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Introduction

Morality is in many ways like language. Both admit of great apparent variation. Both appear at first to be group phenomena but are probably best studied as instan​tiated in particular individuals. Both are acquired without explicit instruction through appropriate experience of the world.

Such similarities between morality and language suggest there may be other similarities. Perhaps, as John Rawls has suggested, morality can be studied in the way that language is studied in linguistics.
 In fact, linguistics appears to uncover a “universal grammar” behind the surface diversity between languages. Might moral philosophers discover that, behind the surface diversity of moral views and cus​toms, there is something like a universal grammar of morality?

In what follows I begin with a brief description of the extent of apparent moral diversity. I then sketch how linguists are able to accommodate linguistic diversity within universal grammar. Finally, I consider how there might be an analogous study of universal morality.

Apparent Moral Diversity

There are two kinds of apparent moral diversity, societal and individual.

Societal Differences

Apparent differences in the moralities associated with different societies range from trivial differences in etiquette (burping after dinner being polite in some places, impolite in others), to differences concerning cannibalism, economic sys​tems, forms of marriage, and caste systems. 

It might be thought that there is a universally recognized central core of moral​ity involving at least prohibitions against killing and harming others, against steal​ing, and against lying to others. But whether this thought is correct would seem to depend on what counts as acceptance of the same principle in different societies.

Consider theft. Societies that do not recognize private property cannot have rules against stealing, because without property, there is no such thing as theft and therefore no rules against theft. On the other hand, it is trivial to say that all societ​ies recognizing private property have rules against stealing, because having rules against stealing is a necessary condition of recognizing private property.

Consider rules against murder and harming others. Typically, a morality does not prohibit all killing or harm. For example, in many societies a master is thought to have an absolute right with respect to slaves, including arbitrarily beating and killing them. In many societies there are no limitations on what a husband can do to his wife or on what a father can do to his young children.

Furthermore, where moral prohibitions on harming and killing do exist, they typically apply only within some privileged group and not with respect to outsid​ers. Needless to say, different moralities privilege different groups in this way. The morality of group A says it is wrong to harm members of group A but allows harm to members of group B. The morality of group B says the reverse: it is wrong to harm members of group B but OK to harm members of group A.

Prohibitions on lying and cheating are similarly often limited to the local group and not to outsiders. Someone who can successfully cheat outsiders may be treated as an admirable person. Similarly, for someone who is able to harm and kill outsid​ers.

It may be true that rules against killing, harm, lying, and cheating occur in all societies. But there is a sense in which these are not exactly the same rules, since the protected group changes from one society to another.

Individual Differences

An even more significant aspect of apparent moral diversity is that it occurs not just between societies but also within societies and in a way that often leads to seemingly intractable moral disagreements that rest on irreconcilable differences in basic values and not just on differences in opinion about the nonmoral facts. Moral vegetarians, who believe that it is wrong to raise animals for food, exist in the same society (even the same family) as nonvegetarians. A disagreement between moral vegetarians and nonvegetarians can seem to survive full discussion and agreement on the facts and often appears to depend on a basic disagreement about the significance assigned to animals as compared with humans.

In a similar way, disagreements about the moral acceptability of abortion or euthanasia seem to survive extensive discussion and awareness of all relevant information about abortion. Such disagreements appear to depend on basic differ​ences concerning the degree to which human life has intrinsic value as compared with the degree to which those things that life makes possible are of intrinsic value, things such as pleasurable experience and fulfilling activity.

Language

Before comparing the study of morality to the study of language, I need to say something about language and linguistics.

Linguistic Variation

At least on the surface, linguistic diversity is even greater than moral diversity. Languages differ in vocabulary and in what sounds are used to form vocabulary. Where the English say “white” the French say “blanc,” which sounds like the English word “black.” Languages also differ in syntax or word order. The English “white hat,” in which the adjective precedes the noun, contrasts with the French “chapeau blanc,” in which the adjective follows the noun. Languages also differ in whether thematic relations like subject and object are normally revealed through word order, as in English, or through case, as in Latin. There are many subtler dif​ferences between languages as well.

Language, Dialect, Idiolect

It might be supposed that a language is always the language of a group and is based on linguistic conventions of that group, but this seemingly plausible idea is hard to reconcile with dialectical differences within what are normally called lan​guages. Dialects blend into one another in ways that do not fit national or geo​graphical boundaries.

Even for speakers of what we normally consider the “same language,” it is unlikely that any two people speak exactly the same language. Your English differs somewhat from mine; her French differs from his. There will be some difference in vocabulary, pronunciation, or grammar. The dialect of a particular person that is in certain respects unique to that person is that person’s “idiolect.” Different people speak at least slightly different idiolects. The serious study of language therefore takes an idiolect to be the unit of language. The more popular, nonscientific notion of a language, like French or German or Chinese, is a political notion. “A language is a dialect with an army and a navy.”

Even the linguist’s notion of an idiolect is an abstraction. An individual may make use of several different idiolects, speaking one way at home and another way at work, for example. So-called bilinguals are a relatively extreme example.

Competence, Performance, and I-Grammar

An individual’s linguistic performance depends in part on his or her linguistic competence, perhaps as specified by an internal grammar, or I-grammar, but also depends in part on non-linguistic factors, including limited memory, nonlinguistic goals and beliefs, functioning vocal tract and hearing, parsing strategies, etc.

Although linguistic intuitions are the primary source of evidence for linguistic theories, such intuitions are influenced by more than linguistic competence. Sen​tences that seem ill formed may be grammatical but hard to process. Possible examples are:

1.  The horse raced past the barn fell.

2.  The malt that the rat that the cat that the dog bothered chased ate lay in the house that Jack built.

On the other hand, sentences that seem well formed to the person may actually be ungrammatical in his or her idiolect. One possible example is:

1.  The not unhappy student finished his term paper.

The evidence of linguistic intuition bears only indirectly on linguistic theory.

Language Acquisition and Universal Grammar

All normal children acquire language. The only exceptions are children with spe​cific brain deficits and children brought up in terribly isolated conditions.

How do children first acquire language? It may seem that children are normally taught language by their parents. But, explicit instruction in language is not neces​sary for language learning and may not be very useful. Children who interact with people speaking a local dialect acquire (a version of) that dialect, whether or not their parents ever do.

Important aspects of language are not learned in any explicit way, as in the fol​lowing somewhat oversimplified example. In dialects of English, questions can be formed by moving a question-word to the beginning of the sentence and following it with the first auxiliary verb, as in

1.  Who is Alfred asking Bob to talk to?

which comes from

1.  Alfred is asking Bob to talk to who?

But this rule cannot apply if the question word occurs in grammatical conjunction with another noun phrase, as in

1.  Alfred is asking Bob to talk to who and Mary?

because the result,

1.  Who is Alfred asking Bob to talk to and Mary?

is not a well-formed question.

Now it is very difficult to see how a child might learn such a constraint (the “coordinate structure constraint”) given the available evidence. Indeed, the coordi​nate structure constraint was unknown to linguists before 1950! But, if children do not learn the constraint, that can only be because it is somehow built into language acquisition ahead of time. So it should apply no matter what language is learned, which is to say it must be a universal constraint, one that holds in every language that is acquired as a first language in the normal way.

Reasoning in this manner, linguists can use facts about a single dialect of English to make predictions about all dialects that are acquired in the normal way as first languages. And, indeed, the prediction about the constraint on question word movement has been confirmed through the study of a great variety of lan​guages, as have other similar predictions. Considerations of learnability lead lin​guists to universal grammar.

Notice that such universal principles of language must hold not only for already existing languages but for newly created natural languages as well. For example, deaf children of hearing parents sometimes invent their own new sign language. Such an invented sign language has all the complexity of spoken natural languages and admits of the same linguistic universals, despite being newly invented.

Furthermore, when people who speak different languages come together, they may for business purposes invent what linguists call a “pidgin” mixture of their languages. A pidgin language does not satisfy the principles of universal grammar. That is not a refutation of universal grammar, since a pidgin language is not a lan​guage that has been learned by children as a first natural language. However, con​sider children born to speakers of a such a pidgin language. The children will acquire what linguists call a “creole,” corresponding to the pidgin spoken by their parents, except that the creole language will satisfy the principles of universal grammar. Pidgins are not natural languages in the relevant sense, even though they arise in a natural way when people speaking a variety of languages need to do busi​ness together. Pidgins are not “natural languages” because they cannot be acquired in the natural way in which children acquire a first language.

I said that my discussion of the constraint on question word movement is over​simplified. A rule that is not learned might be built into universal grammar merely as a default case, so that there might be exceptions to it. If a child had evidence that the rule did not hold in the local dialect, the child would learn a dialect that is not subject to the rule, even though in other circumstances a child would learn a lan​guage that is subject to the rule without having to learn the rule.

Further refinements of this approach have led to the “principles and parameters” theory of language, according to which languages are basically the same except for vocabulary and a few parameters whose values are picked up during early lan​guage acquisition, parameters that determine for example whether the head of a phrase goes at the beginning or end of the phrase. The task of universal grammar is then to specify the relevant principles and parameters.

Linguistics and Morality

Moral Idiolects, I-Morality

Now, as with language, it might at first be supposed that a morality is always the morality of a culture or group of people. But, just as different people in the culture or group have different idiolects, they also have at least somewhat different moral understandings and the moral understandings of different people vary continuously in ways that do not respect national, cultural, or group distinctions. Two people in the same family might have slightly different (or even very different) moralities. We must therefore concentrate on the characterization of an individual person’s morality—that person’s moral idiolect, as it were.

As with I-grammars, individuals often have available several I-moralities, sometimes one applying at home, another at work; one with old school mates, another with new friends. There may even be moral “bimorals” who possess two radically different I-moralities—the moral version of bilinguals.

Also as with language, we must recognize that a person’s actions and conscious judgments about right and wrong depend not only on that person’s moral compe​tence or I-morality but also on many other factors, including various beliefs, goals, limits of information, memory, and processing strategies. Although moral intui​tions are the primary source of evidence for moral theories, such intuitions can be influenced by more than just the individual’s moral competence.
 The evidence of moral intuition bears only indirectly on the correct characterization of an individ​ual’s I-morality.

Moral Education

Despite rather large apparent differences in moral idiolects, all normal people acquire a moral sense. The only exceptions are people with certain sorts of brain damage and people whose upbringing is unusually deprived.

Although many parents explicitly teach morality to their children, such teaching is probably not needed and may not be particularly effective. Just as children acquire a version of a local dialect simply through being exposed to others who already speak it, without any need for explicit instruction, it is likely that this is true for morality also. 

But, if morality is universal in the sense that all normal people develop it, how much of the content of morality is universal?

Universals of language and morality

Despite obvious surface differences between languages (English and Japanese, for example), there are universals of language, characteristics that all languages share. There is universal grammar. Individual languages are actually very similar except for vocabulary and a few choices about syntax.

Is the same true of morality. Despite large obvious surface differences in moral​ities are there underlying universal features, so that differences in moralities depend on a small number of parameters? If so, what are the universals and how can we find them? Where should we look for them?

Possible Moral Universals

The I-grammars of all languages are based on categories like phoneme, morpheme, phrase, clause, etc., with nouns, verbs, prepositions, adjectives, etc. Similarly, we might expect that all I-moralities make use of basic notions like right, wrong, per​mitted, not permitted, good, bad, fair, unfair, etc.

Questions might arise about some notions: do all I-moralities contain a notion of individual rights in anything like the modern sense? Is some relation to guilt crucial to I-morality?

Whatever moral principles there are in a given I-morality, it is likely that they do not hold absolutely but are themselves default rules. There are situations in which an I-morality permits one to kill or injure or interfere with someone in the relevant protected group. The need for a systematic way of dealing with default rules complicates I-morality.
 (Or maybe some other part of the mind figures out what to do when there are conflicts among the requirements of I-morality.)

Unlearned Moral Principles, Moral Pidgins, and Moral Creoles

That part of moral philosophy that looks most like linguistics tries to find princi​ples that would characterize intuitive judgments about trolley cases and related examples that derive from Philippa Foot’s famous article on “Abortion and the Doctrine of Double Effect.”
 Suggested principles include the Principle of Double- Effect
, the principle that Negative Duties are stricter than Positive Duties
, and Judith Jarvis Thomson’s Deflection Principle, which specifies an exception to the general rule that one is not permitted to harm someone to save others, the excep​tion being when one deflects an existing harm from a larger group of people to a smaller group of people.
 It is interesting that the suggested principles are not principles that ordinary people are aware of accepting. Indeed, philosophers dis​agree about which principles are appropriate and how they are to be formulated.

If any of these principles should turn out to be adequate to an ordinary person’s I-morality, the situation would be like that with respect to the constraint on ques​tion-word movement discussed earlier. An ordinary person was never taught the principle of Double-Effect or the deflection principle, and it is unclear how such a principle might have been acquired from the examples available to the ordinary person. This suggests that the relevant principle is built into I-morality ahead of time, in which case we should expect it to occur in all I-moralities (or be a default case, or something of the sort). In other words, the principles should be part of uni​versal moral grammar.

A further implication is that we might be able to distinguish between as it were pidgin and creole moralities. A pidgin morality would be an invented morality such as act utilitarianism that did not adhere to such universal principles as Double Effect or the Deflection Principle. The corresponding creole morality would be the I-morality acquired in the normal natural way by children of utilitarians.

Principles and Parameters

It may be that all I-moralities contain certain principles which involve parameters that differ from one I-morality to another. Perhaps all I-moralities contain a rule prohibiting killing of members of a protected group G, where G may vary. Simi​larly, I-moralities may contain a rule prohibiting harm to members of a protected group H, where H may or may not be the same as G.

Is it true that, where there is a rule against harming Hs, there is also a rule against killing Hs? Not obviously, because many people seem to accept a rule against cruelty to animals while allowing animals to be killed for food.

There may be a universal principle of noninterference with the activities of the members of protected group H. Or perhaps all moralities accept some sort of Golden Rule or variant of Kant’s Categorical Imperative: One thinks about cases by imagining the situation reversed. Or one does this at least for situations involv​ing members of some favored group G.

Notice that disputes about the extent of the protected group G yield some of the most compelling examples of intractable moral disagreement. Are animals included? Are fetuses? Such disputes may reflect genuine parametric variation!

Conclusion

An account of moral diversity might be modeled on linguistics. The plan would be to give a relatively precise account of particular moral idiolects and to consider whether the principles involved could be learned in order to see what universal constraints there are on morality. Such an approach promises new ways of looking at morality.
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