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T o w a r d a  Universa l  M o r a l  G r a m m a r 

John Mikhail (mikhail@psyche.mit.edu) 

Cristin a M .  Sorrentin o (cristina@psyche.mit.edu ) 

Elizabet h S .  Speik e (spelke@psyche.mit.edu ) 
Departmen t  o f  Brai n an d Cognitiv e Sciences ,  Massachusett s Institut e o f  Technolog y 

Cambridge ,  M A 0213 9 

Our  researc h i s  organize d aroun d thre e questions ,  stric t 

analogue s o f  th e fundamenta l  question s i n Chomsky' s 

(1986 )  framework 

(1) What constitutes moral knowledge? 

(2 )  H o w i s mora l  knowledg e acquired ? 

(3 )  H o w i s mora l  knowledg e pu t  t o use ? 

Focusing first on (1), we propose that one component of 

mora l  knowledge ,  deonti c knowledge ,  i s a  menta l  structur e 

consistin g o f  a  syste m o f  rule s an d principle s tha t  generate s 

an d relate s menta l  representation s o f  variou s types .  Thi s 

s>ste m i s  wha t  enable s individual s t o distinguis h action s 

tha t  ar e morall y permissibl e from  thos e tha t  ar e not . 

Lik e grammaticalit y judgments ,  permissibilit y  judgment s 

do no t  depen d o n th e superficia l  propertie s o f  a n action -

descriptio n bu t  o n th e wa y a n actio n i s  mentall y 

represented .  Drawin g primaril y o n Goldman' s (1970 ) 

notio n o f  level-generation ,  w e argu e tha t  th e latte r  ca n b e 

describe d i n term s o f  a  hierarchica l  sequenc e o f  act-toke n 

representation s -  a n ac t  tre e -  whic h encode s whicheve r 

informatio n i s  relevan t  t o determinin g a n action' s deonti c 

stams .  Employin g thi s technique ,  w e formulat e a  "fragmen t 

of  mora l  grammar "  capabl e o f  accounting ,  i n a n explici t 

an d rigorous  fashion ,  fo r  a  serie s o f  otherwis e puzzlin g 

commonsens e mora l  intuitions ,  includin g thos e occasione d 

by th e "trolle y problem "  example s invente d b y Foo t  (1967 ) 

an d Thomso n (1986) . 

Unlik e Kohlber g (1981) ,  w e distinguis h sharpl y betwee n 

a person' s operativ e mora l  principle s (thos e principle s 

actuall y operativ e i n th e exercis e o f  mora l  judgment )  an d 

her  expres s principle s (thos e principle s verbalize d b y a 

subjec t  i n a n effor t  t o justif y o r  explai n he r  judgments) .  W e 

make n o assumptio n tha t  th e norma l  individua l  i s  awar e o f 

th e operativ e principle s whic h constitut e he r  mora l 

knowledge ,  o r  tha t  sh e ca n becom e awar e o f  the m throug h 

introspection ,  o r  tha t  he r  statement s abou t  the m ar e 

necessaril y  accurate .  O n th e contrary ,  w e hypothesiz e tha t 

jus t  a s norma l  person s ar e typicall y unawar e o f  th e 

principle s guidin g thei r  linguisti c intuitions ,  s o to o ar e the y 

ofte n unawar e o f  th e principle s guidin g thei r  mora l 

intuitions .  Th e universa l  an d invarian t  aspect s o f  mora l 

knowledge ,  therefore ,  ar e ofte n obscur e t o thos e w h o 

engag e i n ethica l  debates . 

Turnin g t o (2) ,  th e fac t  tha t  a t  leas t  som e operativ e 

mora l  principle s ar e inaccessibl e t o consciousnes s suggest s 

that ,  a s i s th e cas e wit h language ,  thes e principle s ar e no t 

taugh t  t o successiv e generation s explicitly .  W e therefor e 

propos e tha t  the y ar e th e developmenta l  consequence s o f  a n 

innate ,  cognitiv e faculty . 

I n ou r  poster ,  w e repor t  th e result s o f  thre e experiment s 

conducte d o n a  tota l  o f  12 5 subjects ,  m e n an d w o m e n age s 

18-60 .  I n eac h experiment ,  w e elicite d permissibilit y 

judgment s fo r  a  variet y o f  action-sequences .  I n accor d wit h 

our  expectations ,  subjects '  deonti c judgment s abou t  thes e 

action s wer e widel y shared ,  irrespectiv e o f  gender .  The y 

wer e consisten t  wit h th e prediction s o f  ou r  ac t  trees .  Th e 

subjects '  expresse d principles ,  o n th e othe r  hand ,  wer e 

widel y divergent .  Finally ,  th e subject s wer e consistentl y 

incapabl e o f  articulatin g th e operativ e principle s o n whic h 

thei r  judgment s wer e based .  The y ofte n appeare d puzzle d 

by th e natiu- e an d strengt h o f  thei r  intuition s an d b y th e wa y 

thos e inmition s shifte d whe n w e introduce d smal l  change s 

i n th e wordin g o f  th e action-sequence s i n orde r  t o evok e 

distinc t  act-toke n representations . 

Our  findings  sugges t  tha t  long-standin g question s m 

mora l  epistemolog y ca n b e fhiitfull y  investigate d from  a 

perspectiv e simila r  t o tha t  adopte d b y linguists .  Thes e 

findings  prepar e th e wa y fo r  futur e studie s o n th e nature , 

acquisition ,  an d us e o f  mora l  knowledge . 
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