ANON SUBMISSION
Discussion Paper: “There is No Moral Faculty”
Abstract: Dewey’s ethical naturalism has provided an exemplary model for many contemporary naturalistic treatments of morality. However, in some recent work there is an unfortunate tendency to presuppose a moral faculty as the alleged source of what are claimed to be nearly universal moral judgments. Marc Hauser’s Moral Minds (2006) thus argues that our shared moral intuitions arise from a universal moral organ, which he analogizes to a Chomskyan language faculty. Following Dewey’s challenge to the postulation of the idea of universal instincts, I argue that Hauser’s moral faculty account is (1) contrary to results from recent cognitive science, (2) unnecessary for explaining our moral understanding and reasoning, and (3) counterproductive to the correct project of a non-transcendent, empirically-grounded theory of moral understanding and problem-solving. I sketch the outline of such a constructive project.
*  *  *  *  *  *
Nearly a century ago John Dewey worked out a naturalistic view of morality that is still today an exemplary model of what a non-transcendent, empirically supported, psychologically realistic approach to cultural ethical systems ought to look like. In his day, Dewey was an innovator, but today it seems that everybody who has any interest in the cognitive sciences is jumping on the ethical naturalism bandwagon. However, I’m disturbed by one particular trend in some of this recent work, and that is the resurgence of the idea that all “normal” humans possess a moral faculty or instinct that underlies intuitive judgments about what is morally right and wrong. One of the most influential recent statements of this view is formulated by Marc Hauser:

(M)oral judgments are mediated by an unconscious process, a hidden moral grammar that evaluates causes and consequences of our own and other’s actions.  .  .  . I show that by looking at our moral psychology as an instinct—an evolved capacity of all human minds that unconsciously and automatically generates judgments of right and wrong—that we can better understand why some of our behaviors and decisions will always be construed as unfair, permissible, or punishable, and why some situations will tempt us to sin in the face of sensibility handed down from law, religion, and education (Hauser 2006, 2).

Moral instinct talk is appealing to those who see it as a way to underwrite the idea of universal moral intuitions. They believe that certain acts are rightly condemned, while other are rightly praised, by the vast majority of humankind, and that such judgments are products of a universal moral instinct. 
Although the idea of evolutionarily developed moral dispositions makes good sense, I regard the positing of an alleged moral faculty or moral instinct as a regressive move, in three fundamental respects. First, it the existence of a moral faculty is not empirically supportable by evidence from the cognitive sciences. Second, the hypothesis does no work, because no such universal faculty is necessary for an adequate theory of moral understanding and judgment. Third, it distracts our attention from what is actually going on in human moral deliberation. Postulation of a moral organ or instinct represents a twenty-first century revival of a scientifically discredited eighteenth-century faculty psychology that tries to preserve the idea of universal cognitive structures defining right and wrong conduct. It is an attempt to embrace a naturalistic, scientifically-grounded approach, while at the same time smuggling back in the idea of moral governance or guidance imposed on our experience from some allegedly universal source, this time in the form of universal moral instincts. Fear of ethical relativism appears to have seduced even distinguished scientifically-informed thinkers into looking for moral absolutes, in the form of universal right-judgment-generating organs. Dewey articulated the major objections to the positing of universal instincts, and we would be well-advised to recall the lessons he taught us about human morality.
In short, my argument against the positing of a moral faculty is that such a notion is (1) scientifically unsound, (2) contrary to the whole character of naturalized ethics, and (3) a step backwards in any attempt to understand and explain human moral valuing and deliberation. It’s not just that we don’t need to assume a moral instinct, but rather that such an assumption is counterproductive in our efforts to understand moral experience. I shall focus my comments on Marc Hauser’s Moral Minds: How Nature Designed our Universal Sense of Right and Wrong (2006), because it is the strongest version of the moral instinct view that I know of, and it is a clear, carefully argued, and influential book—a book worthy of considered response. 
The Mistaken Analogy Between Moral Sense and Chomskyan Grammaticality

Hauser’s view rests on the assumption that “there may be deep similarities between language and morality, including especially our innate competencies for these two domains of knowledge” (Hauser 2006, 37). Hauser cites the famous suggestion of  John Rawls that, just as Chomsky supposedly discovered a universal capacity for syntax--a sort of “language instinct”--underlying grammaticality in all natural languages, so also is there a sense of justice, and by extension a universal moral sense (a “moral instinct”), that generates universal intuitive moral judgments across all cultures. In Chomskyan linguistics, the central idea is that ordinary folks are able to make grammaticality judgments about expressions in natural languages because they share a universal language (syntax) faculty. Correspondingly, in the moral context, it is claimed that people are allegedly able to make judgments about the morality of certain actions because they all share a universal moral faculty. Hauser sets out to describe this moral faculty and to show how it generates universal judgments about which types of actions are morally permissible, which are impermissible, and which are morally obligatory. 

I do not deny the usefulness of comparing linguistic communication and moral deliberation and judgment. There most certainly are important similarities between linguistic and moral competence, such as that: (1) both are interactive communicative and cooperative human practices involving notions of human flourishing, (2) both are learned behaviors, (3) both require shared human cognitive and affective capacities, some of which might reasonably be called universal, (4) both involve constraints on their successful performance, some coming from the nature of our bodies and brains, and others coming from social and cultural practices and institutions, and (5) both involve what Paul Churchland (2007) calls skills of learning to navigate a complex social space.
Even granting all of these structural parallels between certain linguistic and moral phenomena, it does not follow that one must postulate either a linguistic or a moral instinct in order to explain the phenomena. Hauser’s first mistake is his grounding of a language/morality analogy on an out-dated Chomskyan view of language. 
Following Rawls’, Hauser sees, that there is a profound parallel between a child’s learning to understand and speak his native tongue and a child’s learning the morality of his or her culture. Both are highly complex ongoing activities in which one learns which communicative practices, in the first case, and which ethical judgments and moral practices, in the second case, are sanctioned by the culture he or she inhabits. However, the obvious deep question is, “what, in each case, is one learning, and how is he or she able to learn it?”  
Chomsky famously claimed that nobody could learn a natural language on the basis of empirical generalizations from what they had heard spoken or seen written. There were two prongs to his “poverty of the stimulus” argument: (1) what a child hears in spoken language is often ungrammatical and full of mere parts of whole grammatical utterances peppered with starts, stops, interruptions, and changes in mid-sentence. (2) There are a potentially infinite number of grammatically acceptable sentences one could utter, and nobody is ever exposed, even over their entire lifetime, to more than a tiny fraction of them. Chomsky inferred from this experiential under-determination that there must be innate universal principles of grammar underlying all natural languages and that those principles are not learned from empirical generalization. He concluded that there must be an innate universal grammatical competence, possessed by humans, but not other animals, which is enacted in competent linguistic performance, even though the speaker or hearer is typically unable to articulate even the most basic syntactic principles. Grammatical differences across natural language families were to be explained as possible transformations on deep universal syntactic structures.

Hauser assumes that Chomsky’s view is well established in contemporary linguistics and that something like it must be the correct account of our language capacities. Then, on the basis of an alleged language/morality analogy, he concludes that there should be universal moral principles, just as there are supposedly universal grammatical principles: 

(M)y explanation for these disparate observations (about widespread moral judgments) is that all humans are endowed with a moral faculty—a capacity that enables each individual to unconsciously and automatically evaluate a limitless variety of actions in terms of principles that dictate what is permissible, obligatory, or forbidden” (Hauser 2006, 36 (parentheses added)). 
Just like a native speaker’s linguistic competence, “a mature individual’s moral grammar enables him to unconsciously generate and comprehend a limitless range of permissible and obligatory actions within the native culture, to recognize violations when they arise, and to generate intuitions about punishable violations” (Hauser 2006, 44).


On the face of it, what is so appealing about this language/morality analogy is the way it brings the idea of strict moral governance into play. There are alleged to be cognitive structures, operating mostly at a nonconscious level, that are supposed to give rise to set judgments about the morality of actions. In other words, there are clear constraints imposed on us from sources deep within our minds (and brains). We don’t make these principles; rather, we discover them as they generate both our unreflective and reflectively-considered moral judgments alike. This isn’t God telling us what to do (as in traditional theological ethics), nor is it pure practical reason telling us what to do (as in Kantian Rational Ethics), but it is something telling us what to do and what not to do—something over which we supposedly have no control and that imposes right and wrong from deep within us.

Problems with the Idea of a Grammatical Faculty or Instinct
There is not space here for a detailed critique of the Chomskyan notion of an innate language capacity. I can only observe that Chomsky’s view, which was once taken as gospel, has been subjected to withering criticism over the past forty years, so that there are now empirically supported alternative accounts of language learning that do not presuppose innate language modules or instincts. Some linguists even regard Chomsky’s 2002 essay, which he co-authored with Hauser and others, as giving up on the existence of innate syntax, other than a principle of recursion.

Some recent theories of language drawing on contemporary cognitive neuroscience argue that brain modularity alone could never explain human language, which requires massive parallel processing in multiple interacting areas of the brain, including numerous cortical and sub-cortical regions in re-entrant communication. Jerome Feldman, who works on neurally-based computational models for language processing, sums this up:
Current knowledge in the brain and behavioral sciences makes it clear that language, like all other human mental capacities, involves an intimate interaction between nature and nurture. We are not born a blank slate, nor is learning just selecting values for a few parameters. It also makes no biological sense to talk about an autonomous module for grammar or any other capability. The brain clearly does rely on specialized neural circuits, but these interact massively with one another and almost always have overlapping functions  .  .  .

   If language is, as the neural theory suggests, continuous with other mental activities, it makes no sense to ask if certain evolutionary adaptations are specialized only for language. There is no such thing as language in isolation from thought. (Feldman 2006, 282) 

In short, the postulation of an innate language faculty is not necessary to explain language, even though there will obviously be some modular systems involved in our linguistic processing. Correspondingly, I will argue that neither is it necessary to postulate an innate moral faculty in order to explain our intuitive moral judgments. Let’s see why.
What’s Wrong with Hauser’s Conception of the “Moral Faculty”

My key claim in this section is quite simple: There is no moral faculty, in any significant sense of that term. My argument is equally simple: There are simply far too many complexly interacting systems that have to be in play in our intuitive moral judgments for there to be anything remotely resembling a moral faculty. 
To make it clear that I am not caricaturing Hauser’s position, here is a large portion of his explicit statement of what he means by our “moral faculty”:
1. “The moral faculty consists of a set of principles that guide our moral judgments but do not strictly determine how we act. The principles constitute the universal moral grammar, a signature of the species.

2. Each principle generates an automatic and rapid judgment concerning whether an act or event is morally permissible, obligatory, or forbidden.

3. The principles are inaccessible to conscious awareness.

4. The principles operate on experiences that are independent of their sensory origins, including imagined and perceived visual scenes, auditory events, and all forms of language—spoken, signed, and written.

5. The principles of the universal moral grammar are innate.

6. Acquiring the native moral system is fast and effortless, requiring little to no instruction. Experience with the native morality sets a series of parameters, giving birth to a specific moral system.

.  .  .  .  .

9.  To function properly, the moral faculty must interface with other capacities of the mind (e.g., language, vision, memory, attention, emotion, beliefs), some unique to humans and some shared with other species.” (Hauser 2006, 53-54)
In order to see why the notion of a “moral organ” is nearly vacuous, we need only consider just a partial list of the most basic components that Hauser regards as necessary for the moral organ. The size and scope of this list is staggering, and the capacities contained therein in no way constitute a single discrete moral faculty. Not surprisingly, since our moral judgments are directed at actions past, present, and future, large parts of the alleged “moral organ” involve our capacity to understand and assess actions, agents, and intentions. Hauser’s list includes at least the following components (with page numbers indicating where he treats these in more detail):
1. The ability to comprehend event structure and the logic of events. (171-78). Hauser lays out five principles by which we identify something as an action (as opposed to a mere event), involving agent causality and goal-directedness.

2. A narrative sense of self (182-187). The attribution of action and moral responsibility requires an agent with at least a partially unified sense of self embedded within larger narrative frameworks.

3. A capacity for empathy and a functioning emotional system (187-196). We must be able to imagine the experience of others, take up something like their perspective, and respond emotionally. The human “mirror neuron” system would be central to our ability to empathize.
4. Disgust reactions (196-200). Some of our strongest moral responses are grounded in bodily disgust reactions.

5. Possession of a mature “theory of mind” (200-206). We must understand that other people have mental states, perspectives, feelings, and intentions somewhat like our own.

6. A capacity for categorization (208-214). We must be able to recognize kinds of agents, kinds of actions, kinds of situations, and so on, in order to grasp the applicability of our moral principles.

7. Patience (214-219)—an ability to forestall immediate gratification for long-term satisfaction or values. 

So, here’s my claim: Even this partial list couldn’t constitute anything like a discrete moral faculty. Rather, what Hauser is describing here is nothing short of some of the general interwoven abilities that constitute a human person. these are capacities necessary for most of our larger scope cognitive operations, and they depend on a more-or-less functioning brain operating in a functioning body (consisting of multiple interacting bodily systems), permeated with affective valence, and inextricably intertwined with a physical, social, cultural environment. It makes no sense, and does no theoretic work, to call this a distinct moral faculty. 

 The above list of capacities that are requisite for moral judgment cannot be usefully localized to any unique, or even distinct, set of functional neural assemblies or regions of the brain. As any neuroscientist will confirm, the massively parallel processes of ordinary human cognition and feeling do not form anything like a distinct set of faculties or organs. The rule is not exclusive modularity, but rather interconnection and re-entrant circuits among multiple brain areas. What current neuroscience evidence argues for is a combination of modularity and widespread integration of neuronal assemblies. As Gerald Edelman puts it: “We now know that modularity of this (rigidly autonomous) kind is indefensible. The alternative picture, that the brain operates only as a whole (the holistic view), will also not stand up to scrutiny.  .  .  . The long-standing argument between localizationists and holists dissolves if one considers how the functionally segregated regions of the brain are connected as a complex system in an intricate but integrated fashion” (Edelman 2004, 30-31) (parentheses added). 
Don Tucker, who studies on the functional architecture of the brain, argues for massive interconnection of brain regions that involves both the more functionally differentiated cortical shell areas and the core limbic structures involved in motivation and emotion: “What we find are amazingly intricate networks, each embedded within the other and each linked to its neighbor by highly stereotyped connections.  .  .  .”
 (Tucker 2006, 179-180).

What Antonio Damasio says about human reason would apply equally to our capacity for moral judgment:

Human reason depends on several brain systems, working in concert across many levels of neuronal organization, rather than on a single brain center. Both “high-level” and “low-level” brain centers, from the prefrontal cortices to the hypothalamus and brain stem, cooperate in the making of reason.

   
The lower levels in the neural edifice of reason are the same ones that regulate the processing of emotions and feelings, along with the body functions necessary for an organism’s survival. In turn, these lower levels maintain direct and mutual relationships with virtually every bodily organ, thus placing the body directly within the chain of operations that generate the highest reaches of reasoning, decision making, and, by extension, social behavior and creativity. (Damasio 1994, xiii)

The idea of a moral faculty is scientifically bankrupt. It is a gussied-up twenty-first century holdover from Enlightenment faculty psychology that needs to be jettisoned in any cognitively realistic theory of mind, thought, language, value, and action. The original idea behind faculty psychology was that human thought can be divided into a small set of discrete types of cognitive judgments--scientific, moral, technical, political, aesthetic, religious, and so on. Each of these types of judgment is then alleged to be generated by the distinctive activity of one or more mental faculties, such as sensation, understanding, reason, feeling, imagining, willing, dreaming. 
The foundational assumption of faculty psychology—that thinking consists of discrete, autonomous kinds of judgments—seems to be accepted by Hauser when he begins his book with the claim that certain types of judgments are distinctly and uniquely “moral” in character. He cites, as an example, a young girl whose father gets angry at her for hitting a playmate and then later gets angry again when she puts sand in her mouth. How, he asks, does that child know that her father’s first disapproval (of her hitting her playmate) was moral in character, while his second disapproval (of her eating sand) was only prudential (here, a matter of hygiene)? In Hauser’s words, “How do the child’s emotions send one action to the moral sense and the other to common sense?” (Hauser 2006, 30).
Notice that this question would only make sense if you thought, as Hauser does, that there must be two different and independent senses (one moral and the other prudential) operating here.  But why should we think that we have an autonomous moral sense that is distinct from our aesthetic sense, which is, in turn, different from our prudential sense, and so on? And why think that experience comes pre-partitioned into types—moral, aesthetic, religious, prudential, technical—that require distinct and independent types of judgment? As we will see below, if you don’t begin with these erroneous assumptions, then you get a very different view of the nature of moral experience and deliberation. For now, it is sufficient to appreciate how the search for a moral organ presupposes a very specific view of cognition as divided strictly into several discrete types of judgment.
The Illusion of a Moral Instinct

Almost ninety years ago, John Dewey mounted a withering critique of the tendency to posit universal instincts as a way of explaining what appear to be universal human behaviors. Dewey’s argument was simply that hypothesizing universal instincts is just bad science, insofar as instinct talk takes a vast complexity of determining factors, all subject to changes in context, and reduces them to a single “instinct” or causal source. He begins by acknowledging how tempting it is to explain why we harm each other by attributing it to some universal instinct of aggression, or to explain why we help one another as caused by some universal instinct of human sympathy (or love, or respect for others), and he then proceeds to argue that the sources and “causes” of human behavior are complex, layered, nearly always multiple, and context-dependent. Positing deep human “instincts” amounts to trying to reduce all of this motivational complexity to a single homogenous cause. Dewey summarizes:
In spite of what has been said, it will be asserted that there are definite, independent, original instincts which manifest themselves in specific acts in a one-to-one correspondence. Fear, it will be said, is a reality, and so is anger, and rivalry, and love of mastery of others, and self-abasement, maternal love, sexual desire, gregariousness and envy, and each has its own appropriate deed as a result. Of course they are realities. So are suction, rusting of metals, thunder and lightening and lighter-than-air flying machines. But science and invention did not get on as long as men indulged in the notion of special forces to account for such phenomena.  .  .  .
   After it had dawned upon inquirers that their alleged causal forces were only names which condensed into a duplicate form a variety of complex occurrences, they set about breaking up phenomena into minute detail and searching for correlations, that is, for elements in other gross phenomena which also varied. (Dewey 1922, 104)

The core of Dewey’s argument is that causation cannot be adequately understood by reducing the complexity of situations and actions to one component, entity, or structure. For example, the causes of war, Dewey argues, cannot be reduced to some alleged universal instinct of bellicosity—our primitive warlike character. That kind of reductionism, especially in the realm of human morality, politics, and international affairs, has only led to disaster—to war and more war—because it fails to understand the complexity of human behavior. Asserting that the cause of war is the warring instinct instilled deep within every human breast explains nothing.

What Edward Wilson says about the many types of aggression, which cannot be reduced to a core aggressive instinct, could be applied to other alleged instincts:

Like so many other forms of behavior and “instinct,” aggression in any given species is actually an ill-defined array of different responses with separate controls in the nervous system. No fewer than seven categories can be distinguished: the defense and conquest of territory, the assertion of dominance within well-organized groups, sexual aggression, acts of hostility by which weaning is terminated, aggression against prey, defensive counterattacks against predators, and moralistic and disciplinary aggression used to enforce the rules of society. (Wilson 1978, 101-102)

Instinct talk is too often sloppy, imprecise, overly general, and abstractive. Granted, we must mark distinctions and recognize patterns in experience, if we want to understand how and why things happen, but we must never forget that every discrimination is but a selective abstraction from the complex of realities operating in a givien situation. As Dewey saw, “The tendency to forget the office of distinctions and classifications, and to take them as marking things in themselves, is the current fallacy of scientific specialism. It is .  .  . the essence of false abstractionism. This attitude which once flourished in physical science now governs theorizing about human nature. Man has been resolved into a definite collection of primary instincts which may be numbered, catalogued and exhaustively described one by one.” (Dewey 1922, 92)
Giving Up the Idea a Distinctive “Moral Experience”

Hauser’s view is based on the notion that there are pre-specified distinct types of experience that are generated by the operation of pre-specified types of judgments: theoretical, technical, moral, aesthetic, and so on, which, in turn, rest of distinct faculties.. Hauser accepts Kant’s view that some experiences are moral, others aesthetic, and still others practical-pragmatic. This assumption is evident when Hauser asks about how the young girl can learn that her father could be expressing two different types of disapproval of two different acts, one moral and the other prudential (or what Hauser calls “commonsense”), when he criticizes her.

Dewey famously argued that situations do not come to us carved up into discrete kinds. Instead, the terms moral, scientific, aesthetic, etc. are merely useful distinctions we selectively abstract from concrete situations that are multi-layered. There is no more an exclusively “religious” experience than there is an exclusively “moral”, “political”, “scientific”, or “aesthetic” experience. Instead, these names mark aspects of the rich, thick multidimensionality of any given experience.

The point I wish to make here is that, if situations don’t come stamped with “moral” or “aesthetic” or “technical” on them, then it becomes far less reasonable to say that there must be an innate moral faculty that generates distinctively “moral” judgments. Calling an experience “moral” is no more than a way to highlight the fact that in some measure its outcome and development pertains to well-being. But there are typically aesthetic, political, technical, and scientific dimensions, among others, tied up in any developing experience of well-being. Dewey’s point is that moral reasoning cannot consist in bringing pre-existing “moral” principles to bear on a pre-partitioned “moral” situation or experience. That might work for simple, routine, noncontroversial cases, but it is completely inadequate for truly problematic ones. 
If Hauser could bring himself to abandon his conviction that there are distinctively “moral” situations that can only be resolved by intuitive “moral” judgments, then, following Dewey, he could see morality as a form of complex problem solving—the re-working of a situation that has become problematic and has inhibited our ability to skillfully, meaningfully, and harmoniously navigate our social space. Hauser could then take everything he has identified (under his mistaken notion of the moral faculty) as relevant to our ability to negotiate our moral space and treat it for what it is, namely, not a unified moral organ, but a constellation of human capacities for making sense of our experience and engaging in problem-solving forms of inquiry. 

Morality Without a Moral Faculty--An Alternative Picture of Moral Thinking
So, if we could bring ourselves to give up the idea of a universal moral faculty, what would a thoroughly naturalized theory of morals look like? It would give an account of inquiry into forms of human well-being and how best to criticize and realize them. It would locate the source of moral values, deliberation, and judgment in processes of organism-environment interactions, rather than in some allegedly “pure” reason or other transcendent source. Consequently, moral values and principles of right action are to be found in human practices that define our everyday experience, rather than being imposed on experience from without. Naturalized ethics draws on biology, anthropology, neuroscience, and psychology—just as much as it draws on philosophy, literature, and the arts--to explain how people come to value certain activities and states and how cultures develop their distinctive moral systems. Naturalized views need not deny the possibility of cross-cultural ethical principles, but they see no need to try to ground them in alleged universal human faculties or instincts. Instead, naturalized orientations treat the study of morality as what John Dewey called a subject of empirical inquiry into how creatures like us, inhabiting the kinds of physical, social, and cultural environments we do, come to have the values we do, and how it is possible for us to put them to the test of our ongoing personal and communal experience.  

Approaching ethical deliberation as a complex form of problem-solving takes morality out of the traditional framework that looks for an ultimate grounding in some allegedly universal set of principles, instincts, virtues, or moral feelings. The attraction of such a naturalized orientation is two-fold: (1) Most educated people have found little or nothing in philosophical theories of morality to give them realistic guidance for how they ought to live or what kind of person they should be. (2) They can no longer tolerate moral theories that incorporate views of the self, will, reason, moral judgment, goodness, and happiness that are incompatible with the most stable current scientific views on that nature of human mind, thought, and value. 
Owen Flanagan’s characterization of morality is similar to Dewey’s in being de-theologized, de-transcendentalized, and experiential:

Morals consist of habits of heart, mind, and behavior. Morality is “normative” in the following sense: It consists of the extraction of “good” or “excellent” practices from common practices. Ethics consists of wisdom based on historical experience about how best to arrange our affairs, and how to develop our nobler potential, as this too is judged on the basis of historical experience. Moral habits, wisdom, and skills consist largely of “know-how” that allows for smooth interpersonal relations, as well as for personal growth and fulfillment. Ethical reasoning is a variety of practical reasoning designed to help us negotiate practical life, both intrapersonal and interpersonal, as it occurs in the ecological niche we occupy. (Flanagan, 2007, 126).


Empirical and experiential approaches to morality—which reject claims to absolute foundations for moral capacities and values—promise accounts that are psychologically sound, historically situated, and sociologically informed. However, the non-absolutist, context-dependent character of ethics naturalized has made some people very uneasy, because they believe that without absolute principles or values we are thrown into moral, social, and political chaos. Relativism-anxiety of this sort seems to have driven even some scientifically-minded folks to search for a new grounding for morals. Having given up supernatural foundations and also foundations in some notion of transcendent or universal reason, they are driven by their paranoia about relativism to seek instead for universal empirical foundations. Having gone more than half way towards giving up fundamentalism, they are still unable to abandon foundationalism altogether.  What they fall back on is the notion of a moral faculty or moral organ.
There are a number of viable contemporary naturalistic accounts of human morality. I want to be clear that much of what Hauser says would be very useful in constructing such a naturalistic theory, if only you could strip out the rigidifying, universalitic tendencies I have criticized here. I find Flanagan’s view, in The Really Hard Problem: Meaning in a Material World ,particularly compelling. He works out a loosely Aristotelian, though pluralistic, conception of human flourishing. He argues that we can study empirically what contributes to human well-being, even though it is impossible to narrowly circumscribe a universal definition of well-being, valid for all cultures and historical periods. Nonetheless, in a Deweyan fashion, Flanagan suggests that we can assess the relative merit of competing conceptions of well-being and moral improvement, although never absolutely:
We are always, because it is the nature of the human condition, in some kind of internalist predicament. But normative assessment and adjustment need not arise internally in a narrow objectionable sense. Normative assessment, moral improvement, and so on, must come from inside the dialectical space of meta-norms for resolving disagreements or deciding to live tolerantly without agreement. This means that the internalist predicament admits of degrees and that to the degree we reflect widely, from a perspective that includes other moral conceptions we are going external in some meaningful sense of the term ‘external.’ (Flanagan, 2007, p. 138)

Another quite promising empirically realistic account is given by Robert Hinde in Why Good is Good: The Sources of Morality. Hinde argues that it is not irresponsible to claim that humans share a general human nature built on certain mental and bodily potentials and psychological characteristics that give rise to very general moral principles and even to more specific moral precepts. However, even if there are some apparently universal moral principles (such as “Parents should care for their children”), we are left with a plurality of different moral systems for articulating those principles. So, a modest pluralism is necessary. There is a marked difference in tone between the assertions of Hauser and those of Hinde. Hauser talks of discrete kinds of experiences, types of judgments, a moral organ, and a universal moral grammar. Hinde talks of propensities, tendencies, characteristics, and “virtually” universal general principles. The difference in tone may seem ever so slight, but it is philosophically profound. Flanagan, Hinde, Casebeer, Churchland, and others follow a roughly Deweyan picture of ongoing moral inquiry informed by ever-developing knowledge drawn from every available discipline and method. On their view, morality stems from ongoing organism-environment interactions, and not just from evolutionarily given moral instincts. Hinde nicely summarizes this more multi-dimensional approach: 
(B)oth culture and morality stem ultimately from ‘human nature’ as it has been shaped by natural and cultural selection in interaction with the physical, biological and social environments that humans have experienced in evolutionary and historical time and that are experienced in the lifetime of each individual. The important word here is ‘ultimately’. There is no implication that moral precepts are simply there in our biological heritage or in our experience: both are essential. Thus it will be argued that moral codes are constructed, maintained, transmitted and amended by humans interacting with each other, and thus depend on human nature (in the restricted sense discussed below) and on experience in the physical, psychological and cultural environments of development. If this thesis is accepted, it renders unnecessary any appeal to a transcendental source (Hinde, 2002, p. 13)
A psychologically realistic moral theory that is naturalistic will have to overcome the temptation to regress back to the postulation of moral faculties, organs, and instincts. As I mentioned above, if Hauser had relinquished this claim, most of the empirical research he nicely summarizes could have been put to the service of a naturalized moral theory. He could even retain his language/morality analogy, but only on the condition that he adopt an embodied construction grammar view, instead of a Chomskyan perspective. According to the “Neural Theory of Language,” people learn language by learning basic constructions and learning how those recurring patterns of form, meaning, and use are combined and blended in various contexts. The parallel to moral development is obvious: we learn skillful coping strategies within complex social-moral spaces of communal interaction. If our development is successful, we learn both what the basic moral constructions (values, ends, practices) are, and we also learn appropriate forms of criticism, analysis, argument, justification, and communication within these moral spaces. There is nothing eternal about any of this, other than the fact of never-ending moral inquiry, carried out under conditions of very limited knowledge, often in times of great stress and turmoil. In such cases, as Dewey sagely observed, moral deliberation is more like the making and judging of art than it is a matter of discerning and following absolute rules or universal principles.
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