008), which is that caretakers react more strongly to moral 

transgressions than conventional transgressions. Furthermore, she notes, conventional 

transgressions likely outnumber moral transgressions, which would make it difficult for 

children to observe enough of the distinct reactions said to accompany moral 

transgressions. Additional evidence suggests that caretakers more often correct 

conventional transgressions than moral transgressions (Dwyer, 2006). It seems 

unlikely, then, that children learn to make fine-grained discriminations between moral 

and conventional requirements based just on the response patterns of those in their 

environment.  

A further observation to which moral nativists appeal is that both children’s and 

adults’ capacity to engage in moral judgment – including the assessment of actions as 

permissible, impermissible, or obligatory, and agents as responsible – is relatively 

unbounded. Our ability to render judgments with ease even in unfamiliar and far-

fetched cases suggests we access a body of broad and general moral rules in moral 

evaluation. This observation invites adopting a framework for understanding our moral 

capacities based on the model of generative linguists. Proponents of the linguistic 

analogy suggest that our capacity for moral judgment is grounded in a set of generative 

rules, or a competence. As in generative linguistics, moral competence is distinguished 
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from moral performance. While a body of abstract moral principles is thought to enable 

moral cognition, moral performance – issuing judgments about particular cases or 

deciding how to behave, for example – introduces a host of further complexities, 

including the deployment of other cognitive systems (Dwyer et al., 2009). Because of 

such factors, our behavior may or may not closely track our competence (Hauser et al., 

2008).  

The linguistic analogy embraces a related distinction between I-morality and E-

morality. At the I-level are the generative rules making up an individual speaker’s 

grammar (I-language) or an individual’s moral grammar (I-morality). An I-language or 

I-morality is part of an agent’s psychology. An E-language corresponds roughly to the 

folk idea of a language, e.g. English or French. From this E-language perspective a 

language is a kind of social object, with its structure shaped by convention (Ludlow, 

2003, p. 143). In like manner, an E-morality is comprised of the set of historically 

contingent though somewhat stable moral norms operative within a community (Dwyer, 

2008; 2009). Both E-languages and E-moralities are grounded in local ‘economic, 

social, political and cultural conventions’ (Dwyer et al., 2009, p. 4). According to the 

linguistic analogy, the I-level, not the E-level, is the proper target of inquiry if we are to 

explain our generative capacity for moral judgment. In particular, how we come to 

possess such a capacity stands in need of a developmental explanation. Dwyer et al. 

(2009) observe that: 

[M]ost children do not commit or witness acts that would warrant correction or 
instruction of a kind that could account for their broad capacity to make moral 
judgments, especially when presented with unfamiliar, and often apocryphal 
cases (p. 7).  
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This suggests that the input to which children are exposed is impoverished relative to 

the general moral rules they appear to acquire.  

Positing a developmental process analogous to that of first language acquisition 

on the Chomskian model, the linguistic analogy takes an individual’s I-morality or moral 

competence to stem from an interaction effect between her innate moral endowment 

and the moral environment in which she matures (Dwyer, 2008). The initial state of the 

moral faculty contains the set of features, characterizable in terms of abstract 

computational principles, which make up this innate endowment, labeled the universal 

moral grammar (UMG). The innate constraints in the UMG serve to explain how 

children are able to acquire their various moral capacities, in particular their individual 

grammar or competence, despite being exposed to impoverished data. Because these 

constraints restrict the range of moralities that could be acquired, positing a UMG also 

entails taking seriously the possibility that there are alternative moral systems that 

never could be acquired (Dwyer et al., 2009). That we all come equipped with the same 

UMG makes available a way of explaining certain observed similarities among different 

moral systems. To explain some of the diversity among existing human moral systems, 

several proponents of the linguistic analogy adopt the principles and parameters 

approach, appealing to parametric variation in the principles of individuals’ I-

moralities, whose settings, like linguistic parameters, are a function of the varied input 

to which individuals are exposed (Mikhail, 2007; Hauser et al., 2008). The UMG thus 

allows for significant though limited variation in human moralities. 
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In order to uncover the computational principles of the moral faculty, the 

linguistic analogy proposes using studies to elicit judgments of moral permissibility or 

(preferably) acceptability (see Dwyer, 2009, section 4.2) in response to cases devised to 

test candidate rules thought to be instantiated in the moral faculty (Dwyer et al., 2009). 

Results from cross-cultural studies using trolley problems and similar dilemmas, for 

instance, suggest subjects’ judgments are sensitive to principled distinctions such as the 

doctrine of double effect, where harms caused as a means to some good outcome are 

judged worse than equivalent harms that are mere side effects of an action aimed at 

bringing about some good outcome (Hauser et al., 2008).  

Subjects’ sensitivity to such distinctions further presses the poverty-of-moral-

stimulus challenge. Judging in accordance with the doctrine of double effect, for 

instance, involves tracking properties like ends, means, side effects, and prima facie 

wrongs such as battery. These abstract properties, John Mikhail (2007) notes, are far 

removed from experience and not directly evinced in the scenarios with which subjects 

are presented, which makes it implausible that the subjects’ sensitivity is gained through 

instruction or learning. Indeed, according to Mikhail even young children share the 

observed pattern of judgments in trolley problems. How individuals acquire the complex 

ability to compute structural descriptions of actions in terms of their causal-intentional 

properties and apply specific deontic principles to these underlying structures to arrive 

at moral judgments stands in need of explanation. Moral nativists propose what they 

take to be the best account of how these abilities are acquired.  
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Relatedly, it is thought that the manner in which these principles are deployed in 

moral cognition may lend support to the moral nativist’s account of the acquisition of 

moral competence. Subjects’ judgments in response to trolley-type cases are rapid, 

intuitive, and stable. Moreover, the moral judgments such cases provoke are, like 

ordinary judgments of linguistic acceptability, dissociated from individuals’ being able 

to provide justifications for them – a phenomenon known as moral dumbfounding (see, 

e.g., Haidt, 2001; Cushman et al., 2006). This suggests that individuals are often not 

conscious of the operative moral principles guiding their judgments (Mikhail, 2007; 

2008). Mikhail concludes that the ‘overall length, complexity, and abstract nature’ of the 

computations involved in the formation of subjects’ responses to trolley-type scenarios, 

as well as their ‘rapid, intuitive, and at least partially inaccessible character’, lends 

support to the hypothesis that they depend on ‘innate, domain-specific algorithms’ 

(2007, p. 148, emphasis added).  

As the linguistic analogy outlines a newly emerging approach to the empirical 

study of moral cognition, there is not yet consensus among nativists as to the form or 

content of the computational principles that constitute our moral competence. These 

researchers acknowledge that much remains to be learned about the moral capacities 

children and adults possess. Furthermore, reaching a descriptively adequate 

understanding of our moral competence, including the state of moral cognition at 

various stages of development, is needed in order to gain ground on issues of 

explanatory adequacy, concerning in particular the evolutionary and ontogenetic origins 

of our moral competence (Dwyer et al., 2009). Nevertheless, the prominent 
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contemporary defenders of moral nativism agree that the available evidence points in 

the direction of a developmental trajectory like that involved in first language 

acquisition on the Chomskian model, where a specialized biological mechanism with 

innately specified principles, attuned to the culturally variable input in our 

environment, is thought to enable the acquisition of a limited range of concrete moral 

systems, and give rise to our mature moral competence. 

 

3. Inductive Learning and Language Acquisition: A Challenge to the Poverty 

of the Stimulus   

The linguistic analogy has come under a number of attacks recently (e.g. Nichols, 2005; 

Prinz, 2008). One line of criticism charges that because moral learning and language 

learning are dissimilar in important ways, the moral nativist’s use of the analogy proves 

to be strained (Sripada, 2008; Sterelny, 2010). Here I shall advance a different set of 

problems for the linguistic analogy. The persuasive power of the linguistic analogy’s case 

for moral nativism derives in large part from the success of analogous arguments for 

linguistic nativism – in particular, poverty of stimulus (POS) style arguments. However, 

an emerging body of research on language acquisition (e.g. Xu and Tenenbaum, 2007; 

Gerken and Bollt, 2008) poses serious challenges to the POS and related arguments for 

linguistic nativism. Central to POS arguments are assumptions concerning the 

learnability of the target skills. Some recent findings in research on language acquisition 

call many such assumptions into question. Of particular relevance are infant studies 

suggesting that learning plays a much greater role in language development than 
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previously thought. Across several linguistic domains infants have been observed to 

generalize efficiently to abstract linguistic structures by employing learning mechanisms 

sensitive to the statistical properties of their input. In this section, I’ll outline evidence of 

probabilistic learning in language acquisition and consider how it bears on POS 

arguments for linguistic nativism. In the next section, I’ll turn to consider the 

implications of this body of research for the POMS arguments and the case for moral 

nativism more generally.    

POS arguments must start with some characterization of the domain-general 

learning mechanisms, as well as the evidence in the environment, available to a learner. 

If as the nativist charges, the set of available data is truly impoverished, this leaves the 

non-nativist in a bind to explain how children are able to attain their various linguistic 

capacities through the use of domain-general mechanisms alone. The non-nativist must 

explain, for example, how children can arrive at the correct grammar for their language 

when any number of principles are consistent with the regularities in their data 

(Laurence and Margolis, 2001). Investigating how learners develop an abstract linguistic 

system requires addressing several central and related questions (Gerken and Bollt, 

2008): What mechanism do infants use to generalize from their input to new instances? 

And if there are domain-specific constraints on generalization, what is the source of 

these constraints – are they innate or acquired? Let us turn to consider the first 

question.  

 

3.1 Bayesian Generalization  
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Proposed generalization mechanisms must account for language learners’ ability to 

overcome the apparent underdetermination of the appropriate linguistic generalizations 

by their data. According to one model of language learning, the acquisition of linguistic 

generalizations proceeds through deductive hypothesis testing, wherein learners test 

hypotheses against their data and settle on one hypothesis by eliminating others as 

incorrect (Xu and Tenenbaum, 2007).  

Alternatively, there are several distinct inductive models of language learning. As with 

deductive models, models based on unconstrained induction – induction proceeding 

without the aid of biases or processing constraints – have difficulty accounting for 

learners’ ability to reach correct generalizations in the absence of negative evidence 

(Gerken and Bollt, 2008). Both the deductive and the unconstrained inductive models 

of learning, absent positing a native universal grammar or set of language-specific 

constraints on learning, appear inadequate to explain children’s early-emerging 

linguistic competence.  

 In light of recent empirical findings, alternative inductive learning mechanisms 

have been advanced in the developmental literature. Competing models may make 

different predictions of how much data is required before generalization will occur. 

Because of this, data concerning how much evidence language learners need in order to 

generalize are especially useful for homing in on a possible learning mechanism (Gerken 

and Bollt, 2008). Investigations of how much input is required for infants and children 

to form generalizations show considerable convergence across several linguistic 

domains. Gerken (2006, as cited in Gerken and Bollt, 2008) found that nine-month-old 
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infants learn AAB or ABA patterns instantiated in syllables, and generalize to new 

instances of the pattern, when familiarized with just four distinct occurrences of the 

pattern (e.g. leledi, wiwije, jijili, dedewe). Shifting to the domain of metrical phonology, 

Gerken and Bollt (2008) observed that nine-month-old infants were able to extract 

principles for assigning stress to syllables in multisyllabic words in an artificial language 

when exposed to three different types of input, though not when exposed to multiple 

tokens of one input type. In the area of word-learning, Xu and Tenenbaum (2007) found 

that when they hear a novel label such as fep applied, for instance, to one dalmatian, 

three to four-year-olds extend the label to dogs more generally. When the label is 

applied to three dalmatians, they extend the label to dalmatians only. In each of these 

studies, learners generalize on the basis of as little as three or four pieces of data, though 

not fewer. According to these investigators, Bayesian learning best accounts for such 

findings when compared with alternative models of generalization, such as deductive or 

associative models.  

 The Bayesian hypothesis selection mechanism purports to explain how learners 

with limited data can make rational inductive inferences by integrating their prior 

knowledge with the statistical structure of the data they observe. The Bayesian learner 

evaluates candidate hypotheses according to Bayes’ rule16: 

p(h/X) = p(X/h)p(h) 

p(X) 

                                                
16 Xu and Tenenbaum (2007) note that the Bayesian framework they employ ‘aims to explain inductive 
learning at the level of computational theory or rational analysis – to understand in functional terms how 
implicit knowledge and inferential machinery guide people in generalizing from examples – rather than to 
describe precisely the psychological processes involved’ (pp. 250-251).  
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In Xu and Tenenbaum’s study, for instance, candidate hypotheses concern possible 

word meanings. Learners solve for p(h/X), the posterior probability of the hypothesis 

(represented by the conditional probability of the hypothesis on the observations) – it is 

the probability of the hypothesis, in this case the candidate word meaning (e.g. dog), in 

light of the observations X and one’s prior knowledge. In this case, the set of 

observations X corresponds to the set of observed applications of the label (e.g. fep). 

p(h) is the prior probability of h, which captures the learner’s expectations about the 

plausibility of the hypothesis based on one’s prior knowledge (whether innate or 

acquired), independent of the observations X. The likelihood, p(X/h), is the conditional 

probability of the observation or set of observations on the hypothesis, and reflects the 

learner’s expectations about what will be observed given a particular hypothesis, such as 

the expectation that the examples observed will be random and representative (Xu and 

Tenenbaum, 2007, p. 251). The likelihood is a measure of how well the hypothesis fits or 

predicts the data.  

Xu and Tenenbaum’s findings indicate that when the novel label fep is assigned 

to one dalmatian, subjects see either all dalmatians or all dogs as plausible hypotheses 

for the meaning of fep. When the label is assigned to three dalmatians, the learner tends 

to infer that fep refers to dalmatians, rather than to all dogs, even though both 

hypotheses are consistent with the data. In the latter case, the learner’s inference 

appears to be based on her noticing a suspicious coincidence. This intuitive inference is 

captured by the likelihood function, which reflects a ‘preference for hypotheses under 

which the data are most likely to have been observed’ (Xu and Tenenbaum, 2007, p. 
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252). This feature of the model addresses a shortcoming of the deductive hypothesis 

elimination model by explaining how inferences change absent negative evidence. The 

hypothesis that fep picks out all dogs is not eliminated: there is no evidence against it, 

and the data correlate equally well with that hypothesis. In light of the learner’s 

observing fep applied to three dalmatians, however, it is evaluated as being less 

probable relative to the alternative hypothesis that fep picks out only dalmatians. The 

Bayesian model is poised to explain how learners generalize effectively on the basis of 

few positive examples and in the absence of negative evidence, and thus can play a 

significant role in explaining their ability to overcome the apparent underdetermination 

of correct linguistic generalizations by their data.   

 

3.2 Acquirability of Generative Rules  

Especially significant is evidence that a general Bayesian learning mechanism can 

enable the acquisition of generative rules, in particular rules of syntax (Perfors et al., 

forthcoming; Gerken, 2010). Consider an example linguistic nativists often cite: the 

phenomenon of auxiliary fronting in constructing English interrogatives. When 

presented with a declarative sentence such as ‘the man who is hungry is ordering 

dinner’, young children generally form complex interrogatives correctly, as in a, and 

appear not to produce incorrect forms like b: 

(a): Is the man who is hungry ordering dinner? 

(b): *Is the man who hungry is ordering dinner? 
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Chomsky (1971) maintained that children are not presented with complex interrogatives 

such as (a) often enough for them to learn the correct principle for forming 

interrogatives, which is to move the auxiliary verb from the main clause of the sentence 

to the beginning of the sentence, rather than an incorrect rule such as, move the first 

occurrence of the auxiliary verb in the declarative to the beginning of the sentence. 

Nativists claim that given the limited data, the correct rule is unacquirable unless the 

learner antecedently possesses the abstract knowledge that syntactic rules are defined 

over hierarchical phrase structures rather than linear sequences of words.  

Perfors et al. note that while these observations suggest some abstract knowledge 

or constraint on generalization is necessary for acquiring the auxiliary fronting rule, a 

further argument is needed to support the claim that this knowledge must be both 

innate and domain-specific. Alternative hypotheses that take on board the initial set of 

claims concerning the acquisition of the auxiliary fronting rule and the paucity of 

evidence for it maintain that the constraint or abstract knowledge that enables its 

acquisition might either be: domain-specific yet learnable; a product of domain-general 

processing, memory, or learning factors; or based on innate and general inductive 

biases. Indeed, applying a Bayesian model of learning to a corpus of child-directed 

speech, Perfors et al. claim to show that a learner could infer the hierarchical phrase 

structure of language without an innate language-specific bias in favor of that 

conclusion.  

Though perhaps counterintuitive, their findings also indicate that less data may 

be required to learn a higher-order principle at the level of the hierarchical phrase 
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structure of language than to learn the various specific lower-level linguistic rules or 

generalizations (e.g. the auxiliary-fronting rule). The set of possible abstract grammar 

types is much more limited than the set of possible candidate lower-level rules. 

Furthermore, because the higher-order principle ranges over the language as a whole, 

there is in a sense much more evidence available for it than for the specific lower-level 

rules. Thus Perfors et al.’s evidence suggests that abstract knowledge of the sort thought 

in part to constitute the universal grammar, and to provide early-available constraints 

on the acquisition of linguistic rules, need not be innately specified – elements of it are 

in principle learnable. This finding opens up a way for critics more directly to 

accommodate the observations concerning language acquisition that nativists highlight 

and the general motivations for adopting a generative approach to linguistics, rather 

than have to explain them away.  

 

3.3 Acquired Specialization 

The literature discussed thus far sheds light on a mechanism learners plausibly deploy 

in forming at least some of their linguistic generalizations. Let us turn to consider the 

question concerning the presence and source of constraints on generalization. Given 

their remarkable and early-emerging linguistic abilities, it is plausible that children are 

somehow constrained in their formation of linguistic generalizations. As Scholz and 

Pullum (2006) note, the real point of contention between nativists and their opponents 

‘concern[s] what constrains or biases language acquisition, not whether it is constrained 

or biased’ (p. 60, emphasis added). 
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One way in which innate specialized constraints are thought to manifest is in the 

form of abstract, domain-specific principles that restrict the learner’s hypothesis space. 

Another way in which innate domain-specific constraints might manifest is in the form 

of limitations on the kind of information a learning mechanism will process – in 

particular, where that information is restricted to a specific domain. Marcus et al. 

(2007) argue for the existence of a constraint of the latter sort in their investigation of 

infants’ mechanism for extracting rules from sequential auditory materials. They found 

that while the infants about seven months old were unable to detect underlying AAB or 

ABB patterns in sequences of musical tones, they were able to detect the patterns when 

instantiated in speech sounds, specifically sung syllables. Thus they suggest that the 

mechanism infants use to extract sequential rules, which play an important role in 

determining the syntax and semantics of a language, is facilitated by phonetic content 

and may thus constitute an innate bias specific to the domain of language.  

Other evidence indicates that such specialized constraints on generalization can 

be acquired over the course of the infant’s development. In a follow-up study, Dawson 

and Gerken (2009) replicated Marcus et al.’s experiment, but tested both seven-month-

old infants and four-month-old infants. While their seven-month-old subjects also failed 

to learn the sequential patterns instantiated in tones, their four-month-old subjects did 

learn the pattern generalizations over sequences of tones. Against Marcus et al.’s 

suggestion that infants possess an innate rule-learning mechanism specific to the 

domain of language, they suggest that between four and eight months of age a domain-

sensitive and experience-dependent information filter may emerge, which leads infants 
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not to focus on sequential dependencies among tones in musical input. Older infants 

apparently learn not to treat such dependencies as relevant or informative for learning 

about musical structure, but they continue to treat them as relevant to processing 

linguistic information. Throughout the language acquisition literature are similar 

findings suggesting that infants start out as generalists and, over time, become more 

specialized in the discriminations they make. A proposed explanation for these 

phenomena is that learners acquire constraints on the possible generalizations they 

form as they become attuned to statistical patterns in their input (Gerken and Bollt, 

2008).  

While some constraints on generalization manifest as specific to the domain of 

language, Dawson and Gerken (2009) question whether it must be that all such 

constraints are innate to the learner (see also Cowie, 1998). They write: 

[A]pparent domain-specificity of a learning mechanism need not be attributed to 
an innately modular organization of the mind. While some genetic constraints are 
undoubtedly present, both previous learning and domain-general cognitive 
biases must be considered as potential sources of constraints on subsequent 
learning… (p. 381). 
 

The generalization mechanism under investigation detects patterns in musical stimuli 

just as well as in linguistic stimuli before learners acquire what appears to be an 

attentional bias that constrains their subsequent learning. There is further evidence that 

this same generalization mechanism is utilized in non-auditory domains as well. Studies 

have found that seven-month-olds learn AAB/ABB patterns with pictures of dogs 

(Saffran et al., as cited in Dawson and Gerken, 2009), and eleven-month-olds with basic 

shapes (Johnson et al., as cited in Dawson and Gerken, 2009). Fitting with the results 
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discussed in 3.1, investigations of the amount of data needed for visual pattern learning 

in infants of four months, for instance, have revealed significant generalization with 

three input types, but not with fewer (Gerken and Bollt, 2008). This lends additional 

support to the idea that learners operate with an efficient domain-general Bayesian 

learning mechanism, which may become specialized to processing specific kinds of 

information over the course of one’s development. 

 

3.4 POS and the Case for Linguistic Nativism  

The research highlighted here evinces the learnability of various kinds of linguistic 

generalizations and thus bears on the debate over linguistic nativism. In particular, 

findings like these reveal the richness of the statistical information present in linguistic 

data, as well as the effective learning mechanisms with which children are endowed, 

both of which nativists may underestimate (see Scholz and Pullum, 2006). This 

literature reveals effective ways in which non-nativists may begin to address the central 

questions concerning the development of linguistic systems. Thus it serves to undercut 

the linguistic nativists’ charge that the non-nativist lacks satisfactory answers on this 

front. The Bayesian model can explain how learners are able to generalize productively 

from what may on the face of it appear to be impoverished data. Constraints on 

generalization also serve to make language learning more tractable. Some such 

constraints may stem from general features of cognition and perception. However, data-

driven learning approaches can account for the presence of acquired yet specialized 

constraints on generalization that serve to guide language learning as well. Although 
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Perfors et al.’s (forthcoming) finding that abstract and specialized constraints may be 

acquirable is based on an ideal learner, it nevertheless speaks to the in principle 

learnability of abstract syntactic principles, which nativists typically deny.  

While this body of evidence points to a significant and central role for learning in 

language acquisition, it is not sufficient to vindicate the fully non-nativist picture of 

language learning.17 It may be the case that some particular linguistic capacities are less 

amenable to a learning based account of their acquisition than those discussed here. 

However, the evidence does indicate that learning is central in a number of linguistic 

domains, including that most prominent in defenses of linguistic nativism – the domain 

of syntax (see Gomez, 2007). The debate between nativists and non-nativists with 

respect to some domain concerns the extent to which innate specialized mechanisms 

need be posited in order to explain the acquisition of a competence within that domain. 

While the linguistic nativist takes much of language acquisition to depend on 

unacquired or unlearned language-specific cognitive mechanisms, her non-nativist 

opponent takes very little of language acquisition to depend on such mechanisms 

(Scholz and Pullum, 2006). For my purposes, it is not necessary to take a stand on the 

extent to which these findings undercut the case for linguistic nativism. The literature 

discussed in this section challenges assumptions central to poverty of stimulus and 

related arguments for nativism generally, and provides evidence of general learning 

                                                
17 While some researchers working on statistical learning and Bayesian learning advance fully non-nativist 
accounts of language learning, a range of positions concerning the issue have been defended, with some 
accounts retaining scaled-back nativist elements. See e.g. Gomez, 2002; Xu and Tenenbaum, 2007; 
Gerken and Bollt, 2008. 
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mechanisms children possess. Thus, it can be brought to bear on the set of analogous 

arguments for moral nativism outlined in section 2.18 Let us turn to this matter.    

 

4. Implications for Moral Nativism and the Linguistic Analogy  

The challenges to the POS and related arguments for linguistic nativism outlined in 

section 3 suggest similar possible challenges to the POMS and related arguments for 

moral nativism that have been advanced by proponents of the linguistic analogy. 

Children are endowed with more sophisticated domain-general learning mechanisms 

than nativists tend to acknowledge. Thus, children might well be better equipped to 

acquire their ability to make various moral discriminations than moral nativists 

suppose. Because the POS argument for linguistic nativism is held up as an exemplar, a 

serious challenge to it does not bode well for POS style arguments more generally. 

Specifically, the findings I outlined in section 3 reveal that assumptions about the 

intractability of learning are often made too quickly and without sufficient attention to 

the actual learning mechanisms available to children.  

 In evaluating the strength of the POMS arguments in light of the challenges 

presented in section 3, relevant disanalogies between moral cognition and linguistic 

cognition must be considered. One significant disanalogy concerns the comparative 

scope of the data to which children are exposed in the respective domains. Children are 

bombarded with linguistic data from the moment they are born, and likely earlier (see 

Werker and Tees, 1992). Clearly they are exposed to far less moral data than they are 

                                                
18 Although I am especially interested in the implications of these findings for the debate over moral 
nativism, they are relevant to assessing nativist arguments concerning many other domains as well.   
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linguistic data. Rather than undermining POMS arguments, the comparison with 

language might rather highlight how truly impressive young children’s competence in 

the moral domain is. The differences between language learning and moral learning vis-

à-vis the level of exposure to relevant data actually may be taken to strengthen the case 

for moral nativism.  

  Additionally, the moral capacities most often cited in POMS arguments manifest 

in children by around three to four years of age (e.g. Dwyer, 2006). These children are 

quite mature compared to the infants in which the formation of basic linguistic 

generalizations has been observed; this casts doubt on any suggestion that children’s 

moral capacities appear less amenable to a learning-based acquisition account than 

their linguistic capacities. Indeed, these observations lend some prima facie plausibility 

to a learning based account of the acquisition of moral competence. While developing a 

thorough positive account of the development of our moral competence is beyond the 

scope of this paper, this claim can be bolstered by considering ways in which the 

learning machinery presented in section 3 can be recruited in sketching a non-nativist 

account of the acquisition of target moral skills.  

 

4.1 POMS and Bayesian Generalization 

Proponents argue that the Bayesian mechanism proposed to explain young children’s 

pattern generalizations across linguistic and non-linguistic input can account for the 

effective generalizations they make on the basis of sparse data. As this inference 

mechanism is not thought to be restricted to the domain of language, it might be 
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recruited to explain how children develop certain moral capacities, such as their abilities 

to distinguish moral from conventional transgressions and to acquire general moral 

principles, even in light of what appears to be sparse, impoverished data.  

Among the data non-nativists appeal to in explaining the acquisition of the 

moral/conventional distinction are peers’ and educators’ stronger and emotionally 

distinctive responses to moral transgressions. In his case against moral nativism, Jesse 

Prinz (2008) cites studies indicating that moral rule violations are also enforced 

differently than conventional violations. Moral violations tend to be enforced through 

the use of power assertion and appeals to rights, while conventional violations tend to be 

enforced through reasoning and appeals to social order. Nativists suggest it is unlikely 

that children are exposed to enough instances of such positive evidence to learn to draw 

the distinction. If Bayesian learning plays a role, however, children may not require 

substantial positive evidence in order to generalize to the distinction effectively.  

In defending nativism, Dwyer (2008) further claims that there may be a paucity 

of negative evidence concerning the distinction between moral and conventional rules, 

where she takes negative evidence to be the sort that can be used to correct a false 

assumption the learner has made or to eliminate a candidate criterion for making the 

discrimination. While it may be the case that negative evidence is scarce, Bayesian 

learning purports to explain generalization in the linguistic domain in the absence of 

direct negative evidence; if it plays a role in the moral domain, then, one should 

similarly expect it to be capable of accounting for generalization in the absence of direct 

negative evidence.  
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Furthermore, Bayesian learning is sensitive to the absence of particular input 

patterns. Many POS arguments incorrectly assume that evidence consistent with 

multiple hypotheses cannot discriminate among those hypotheses (Regier and Gahl, 

2004). In Bayesian learning, missing evidence can function as negative evidence. If 

observations of the sort that a competing hypothesis would predict are absent from 

one’s input, this can serve as implicit evidence against that hypothesis. With respect to 

the moral/conventional distinction, a competing hypothesis to the distinctive status of 

moral requirements is that moral and conventional requirements are on a par in terms 

of their normative weight. Under this hypothesis, one would predict one’s peers and 

especially one’s educators to display similar patterns of response to violations of each 

type of rule. It is plausible that, of the transgressions children detect, conventional but 

not moral ones often go unpunished or punished without severity. If so, this would serve 

as implicit negative evidence against the hypothesis that moral and conventional 

requirements are on a par in terms of their normative weight. These considerations 

undercut the moral nativist’s claim that the moral/conventional distinction presents the 

child with an intractable learning problem.  

 

4.2 Acquirability of Generative Moral Principles  

Beyond the moral/conventional distinction, Bayesian learning might play a central role 

in the acquisition of the generative moral principles that appear to enable our 

unbounded capacity for moral judgment. Moral nativists argue that children are not 

exposed to varied enough situations to account for their broad capacity to form 
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judgments, especially in unfamiliar or far-fetched cases. People appear to operate with 

broad, content-independent principles or distinctions, whose complex and abstract 

nature renders them unamenable to a non-nativist acquisition account (Dwyer et al., 

2009). However, findings from Bayesian investigations of language acquisition suggest 

learners go beyond merely storing and compressing their data, to abstract and recover 

from it generative models or principles (Gerken, 2010). This suggests learners may 

likewise be able to recover from their data the kinds of general principles or distinctions 

that make up their moral competence (I-morality), such as the doctrine of double effect. 

Alternatively, in keeping with the discussion of Perfors et al., the acquisition of 

generalizations at this level might be aided by some even more abstract knowledge or 

constraint that is either acquired from the learner’s data, or unacquired yet domain-

general.  

Mikhail (2007) emphasizes the fact that the trolley cases with which subjects 

have been presented do not contain direct evidence for the properties or distinctions 

people incorporate into their judgment (e.g. ends, means, and side effects). 

Nevertheless, there may be sufficient information contained in the diachronic stimuli to 

which individuals typically are exposed in the course of their early development – 

including the reasoning and response patterns of adults and peers in their 

environment19 – to account for their ability to make such discriminations. Consider the 

act/omission distinction. Cushman et al. (2006) found that subjects judge in accordance 

with what they call the ‘action principle’, according to which harm caused by action is 

judged morally worse than equivalent harm caused by omission. It is plausible that 
                                                
19 See Prinz, 2008 and Sterelney, 2010 for further discussion of the types of input available to learners.  
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children observe this distinction in action. A child may be chided more harshly for 

upsetting a peer by taking a cookie away from her than for upsetting a peer by failing to 

share his own cookies, for example. Now, with the Bayesian learning framework under 

consideration, it may take surprisingly few such observations for children to generalize 

to an abstract, content-independent form of this distinction. Observing the distinction at 

play in a few different types of scenarios may be sufficient for a learner to generalize, 

and go beyond tracking the distinction just in those particular kinds of scenarios that 

have been observed to determine the most likely general model that could have given 

rise to data they have encountered. Indeed, it is possible that such generalization occurs, 

as in other domains, even where positive evidence is sparse and direct negative evidence 

is lacking. Furthermore, apparent cross-cultural universality in features present or 

absent from moral systems would not obviously bolster the nativist’s claim that we 

possess an innate moral endowment, because there may be plausible alternative 

explanations for their ubiquity or their absence.20 

  

4.3 Specialized Domains and Processing 

The data-driven learning framework can account for other observations thought to lend 

support to the moral nativist’s hypothesis. One would expect those aspects of an agent’s 

abstract moral system acquired through this kind of implicit learning, like the elements 

of her abstract linguistic system so acquired, to be deployed in a rapid, non-deliberate 

                                                
20 For example, given that humans in diverse cultures face similar challenges and also have the same 
cognitive resources, we would expect similar solutions to these challenges to arise (see Prinz, 2008). 
Cultural evolution may also contribute to the ubiquity of certain moral distinctions and principles. In 
particular, cultural items that are attractive to humans and readily transmittable culturally, given facts 
about human psychology, will enjoy greater uptake (see Nichols, 2004; Sterelney, 2010). 
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manner in moral cognition. The processing characteristics of moral cognition Mikhail 

(2007) appeals to as indicative of innate, domain-specific algorithms could thus also be 

accounted for by a non-nativist account of their acquisition. Further, the manifestation 

of a domain-specialized cognitive process may result from a general mechanism being 

tuned through exposure to the input in a particular domain, rather than having began as 

specialized (Dawson and Gerken, 2009). Nichols (2004) sketches an account along 

these lines in discussing children’s capacity for moral judgment, specifically their 

capacity to draw the moral/conventional distinction. His explanation for the apparent 

domain-specificity of moral judgment is that the moral domain comes to be treated as 

distinct from the conventional domain through affective responses to others’ suffering; 

innate yet general affective responses impose structure onto domains of knowledge. 

Whatever the exact developmental trajectory involved, processes that become 

specialized may be expected to share features thought to be characteristic of innate 

domain-specific mechanisms, such as being rapid, inaccessible to introspection, and 

informationally encapsulated. 

 

4.4 POMS and the Case for Moral Nativism 

I have not provided a thorough account of how a learner goes from her initial 

state to her state of moral competence, nor even a complete account of how the 

particular moral capacities central in recent defenses of moral nativism are developed. I 

have worked to illuminate how some of the general learning machinery uncovered 

through language acquisition research might be utilized in the development of non-
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nativist accounts of the acquisition of the target moral skills. One way in which the 

empirical literature on language learning bears on the debate over moral nativism is that 

it reveals how seemingly plausible assumptions made in negative learnability claims 

may misrepresent the abilities of human learners or the richness of their data. I have 

also brought the language acquisition literature to bear on the debate over moral 

nativism in a more direct way. By exploring how some of the target explananda of 

proffered arguments for moral nativism might be accounted for through appealing to 

general learning mechanisms recruited in other domains, I have bolstered the prima 

facie plausibility of non-nativist, learning based accounts of the acquisition of such 

capacities.  

Though I have discussed just a subset of the moral capacities children develop, 

these are the capacities most central in recent arguments for moral nativism. 

Furthermore, the structure of the learning based acquisition accounts sketched here 

might be extended to other target explananda as well. While the considerations raised 

do not show that moral nativism of the sort defended by the linguistic analogy is false, 

they do weaken the force of the POMS and related arguments for moral nativism. In 

particular, I have suggested that the moral capacities of primary interest plausibly could 

be accounted for within a non-nativist, data-driven learning approach. This is to sketch 

the beginning of a how-possible acquisition account, though not necessarily to provide a 

how-actual account. As nativists (e.g. Dwyer et al., 2009) acknowledge, we need far 

more scientific investigation of moral development before we can answer the question of 

how children actually acquire their moral capacities. While I think nativists have 
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overstated the case for the claim that the moral capacities under consideration could not 

possibly be learned based on the available data, it may be that future empirical 

investigation confirms that theirs is nevertheless the more accurate account of how 

children do acquire their moral competence.  

 

5. Linguistic Analogy: Redux  

Though there are reasons to resist its nativist conclusions, the linguistic analogy remains 

a useful framework for investigating the nature and origins of our moral competence. 

My challenges to the case for moral nativism, grounded in findings on language 

acquisition, share with the linguistic analogy the idea that the study of moral cognition 

can be informed by research on linguistic cognition. The sustainability of this aspect of 

the linguistic analogy suggests an avenue of critical research for investigating the role of 

learning in early moral development, following such investigation in language 

acquisition. In this section, I will consider general ways in which the linguistic analogy, 

despite its challenges, might help illuminate our understanding of the nature and 

origins of moral cognition.   

Insofar as the linguistic analogy highlights similarities between the modes of 

processing that underpin moral cognition and linguistic cognition, it enjoys certain 

advantages over competing models of moral cognition. It fits with the recent trend in 

moral psychology of shifting away from the kind of deliberate ratiocination emphasized 

by Kohlberg and Piaget to focusing more on unconscious and intuitive psychological 

processes in modeling moral cognition. This shift is motivated in part by observed 
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instances of moral dumbfounding in experimental subjects. In contrast with primarily 

emotional or perceptual models of intuitive moral judgment, the linguistic analogy has 

the advantage of readily accommodating the apparently significant role of rules in 

intuitive moral judgment. Those who challenge the primarily emotional model of moral 

judgment argue these accounts fall short of adequately accounting for subjects’ 

judgments because they fail to include rules or principles among the central processes 

that produce moral judgment. As Mallon and Nichols (2010) note, negative or aversive 

emotional responses are not sufficient to issue in a judgment that something is morally 

wrong. An appeal to rules makes available an explanation of why certain actions that 

provoke negative emotional responses, but not others, are judged as morally wrong – 

namely, because some such actions involve rule violations where others do not. In 

particular, people’s responses are sensitive to theoretical properties like causes, 

consequences, intentions, and rights (e.g. Hauser et al., 2007; Mallon and Nichols, 

2010). The model of online processing proposed by the linguistic analogy accommodates 

these observations better than the primarily emotional models.  

While moral nativists’ account of the online processing that underpins intuitive 

moral judgment merits serious consideration, it is less clear that their account of the 

acquisition of moral competence is accurate. In other words, it is entirely possible that 

the linguistic analogy provides a descriptively adequate account of moral competence 

while failing to provide an explanatorily adequate account of the acquisition of that 

competence. It may be that the similarities between linguistic cognition and moral 

cognition run deep, beyond how the operative principles in each domain are deployed, 
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to the manner of their acquisition. Yet it may be that in each domain far fewer innate 

mechanisms need be posited to account for their acquisition than nativists claim.  

Proponents of the linguistic analogy make clear that the central issue to be 

addressed in the study of moral cognition is how we are able to make moral judgments 

in unfamiliar cases, which requires that we go beyond merely cataloguing extant 

judgments, to investigating what underlies this unbounded capacity. To advance in 

answering questions surrounding moral development, we need to gain a more thorough 

understanding of the elements of moral competence in mature cognition as well as the 

capacities children possess at various stages of development (Dwyer et al., 2009). As the 

central skills are better understood, we ought to consider ways in which investigative 

tools from language acquisition research can be used to develop ways of systematically 

studying the role of learning in the acquisition of these skills. We should attend to 

emerging research on language acquisition to discover new learning paradigms that 

might fruitfully be explored by moral psychologists, and where possible, appropriate 

such research methods in the study of moral development. One task central to 

advancing research into moral development will be to gain a more thorough and 

systematic understanding of the moral data to which children are exposed, as has been 

done through the use of the CHILDES database in the study of language.21 In addition to 

experimental research, modeling approaches might be pursued in investigating moral 

learning.  

 

                                                
21 Indeed, some (see Wright and Bartsch, 2008) have begun to analyze transcripts from CHILDES with an 
eye to the character of the subjects’ moral input and conversations. Analyses of this sort may prove central 
to advancing the debate over moral nativism.  
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6. Conclusion 

The Chomskian case for linguistic nativism has long been a central model of inquiry and 

explanation in the cognitive sciences. Following this tradition, and inspired by 

Chomskian arguments for linguistic nativism, proponents of the linguistic analogy 

advance several lines of argument for the view that we come endowed with an innate 

specialized capacity for moral judgment. In keeping with the general motivation behind 

the linguistic analogy, I have explored ways in which emerging empirical findings on the 

role of learning in language acquisition bear on the debate over moral nativism. By 

appealing to general learning mechanisms uncovered through this body of work, I have 

bolstered the plausibility of the non-nativist position in the moral domain by suggesting 

ways in which children might acquire central moral capacities in the absence of an 

innate moral faculty. More generally, I have argued that POMS considerations and 

related observations used to motivate moral nativism might be accounted for effectively 

within a non-nativist framework. The alternative accounts I sketched here need to be 

subjected to empirical scrutiny. Toward this end, I have outlined a path for investigating 

the role of learning in early moral development, following current research in language 

acquisition. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: MORAL NATIVISM AND THE EVOLUTIONARY CASE 

FOR MORAL SKEPTICISM 

1. Introduction 

Many philosophers draw on evolutionary considerations to advance moral skepticism. 

Compared to other hypotheses about the ways in which evolution influences moral 

judgment, moral nativism figures in an especially compelling case for skepticism. Moral 

nativism is the view that our capacity for moral judgment is grounded in a biologically 

innate cognitive mechanism or set of mechanisms specific to the moral domain. It has 

been argued that if moral nativism is true, it ultimately follows that our moral beliefs are 

all unjustified (Joyce, 2006). To evaluate the force of the nativist argument, I examine 

the details of the relevant moral psychological theses. Based on recently emerging 

empirical findings in moral psychology, a wide range of nativist positions and critiques 

of nativist accounts have been developed. Yet the implications of these findings for 

debates in moral epistemology have heretofore remained largely unexplored. I argue 

that while certain versions of moral nativism lend support to moral skepticism, versions 

of moral nativism that are tenable in light of current findings from moral psychology do 

not. Either the skeptical nativist is committed to an empirically unsupported account of 

moral cognition, or he does not establish his skeptical conclusion. 

 

2. Evolution, Morality, and Species of Debunking Arguments 

Debunking arguments issue some negative evaluation of a belief or class of beliefs we 

hold. The type of negative evaluation varies. In the sphere of morality, metaphysical 
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debunking arguments typically aim to show that there are no objective moral properties 

or moral facts. And if our moral judgments purport to refer to the debunked properties, 

it follows that they are false.22 Epistemological debunking arguments aim to establish 

not that our beliefs are false, but that whether true or not they are in some other way 

epistemically suspect. Such arguments claim that the beliefs are unjustified, irrational, 

not intellectually respectable, without sufficient evidence, or something of that nature 

(Plantinga, 2000). I’m concerned to examine critiques of moral belief in this vein. But as 

will become clear, focusing on epistemological debunking arguments still leaves some 

territory to be covered.  

Claims about the evolutionary origins of morality have entered into a number of 

recent debunking arguments (Greene, 2008; Ruse 1986; Street, 2006; see Sober, 1994, 

and Kitcher, 2006, for discussion). These evolutionary debunking arguments all have a 

common form: they appeal to evolutionary factors in order to somehow discredit beliefs 

we hold. Specifically, their premises make reference to an evolutionary explanation for, 

or an account of the evolutionary influences on, the belief(s) in question. They then 

attempt to show that the evolutionary account undermines the belief(s) in question.23 

Evolutionary debunkings of moral belief more commonly draw epistemological rather 

than metaphysical conclusions. When it comes to the epistemological challenges, there 

                                                
22 John Mackie’s (1977) queerness arguments include paradigmatic metaphysical debunking arguments. 
Mackie appeals to the arguments from relativity and from metaphysical queerness to conclude that no 
moral properties embody the features of being necessarily motivating, and/or rationally authoritative 
(giving us reasons for action independent of our desires or attitudes). Furthermore, if our moral 
judgments presuppose that moral demands are authoritative in this way, as Mackie claims they do, then 
our moral judgments are false.  
23 Evolutionary debunking arguments thus stand in contrast to evolutionary vindicatory arguments. 
Evolutionary vindicatory arguments appeal to evolutionary considerations in order to bolster positive 
prescriptive claims concerning either morality in general, or specific moral theories, judgments, and/or 
practices  (see Joyce, 2006, ch. 5).    
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remains a further question to ask, namely: in what way and on what basis do 

evolutionary debunkers take moral belief to be epistemically defective?  

In answering this question, evolutionary debunking arguments vary on both 

fronts (see Enoch, 2010; Machery and Mallon 2010 for discussion). The argument I 

shall evaluate seeks to undermine the justification of our moral beliefs. Some such 

arguments try to show that all of our moral beliefs are epistemically unjustified (e.g. 

Joyce, 2006). Other critiques are targeted, claiming just that some subset of our moral 

beliefs is unjustified (Sinnott-Armstrong, 2006; Greene, 2008; Singer, 2005; see 

Kahane, 2011 for discussion). In this paper I will focus on the global version of the 

challenge, which is what I’ll refer to when I use the skepticism label. Evolutionary 

arguments of either form generally appeal to innate components of our moral 

psychology to fund their challenge. In what follows I’ll present, specifically, a nativist 

argument for moral skepticism. I’ll then examine the argument in light of recent 

empirical findings in moral psychology. 

 

3. The Nativist Case for Moral Skepticism 

There are a number of distinct possible innate features of our moral psychology. Moral 

nativism identifies a particular subset of views according to which we are endowed with 

an innate cognitive mechanism or set of mechanisms specific to the moral domain. This 

is to be distinguished from other innate features of our moral psychology that are 
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domain-general, such as general emotions and aversions like disgust.24 These kinds of 

features may shape our moral psychology whether or not any version of moral nativism 

is true. As the scope of these domain-general influences is limited, they typically do not 

figure in arguments for global skepticism. However, it has been suggested that moral 

nativism would, if true, cast a specter over all our moral beliefs. Thus of the ways in 

which evolution is hypothesized to influence moral judgment, moral nativism figures in 

the most potentially powerful case for moral skepticism (see Machery and Mallon, 

2010).  

 Broadly evolutionary accounts of morality go back to Darwin (1871) and his 

contemporaries (Huxley 1894/1989). Nativist explanations that appeal specifically to 

innate domain-specific cognitive mechanisms are of more recent vintage (Dwyer, 1999; 

Ruse, 1986; Hauser, 2006; see Machery and Mallon, 2010, for an overview). The most 

prominent and sustained nativist case for moral skepticism on offer comes in the final 

chapter of Richard Joyce’s The Evolution of Morality (2006), to which I now turn.  

 

3.1 Joyce’s Nativist Case for Skepticism 

                                                
24 For example, Nichols (2004) has argued that moral norms proscribing actions that are independently 
likely to elicit disgust responses are likely to be more readily socially transmittable than moral norms 
proscribing actions that don’t elicit such aversive responses. Joshua Greene (2008) claims that certain 
types of moral judgments (specifically, deontological judgments) derive from general evolved emotional 
responses – namely, negative responses to interpersonal violence (p. 43). Haidt and Craig (2008) outline 
five types of innate emotional responses that, they argue, are not specific to the moral domain but give 
rise to patterns of moralized responses, with each providing the foundation for a distinct set of virtues. 
These are all ways in which our evolutionary history may exert an influence on moral judgment 
irrespective of whether the moral nativist’s hypothesis obtains. 
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Joyce’s evolutionary debunking of morality comes in two stages. First he specifically 

targets non-naturalist forms of moral realism.25 Following Harman (1977; 1986), Joyce 

suggests that if we don’t need to posit non-natural moral facts to explain the formation 

of our moral judgments, then we have no reason to believe they exist and no need to 

posit the extra ontology. He goes on to claim that moral nativism provides an 

empirically confirmed theory about where our moral judgments come from, and it does 

not state nor assume in its explanation that our moral beliefs are true. So we have no 

need to posit non-natural moral facts in order to explain the formation of our moral 

judgments. He concludes at this stage that we have no reason to believe there are non-

natural moral facts. 

At the second stage, Joyce attempts to extend the scope of his debunking 

argument. He tries to undermine the justification of moral beliefs by dismissing 

attempts to secure alternate epistemic grounds for believing moral propositions. He 

notes:   

…[M]any philosophers will be unfazed… because they think we already do have 
reasonable grounds for believing moral propositions. Moral naturalism, non-
naturalism, and super-naturalism are, if you like, metaphysical moral theories, 
since they purport to tell us about the ontological status of the facts that render 
our moral beliefs true. By contrast, there are various attempts to vindicate moral 
belief on purely epistemological grounds. Such attempts assume that moral 
beliefs can be shown to be justified irrespective of the ontological status of the 
facts that make them true…. I will show that the availability of an evolutionary 

                                                
25 Joyce initially rejects alternative forms of realism – ethical naturalism in particular – because he claims 
they do not capture the practical clout of moral demands. For Joyce, the features associated with practical 
clout are that moral demands issue in categorical imperatives, providing reasons for action completely 
independently of one’s interests, ends, or desires, which also have a distinctive level of authority (which 
some categorical imperatives, like standards of etiquette, lack) (Joyce, 2006, pp. 61-62). As this claim 
identifies an alleged failure to accommodate supposedly commonsense assumptions internal to morality, 
it is independent of the evolutionary challenge, which presents a challenge of accommodating scientific 
considerations external to morality (see Timmons, 1999, for a discussion of the distinction between 
internal and external accommodation projects in metaethics). 
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moral genealogy [viz., moral nativism] does in fact pose a serious challenge for 
such epistemological endeavors (p. 211).  

Specifically, the broader conclusion Joyce draws from the supposition that moral 

nativism is true is that all our moral beliefs are epistemically unjustified – i.e., moral 

skepticism. I’ll focus on this latter argument in the remainder of the paper. In §3.2 I’ll 

clarify the dialectic of the debate, before moving in §4 to present a detailed version of 

the nativist argument for moral skepticism.  

 

3.2 The Nativist Case for Skepticism: The Dialectic 

In making his case for skepticism, Joyce takes to task several accounts of the 

justification of moral beliefs. A central claim from his initial argument against non-

naturalism recurs through these critiques:  the nativist explanation of our capacity for 

moral judgment does not presuppose we’ve come to form true beliefs.  

 It is necessary to clarify the dialectic here. As a distinctly epistemological critique, 

the skeptical argument cannot proceed by assuming that our moral beliefs are false. As a 

broad critique, it should cut against even those accounts of justification that do not 

assume our moral beliefs have the kind of realist purport Joyce associates with non-

naturalism (see note 4). That is, it should have implications for any metaethical theory 

according to which we have justified moral beliefs, regardless of its metaphysical 

commitments. 26  This ranges from non-naturalist and naturalist accounts to 

constructivist and certain expressivist accounts. 

                                                
26  In Joyce’s discussion of coherentist accounts of justification, for example, he suggests that the 
coherentist faces a problem in trying to accommodate the evolutionary account of moral judgment even 
before taking on supposed platitudes of our conceptual framework concerning the inescapable practical 
authority of moral demands (p. 217).  
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 Joyce appeals to Ockham’s razor in his case against non-naturalist views. 

However, he admits that such appeals to parsimony do not provide a reason against 

thinking our moral beliefs are true in the way alternative proposals – those not tied to 

the existence of extra ontology in the form of non-natural or supernatural moral 

properties – suppose. That the nativist account does not presuppose our beliefs are true 

in the sense non-naturalists suppose cannot be used as a basis for undermining 

accounts of justification not tied to a non-naturalist analysis of truth. Thus if the 

skeptical argument is meant to establish that attempts to justify our moral beliefs fail 

across the board, it should not turn on the claim that the nativist account doesn’t 

presuppose our beliefs are true.27  

Fortunately for the skeptic, there are ways to buttress the challenge 

independently of this claim. Realist or not, metaethical analyses across the spectrum 

admit of error in our moral judgments. And a developed account of the innate influences 

on moral judgment might reveal that our moral beliefs err far more often than we think 

– enough, perhaps, for the skeptical challenge to gain purchase.28 The skeptical nativist 

might argue that the details of her account of moral belief formation reveal a mismatch 

between how we form our moral beliefs and how they ought to be formed. This doesn’t 

have to do with the fact that the nativist account does not presuppose the truth of the 

                                                
27 This is all the more so if non-naturalists can successfully counter Joyce’s first argument. For recent 
efforts on this front, see Wielenberg, 2010; Enoch, 2010. See also Sober, 1994, and Shafer-Landau, 2003, 
pp. 110-114, for more general criticism of the explanatory criterion for existence.   
28 While some are dubious of the relevance of empirical moral psychology to metaethical debates the 
impetus for this challenge flows from a modest enough view of their relation. Epistemologists outline 
standards for how we ought to arrive at our beliefs for them to be justified. Psychologists are concerned to 
discover the processes by which we form our beliefs. Thus psychological matters bear on epistemological 
matters, minimally, by revealing whether and to what extent the ways in which we arrive at our beliefs 
line up with the ways in which we ought to arrive at our beliefs for them to be justified (see Kornblith, 
1985, for discussion). 
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beliefs in question. Rather, it has to do with the fact (if it is a fact) that the nativist 

account reveals our moral beliefs are not duly sensitive or responsive to the kinds of 

considerations thought to bear on their truth or justifiedness – that they are subject to 

systematically biasing influences, or are in some other way not epistemically well-

formed. Developing the challenge in this way requires that something be said about the 

nature of the innate mechanisms in question and how they are problematic, not just 

that innate mechanisms enter into an explanation of our capacity for moral judgment. 

This matters because, with the nativist case for skepticism, the devil is in the details.  

 

4. Moral Nativism, Moral Psychology, and the Skeptical Challenge  

Joyce suggests that by taking account of the data concerning the evolution of our 

capacity for moral judgment, we can show that our moral beliefs are unjustified by 

ordinary epistemic standards. The core claim behind a broad and developed version of 

this challenge is that if our moral judgments are highly constrained by innate 

mechanisms (in a way soon to be explicated), then they cannot satisfy typical standards 

for justification. If so, it follows that our moral beliefs are unjustified, and this applies 

widely against the spectrum of realist and anti-realist positions according to which we 

have justified moral beliefs. With the rest of the premises sketched, the argument goes 

as follows:  

The Skeptical Argument 

P1. If moral nativism is true, then there are highly constraining innate influences on 

moral judgment.  
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P2. If there are highly constraining innate influences on moral judgment, then our 

moral judgments cannot be epistemically justified.   

P3. Moral nativism is true.  

C. Our moral judgments cannot be epistemically justified. 

One strategy for countering such an argument is to challenge P3 (e.g. Machery 

and Mallon, 2010, p. 36). This way of defusing the challenge could be effective. 

However, there are compelling arguments in support of nativist accounts of moral 

judgment (e.g. Dwyer, Huebner, and Hauser, 2009; Mikhail, 2007). In light of this 

debate, a more powerful way to resist the conclusion is by showing that even if moral 

nativism is true, the skeptical challenge still does not go through. This can be done by 

applying pressure to P1 and/or P2. 

In evaluating the case for skepticism, we ought not rest content with vague and 

speculative evolutionary accounts – better informed accounts are now available. Indeed, 

based on recently emerging empirical findings in moral psychology, a wide range of 

nativist positions as well as critiques of certain elements of nativist accounts have been 

advanced. However, the implications of these findings for the epistemological debate 

have heretofore remained largely unexplored. Skeptics like Joyce appeal to moral 

nativism to fund their challenge without duly considering the wide range of distinct 

nativist positions on offer. The ways in which these theories differ, in the kinds of innate 

mechanisms they posit, bears on the overall force of the skeptical argument. In what 

follows, I’ll argue that on a strong form of moral nativism P1 is true, which lends support 

to the skeptical challenge. But that form of nativism is not tenable in light of current 
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findings from moral psychology. On a more empirically defensible nativist account, P1 is 

false and the skeptical conclusion does not follow. The skeptical nativist faces a 

dilemma. The nativist account that lends support to his challenge does not enjoy 

empirical support. Yet the raison d'être of the challenge is a commitment to naturalism 

and the relevance of empirical findings to the epistemological debate. By the skeptical 

nativist’s own methodological lights, then, the challenge can be defused.  

 

4.1 Strong Nativism and the Case for Skepticism   

4.1.1 Strong Nativism: The Psychological Model  

The label moral nativism covers a range of views positing different kinds of innate 

morality-specific cognitive mechanisms. The set of these mechanisms makes up the 

nativist’s account of the innate moral faculty. Nativist accounts may be more or less 

strong in terms of the extent to which the mechanisms they posit constrain or 

circumscribe moral belief.  

 Some of these mechanisms constrain the content of our moral beliefs. Toward the 

strong end of this spectrum are views positing innate moral norms. Moral norms 

identify fairly specific kinds of behavior as obligatory, permissible, or impermissible, in 

a way that is not dependent on legal or social requirements. Innate moral norms, it is 

thought, would emerge reliably in the course of an individual’s normal development, 

even across divergent environments and without depending on any “specific pattern[s] 
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of cultural input”.29 On a standard reading, innate moral norms would be culturally 

universal or nearly so. Barring unusual circumstances, they are expected to emerge in all 

human groups (Sripada, 2008, p. 323). Examples of moral norms that it is thought may 

be innate include those promoting sharing and reciprocating in certain circumstances, 

and those concerning sexual behavior, such as proscriptions of incest. If present, innate 

moral norms would significantly circumscribe the content of our moral beliefs. And the 

more such norms there are, the more highly circumscribed our judgments will be.  

Evolutionary debunking arguments typically allude to innate constraints on the 

content of our moral beliefs. Yet on certain nativist accounts there are further ways in 

which our moral beliefs may be constrained. Some nativists (e.g. Dwyer et al., 2009) 

hold that the moral faculty possesses those properties associated with Fodorean 

modules (Fodor, 1983). To the extent that moral cognition is modular, this imposes 

distinct constraining influences on moral belief. A central characteristic of modular 

mechanisms is informational encapsulation. These are mechanisms whose access to the 

background information an individual possesses is limited in relatively rigid ways. A 

module can be thought of as a special-purpose computer: the operations it performs 

have access to the information in its database, and there is at least some information 

that is available to general higher cognition and/or to other domain-specific systems but 

not available to that modular system (Fodor, 1985; Hauser et al., 2008).30 Relatedly, 

                                                
29 Nativism with respect to moral norms is one explanation for such apparent universality, though it is not 
the only explanation that has been offered (see Sripada, 2008).  
30  When it comes to the encapsulation of moral judgment, Dwyer et al. (2009) discuss evidence 
concerning whether, for instance, moral judgment is impenetrable to certain numerical calculation 
systems, or immune to general heuristic strategies for making evaluative judgments under conditions of 
uncertainty.    
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such mechanisms are thought to be relatively immune to reflection and general 

reasoning strategies. The proponents of one nativist view of moral cognition explain that 

sustaining their account “… depends in part on establishing that the computations 

responsible for folk-moral judgments are distinct from and, at least relatively, immune 

to the results of conscious moral reflection on new, potentially morally relevant data” 

(Dwyer et al., 2009, p. 9). 

 To the extent that moral cognition is modular, this entails constraints on the 

revisability or flexibility of our moral beliefs. The main ways in which moral beliefs may 

be constrained by innate morality-specific mechanisms, then, is in terms of their 

content and in terms of their revisability. The strongest nativist positions are ones 

according to which moral belief is highly constrained in both ways – that is, views 

according to which moral cognition is highly modular, and according to which moral 

cognition operates over a rich and expansive body of innate moral norms. On what I’ll 

refer to as a strong nativist account, both the content and the revisability of our moral 

beliefs are highly constrained. On a strong form of moral nativism P1 from the above 

argument is true – the account entails highly constraining influences on moral judgment 

as just specified. With P1 in place, we must turn to consider P2, which concerns the 

epistemic significance of these innate influences.  

 

4.1.2 The Epistemic Significance of Strong Nativism       

According to the strong form of moral nativism outlined in the previous section, there 

are highly constraining innate influences on moral judgment. Do these influences reveal 
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that our moral beliefs cannot be epistemically justified, as stated in P2? Addressing this 

question requires specifying the standards that must be met for our moral beliefs to be 

justified. After briefly sketching some of the epistemological implications of strong 

nativism, I’ll elaborate on how the view makes problems for several of the particular 

accounts of justification Joyce (2006) evaluates: namely, intuitionism, coherentism, and 

reliabilism.  

Evolutionary debunkers commonly identify innate constraints on the content of 

our moral judgments as problematic. They are concerned with the epistemic significance 

of the alleged fact that, by and large, we have evolved toward affirming whatever moral 

content “tends to promote reproductive success” (Street, 2006, p. 122). Suppose there 

are innate moral norms. If some of these norms are shown to be epistemically dubious, 

this undermines the justification of any moral beliefs based on those norms. The more 

widespread the influence of these norms – and on a strong form of nativism the 

influence is quite widespread – the deeper the challenge runs. 

On its own, however, the innate moral norm account appears inadequate to 

support the global conclusion that all of our moral beliefs are epistemically unjustified. 

For even if the influence of innate moral norms is widespread, we might nevertheless 

become aware of these problematic influences and adopt policies that enable us to 

correct for them in order to form justified moral beliefs. But if the revisability of our 

moral beliefs is also highly circumscribed – as on strong, modular accounts of moral 

cognition – this compounds the problem. If the modular account accurately 

characterizes the process or processes by which our moral beliefs are typically produced, 
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it is difficult to see how we could satisfy even modest standards of justification like those 

calling on us to influence our beliefs by paying careful attention to the evidence and 

accounting for relevant outside information. This is because modular mechanisms are 

largely insensitive to background knowledge and general information: they are 

bullheaded, to use Fodor’s words. The presence of such constraints on the revisability of 

our moral beliefs would have potentially far-reaching epistemological implications.  

With these observations in mind, we can buttress Joyce’s (2006) case against 

particular accounts of the justification of moral beliefs. Let’s start with his critique of 

moral intuitionism. Intuitionists hold that we may have moral beliefs that are non-

inferentially justified, so long as these beliefs are (depending on the exact proposal) self-

justifying, or indubitable, or self-evident, or something to that effect. In reply, Joyce 

claims that the nativist account can explain not only why we form the moral beliefs we 

do, but also why some of these beliefs may appear to be indubitable or self-justifying 

even if they’re not. Under the strong nativist account just outlined, we can render 

Joyce’s critique with greater precision. Beliefs that conform to innate moral norms may 

be ubiquitous not because we have good epistemic grounds for maintaining those 

standards and forming beliefs that accord with them, but because those standards are 

just what happen to emerge from our innate moral endowment. With constrained 

revisability, moreover, these beliefs may become firmly entrenched even if there are 

good reasons against accepting the attending standards. The details of the strong 

nativist account lend support to Joyce’s effort to explain away the apparent self-

justifiedness of certain moral beliefs.  
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We can bolster Joyce’s critique of coherentist accounts of justification in a similar 

manner. On coherentist proposals, among the beliefs with which our moral beliefs must 

cohere to be justified are scientific beliefs concerning the etiology of our moral beliefs. 

Joyce suggests that these scientific beliefs undermine any positive epistemic status our 

moral beliefs might otherwise enjoy according to a coherentist framework, because the 

scientific account does not presuppose the truth of the moral beliefs we form. This 

feature of the evolutionary account, I argued in §3.2, is not sufficient to sustain a broad 

version of the skeptical challenge. With the strong nativist account now outlined, 

however, we can appeal to specific features of that account to undermine the 

justification of our moral beliefs on a coherentist framework. As noted earlier, the 

combination of highly constraining influences on the content and on the revisability of 

our moral beliefs suggests that what beliefs we form and what norms we accept has 

more to do with the character of our innate endowment than with the total information 

we possess. Many coherentist accounts give particular weight to considered moral 

judgments – seemingly plausible initial judgments that we form. Yet the apparent 

distinctiveness of this class of beliefs may be explained away as stemming from innate 

constraints on our beliefs (see Singer, 2005). Moreover, there is direct tension between 

a requirement that one’s moral beliefs cohere with one’s total set of information, and a 

modular account on which moral judgment stems from informationally encapsulated 

mechanisms. This all provides reason to doubt that our moral beliefs cohere with our 

total set of information in the way necessary to be justified according to the account.  
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In making his case against reliabilist accounts of justification, Joyce repeats his 

general line: the nativist account of our moral belief-forming capacities does not 

presuppose that our moral beliefs are true. In other words, these mechanisms would 

have evolved whether or not the moral beliefs they led us to form are or were true. Thus 

moral beliefs may be disanalogous with, say, beliefs formed through visual perception, 

where it is plausible to think that the relevant mechanisms would not have evolved had 

they not led to largely accurate representations of reality. Joyce claims that reliabilists 

should thus infer that “a certain plausible view of how innate moral beliefs may have 

evolved leads naturally to the conclusion that such beliefs are epistemically unjustified” 

(p. 215, emphasis added). This is too quick. For even if the nativist account does not 

presuppose the truth or reliability of our moral beliefs, it is consistent with their truth or 

reliability (Sinnott-Armstrong, 2006; Wielenberg, 2010).31 The fact that the account 

does not presuppose the truth or reliability of our beliefs does not, in and of itself, give 

us a compelling reason to mistrust our moral belief-forming mechanisms. However, we 

can appeal to particular features of the strong nativist account to call the reliability of 

                                                
31 There have been many recent attempts to explain how the reliability of our moral-belief forming 
mechanisms can be reconciled with the evolutionary account. While correlations between two factors – in 
this case, our (supposedly evolutionarily shaped) moral beliefs and the moral truths – can be explained in 
terms of a direct causal or constitutive relationship between them (see note 4), some realists have tried to 
explain the correlation in terms of some third factor that links the two (Enoch, 2010, p. 429). Wielenberg 
(2010) appeals to “certain cognitive faculties that entail the presence of moral rights and generate beliefs 
about such rights” (p. 459, emphasis added). Enoch (2010) and Copp (2008) deploy similar strategies, 
though they appeal to distinct factors to make the connection. All aim to avoid the implication that 
evolutionary influences on moral belief are distorting. Yet none explain the fact that this relation obtains 
by citing the ability to grasp moral truths per se as efficacious in the selection of the features that shape 
our beliefs. While any metaethical theorist might try to employ this general strategy, non-naturalists or 
robust realists (to use Enoch’s label) face the charge that it would be some miracle or coincidence that 
what is of value wholly independently of us happens to coincide with what, given evolutionary influences, 
we have come to value (see Enoch 5.3 for a discussion and reply). Alternative theories aim to sidestep this 
problem, by and large, by accepting some direct (causal or constitutive) connection between what is 
valuable and what is valued (see Copp, 2008; Carruthers and James, 2008; Street, 2006).  
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our moral belief forming mechanisms into question. If moral cognition operates over a 

rich body of innate moral norms and if these computations are encapsulated, then we 

have reason to suspect that they are not duly responsive to the kinds of features thought 

to bear on the truth or justifiedness of our moral beliefs. Moral judgments that stem 

from such mechanisms, Peter Singer (2005) has suggested, flow from responses shaped 

by the circumstances in which our ancestors lived, not from a sensitivity to distinctions 

of actual moral significance (see also Greene, 2008).32 Hence on a strong nativist 

account we have reason to think that there are innate mechanisms that systematically 

bias and distort our judgments, and that our moral beliefs are thereby unreliably 

produced.  

The details of the strong nativist position serve to prop up Joyce’s critiques of a 

number of accounts of justification. It is possible to resist the conclusion while granting 

P1 and P3 of the skeptical argument. Proponents of certain accounts of justification 

might push back on P2, and argue that even if strong nativism is true and there are 

highly constraining influences on moral judgment, this does not preclude our moral 

beliefs (at least some of them) from being justified.33 However, these accounts may well 

be independently problematic, and if they are, the skeptic can use this to defend his 

                                                
32 As Michael Huemer (2005) puts a similar point: “Evolution would mold our moral attitudes towards its 
own purposes, to ensure behavior that increases reproductive fitness, regardless of what is actually 
morally right” (p. 215).  
33 For instance, intuitionists might argue that Joyce has explained only why the set of non-inferentially 
justified moral beliefs may appear larger than it is, but he has not demonstrated that it is an empty set. 
Alternatively, reliabilists might argue that while the details of the strong nativist account should lead us to 
question the reliability of our moral belief-forming mechanisms, they do not establish that our moral 
belief-forming mechanisms are unreliable. For some, the reliability of our moral belief-forming 
mechanisms (or some of them) may be sufficient for our moral beliefs (or some of them) to be justified.  
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conclusion (see Sinnott-Armstrong, 2006).34 At a minimum, strong nativism has deeply 

skeptical implications on all but a limited range of theories of justification, thus it 

restricts the avenues available for resisting skepticism. However, I intend to show that 

granting even this much to the skeptical nativist is granting too much. There is a more 

promising route to defusing the skeptical challenge on which the range of defensible 

accounts of justification is not so restricted. For it turns out that the evidence for strong 

nativism is unpersuasive. And on a more tenable version of moral nativism the skeptical 

challenge can readily be defused - a wide range of accounts of justification can 

accommodate the innate influences that come with the alternative nativist account to be 

outlined in the next section. 

 

4.2.1 Against Strong Nativism: Toward a Sensible Nativist Account of Moral 

Cognition  

Strong versions of moral nativism, positing highly constraining innate mechanisms, 

have faced a number of criticisms. I’ll begin by evaluating the innate moral norm 

account, or moral norm nativism for short. I’ll then turn to consider problems for the 

modularity thesis associated with some nativist views. Nativist accounts need not be tied 

to either of these problematic theses. So in the course of the discussion I’ll outline a 

sensible nativist account that can sidestep these objections.  

A central problem for the innate norm account is that it has difficulty accounting 

for the variation in moral norms across human groups (see Sripada, 2008; Prinz, 2008). 

                                                
34 I don’t address debates concerning how to adjudicate alternative accounts of the justification of moral 
beliefs here, as doing so is not necessary for my purposes.  
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Even seemingly universal norms, like those concerning incest prohibitions, are subject 

to significant cultural variation (Prinz, 2008; Sripada, 2008). Moral norms concerning a 

range of other issues of seeming importance from an evolutionary perspective (e.g. 

concerning harm and violence, social exchange) differ substantially among human 

groups (see Snare, 1980; Sripada 2008; Prinz, 2008).  

 The proponents of what is by far the most dominant nativist account on offer – 

the so-called “linguistic analogy” (LA) – aim to sidestep this problem, and accommodate 

the cultural diversity in human moral systems, by rejecting moral norm nativism. The 

LA posits not innate moral norms (which identify fairly specific kinds of behavior as 

obligatory, permissible, or impermissible), but abstract and general innate moral 

principles. These nativists hold that what is difficult to explain without positing innate 

morality-specific mechanisms has to do with how we develop our seemingly unbounded 

capacity to produce and understand moral judgments, not with the specific moral norms 

we acquire. Proponents of the LA suggest that our capacity for moral judgment is 

grounded in broad, content-independent moral principles. Further, they argue that 

children do not receive sufficient correction or instruction to account for their 

acquisition of these principles (Dwyer et al., 2009). Evidence for the possibly innate 

principles we typically come to possess comes from data on patterns in people’s intuitive 

moral judgments. Based on cross-cultural studies examining judgments on trolley 

problems and similar dilemmas, one candidate principle thought to be grounded in our 

innate endowment is the doctrine of double effect (DDE). According to DDE, harms 

caused as a means to a good outcome are worse than equivalent harms that are mere 
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side effects of an action aimed at bringing about a good outcome. Subjects’ judgments in 

response to these cases are rapid, intuitive, stable, and convergent. Furthermore, the 

moral judgments such cases issue in are dissociated from individuals’ ability to provide 

justifications for them – a phenomenon known as moral dumbfounding35 – suggesting 

that DDE and other such principles are not held reflectively but manifest in reflexive, 

rapid and intuitive computations (Hauser et al., 2007; Dwyer et al., 2009).  

While moral norm nativism is untenable given current findings in moral 

psychology, the moral principle nativism associated with the LA has some plausibility. 

How tenable is the second prong of strong nativism, concerning modularity? Several 

proponents of the LA tie their principle nativism to a modular account of the specialized 

mechanisms behind moral judgment. Specifically, some predict that  “…the 

computations responsible for folk-moral judgments are distinct from and, at least 

relatively, immune to the results of conscious moral reflection on new, potentially 

morally relevant data” (ibid., p. 9), and that “the underlying capacity will be immune to 

attempts at correction” (ibid., p. 18). On these modular accounts, the revisability of our 

moral beliefs is highly constrained. Whether tied to moral norm nativism or to a more 

plausible principle nativism, however, modular accounts of moral cognition face 

problems.36 Chief among them is that they face difficulty in accommodating some of the 

significant interactions between reflexive and reflective moral judgment.  

                                                
35 See Haidt, 2001; Dwyer, 2009. 
36 In presenting these problems, I focus on assessing the linguistic analogy’s model of synchronic moral 
cognition rather than the plausibility of its argument for moral nativism per se. For critiques of the latter 
sort, see: Nichols, 2005; Prinz, 2008; Sripada, 2008.  
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 In the moral domain (more so than in the linguistic domain), reflective judgment 

plays a significant and multifarious role in evaluation. One way in which this manifests 

can be illustrated by appealing to a dual-process model of moral judgment. On these 

models, we possess a fast, specialized, and perhaps innate system of judgment (system 

1), as well as a slow and effortful system of judgment that may stem from general 

reasoning mechanisms (system 2) (e.g. Haidt, 2001; Cushman, Young, and Greene, 

2010). This model allows for reflective override of intuitive judgments, which often 

happens when we come to believe we have reason to disavow our intuitive judgment. 

Consider a case of an individual who is raised to believe gay sex is immoral because it is 

unnatural and contrary to the teachings of the Bible (Campbell, 2007). Suppose he later 

comes to question the attitudes that go with this framework, acquires evidence of the 

variety of sexual response in nature, and on this basis forms the reflective judgment that 

gay sex is not morally wrong. It might be that his reflexive judgment fails to match his 

reflective judgment – he might still be disposed to the immediate and unreflective 

judgment that gay sex is wrong. Yet because he believes he has better epistemic reason 

to believe it is not wrong, he disavows this immediate judgment whenever it manifests. 

Some nativists can accommodate this much, because they hold that the innate 

moral faculty accounts for reflexive moral judgment, not necessarily all of moral 

judgment (Dwyer et al., 2009). On these accounts reflective moral judgment stems from 

domain-general processes of deliberation and reflection. In this respect, proffered 

nativist accounts are often not quite as strong as the strong nativism outlined in 4.1 (cf. 

Hauser et al., 2008). However, even a restricted view of this sort faces problems. 
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Specifically, these views cannot account for the apparent penetrability and revisability of 

reflexive moral judgment. Not only can reflective reasoning lead us to disavow our 

reflexive judgments, but it can also change our reflexive judgment in a number of ways 

(Pizarro and Bloom, 2003). Consider cases where agents change their moral practices 

because of a newly acquired reflective moral view, such as converting to vegetarianism 

(Sterelny, 2010). The converted vegetarian may experience a period of conflict between 

her reflexive and reflective moral responses. However, over time the change in her 

reflective view may penetrate the reflexive level, leading her to become appalled at the 

very idea of eating meat and to form other immediate judgments in line with her 

reflectively endorsed view. Likewise, the subject of the previous case may lose his 

negative visceral response to homosexuality over time, and come to form reflexive 

judgments that conform to his considered view.  

Proponents of LA grant that changes in reflective judgment may lead to changes 

in the pattern of reflexive judgments for a particular class of cases, but insist that any 

such changes will be localized and will not influence moral judgment more broadly 

(Dwyer et al., 2009). It’s not clear, however, that the influence must be localized in this 

way. The converted vegetarian, for instance, may come to give all arational forms of life 

greater accord in her reflexive judgment. Furthermore, just as we can influence the 

content of our reflexive moral judgments concerning substantive first-order issues, so 

too we might influence the content of the general principles from which our reflexive 

judgments flow. Someone who takes himself to have reason to reject the doctrine of 

double effect, judging instead that a thoroughgoing utilitarian framework is more 
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defensible, may over time come to form reflexive judgments that conform to the 

principle he endorses. This is in apparent tension with a modular account, where the 

principles underlying reflexive judgment, once developed, are thought to be relatively 

rigid and relatively permanently fixed (Sterelny, 2010; Fodor, 1985).  

The considerations advanced here discount the central elements of strong nativist 

accounts of moral cognition, on which the content and the revisability of our moral 

beliefs are highly constrained. These considerations do not show that that moral 

nativism is false (although moral nativism may well be false). However, these 

observations are ones that a sensible nativism – one that aspires to empirical 

plausibility – will have to accommodate. On this front, views that posit innate abstract 

principles fare better than those that posit innate particular norms. Though these 

principles – which may be even more abstract than those at the level of DDE (see 

Hauser et al., 2008; Dwyer, 2008) – constrain the content of our moral beliefs, their 

influence is far less robust than that of innate moral norms. Moreover, a sensible 

nativism must relent in its modular conception of moral cognition in order to account 

for the ways in which moral reasoning and reflection influence moral judgment, 

including reflexive judgment. In the next section, I will proceed to unpack the 

epistemological significance of the more informed psychological picture that is now in 

view. Ultimately I’ll argue that the sensible nativist account does not support the 

skeptical challenge.  
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4.2.2 Sensible Nativism: Revisiting the Case for Skepticism 

Recall that the core claim behind the skeptical argument is that if our moral judgments 

are highly constrained by innate mechanisms, they cannot be epistemically justified. 

Whether moral nativism implies there are highly constraining innate influences on 

moral judgment (as in P1), depends on the particular nativist account in question. 

Skeptical nativists like Joyce (2006) appear to overlook this fact. On a strong nativism, 

the content and the revisability of our moral beliefs are highly constrained, and P1 is 

true. This (with some qualification) supports the inference to the skeptical conclusion, 

as I argued in §4.1.2. However, in §4.2.1, I presented evidence that undermines the 

strong nativist account. And on a sensible nativist view that fits with the evidence, the 

innate mechanisms posited do not highly constrain our moral beliefs. So P1 of the 

argument is false – the truth of moral nativism does not entail that there are highly 

constraining innate influences on moral judgment. This blocks the inference to the 

conclusion of the skeptical argument. The dilemma the skeptical nativist faces is this: 

Either he is committed to an empirically unsupported account of moral cognition or he 

cannot draw his skeptical conclusion.  

 However, the skeptical nativist might insist this is too quick. While empirical 

findings undermine the highly constraining influences associated with strong nativism, 

sensible nativism comes with constraints of its own. And these constraints may be 

problematic enough for accounts of the justification of moral beliefs. The skeptic might 

try to run the same basic argument using the constraints that come with a sensible 

nativism to fuel the challenge. In other words, even the sensible nativist might question 



 

 

102 

whether her psychological view is consistent with our being able to satisfy standards for 

justification in the formation of our moral beliefs.  

 The innate abstract principles associated with a sensible nativist account do 

influence the content of our moral beliefs. Let us work through the implications of this 

using the doctrine of double effect (DDE) as an example of such a principle. Though this 

is contentious, let us suppose for the sake of argument that we should be dubious of 

DDE’s influence because of its innateness alone. Even granting this, we can beat back 

the case for skepticism by recalling the role of reflective moral judgment in shaping our 

beliefs. Faced with some reason to discount judgments conforming to DDE, we can 

revise them. One way we can counteract its influence is through reflective override of 

reflexive DDE judgments. On sensible nativism, moreover, reflexive judgments can be 

directly revised with some effort. We may over time come to form reflexive judgments 

that conform, say, to a general utilitarian principle and counter to DDE. On the face of 

it, the constraining influences associated with sensible nativism do not threaten the 

possibility of our forming either justified reflective or reflexive37 judgments.  

 These observations bear on the skeptic’s challenge to specific accounts of 

justification. Whereas the strong modular account gives us reason to doubt our moral 

beliefs will cohere with our total information, the sensible nativist account does not. 

Neither reflective nor reflexive moral judgment is informationally encapsulated on this 

account. According to Joyce, among the beliefs with which our moral beliefs must 

cohere are scientific beliefs concerning the etiology of our moral beliefs. The nativist 

                                                
37 I don’t take a stand on whether reflexive judgments may be justified non-inferentially, or whether they 
must be justified inferentially, as Sinnott-Armstrong (2006) argues. 
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research program outlines ways of empirically uncovering the innate morality-specific 

constraints on the content of our moral beliefs (see Dwyer et al., 2009). And the 

evidence reviewed in §4.2.1 suggests that we are able to revise our beliefs in light of such 

information, as may be necessary to restore coherence. Thus coherentists can 

accommodate the scientific beliefs concerning the etiology of our judgments on a 

sensible nativist picture in a way that is consistent with the justifiability of at least some 

of our moral beliefs.  

Intuitionists might accommodate these constraints in a similar way. Prominent 

intuitionists hold that we may be non-inferentially justified in believing self-evident 

moral propositions38, and that our belief-forming mechanisms are fallible at detecting 

self-evidence. Moreover, they hold that our justification in believing self-evident 

propositions is defeasible (Shafer-Landau, 2003). Suppose the intuitionist grants that 

awareness that a belief we have stems from an innate constraint serves to defeat that 

belief’s justification. 39  The epistemically required response is to either defeat the 

defeater by corroborating the belief, or revise the belief. 40  On sensible nativism, 

following through with this policy for belief revision is psychologically feasible.  

The psychological picture sketched in §4.2.1 also opens up a way of addressing 

the critique of reliabilist defenses of justified moral belief. Again, even if we grant the 

assumption that any innate specialized mechanism involved in moral cognition is 

                                                
38  Roughly, self-evident propositions are those such that adequately understanding and attentively 
considering them is sufficient to justify believing them (Shafer-Landau, 2003, p. 247).  
39 For an argument along these lines see Sinnott-Armstrong, 2006, pp. 209-210.  
40 This is in keeping with Michael Huemer’s suggestion that science can help us identify evolutionary 
biases on our moral judgments, and so (if necessary) correct for them and improve moral cognition 
(2005, p. 219). 
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unreliable, on sensible nativism this does not show that all of our moral beliefs are 

unreliable. Evaluating belief-forming mechanisms along reliabilist lines requires 

properly individuating the relevant cognitive processes. To lump together all the 

processes involved in moral cognition is to individuate them too coarsely. In light of the 

discussion in §4.2.1, we may draw an initial albeit still coarse distinction between the 

innate specialized and reflexive processes involved in moral cognition, and the reflective 

yet general ones. Given a starting set of moral and non-moral beliefs, it is thought that 

reflective mechanisms can get us to form a greater proportion of true beliefs by 

eliminating inconsistencies, increasing coherence, revising beliefs whose justification 

has been defeated, and so on (see Enoch, 2010). As these general mechanisms enter into 

belief revision in a number of domains, and are not subject to the distinctive selective 

pressures thought to affect innate morality-specific mechanisms, we can in principle 

more readily account for their reliability.41 And it’s not just reflective moral beliefs for 

which we can mount a defense; we may defend the justifiability of our reflexive moral 

beliefs as well. The critique of reflexive belief forming mechanisms was roughly that the 

innate constraints on the content of our reflexive beliefs likely track adaptive 

considerations, not distinctions of actual moral significance. However, on sensible 

nativism our reflexive belief-forming mechanisms are revisable, and we are capable of 

guiding our reflexive beliefs toward tracking the right features. On this psychological 

account we thus have no reason to think our moral beliefs are all unreliably produced.  

 In light of the critique of strong nativism, the skeptic might try to recast the 

challenge by claiming that the constraints associated with sensible nativism are 
                                                
41 For further discussion, see Enoch, 2010. 
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problematic for defenses of justified moral belief. However, I’ve argued that prominent 

accounts of the justification of moral beliefs can accommodate these constraints while 

defending the justifiability of at least some of our moral beliefs.  

 

5. Conclusion 

Some have argued that if our capacity for moral judgment is innate – viz., if moral 

nativism is true – it ultimately follows that our moral beliefs are all unjustified. This 

challenge potentially targets any metaethical theory according to which we may have 

epistemically justified moral beliefs. However, extant skeptical arguments have not been 

duly attentive to the range of nativist positions and critiques of nativist accounts 

developed in recent years. Drawing from these findings, I’ve argued that the skeptical 

nativist faces a dilemma. A strong nativist account lends support to the challenge but 

does not enjoy empirical plausibility. However, the sensible nativist account I’ve 

outlined, which is tenable in light of current findings, does not support the challenge. It 

looks like either the skeptical nativist is committed to an empirically unsupported 

account of moral cognition, or he does not establish his skeptical conclusion. Given the 

skeptical nativist’s commitment to naturalism and to the relevance of scientific findings 

to the epistemological debate, this leaves him hard-pressed to defend his conclusion. 

While I’ve worked through the most prominent skeptical argument and nativist 

accounts on offer, there are possible replies I’ve not considered, to be sure. So I’ll 

conclude with a challenge:  If the skeptic wants to maintain that nativism poses a 

problem, he needs to articulate a form of nativism that posits sufficiently strong 
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constraints on our moral beliefs to fund the challenge, but that does not run into the 

problem of being empirically unviable. So far, this challenge has not been met.  
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