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Drawing on an analogy to language, I argue that a suite of novel questions emerge when we consider our moral faculty in a similar
light. In particular, I suggest the possibility that our moral judgments are derived from unconscious, intuitive processes that
operate over the causal-intentional structure of actions and their consequences. On this model, we are endowed with a moral
faculty that generates judgments about permissible and forbidden actions prior to the involvement of our emotions and systems
of conscious, rational deliberation. This framing of the problem sets up specific predictions about the role of particular neural
structures and psychological processes in the generation of moral judgments as well as in the generation of moral behavior.
I sketch the details of these predictions and point to relevant data that speak to the validity of thinking of our moral intuitions
as grounded in a moral organ.
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A close friend of mine just went through a harrowing
experience:his brother, who was suffering from a rare
form of liver cancer,wasin the queuefor a liver transplant.
Livers, like many other organs,are in high demandthese
days,andthosein thequeuearedesperatefor whatwill most
likely turn into a life-savingoperation.The fortunate thing
about liver transplantsis that, assumingthe damagedcells
have been contained to the liver, the operation is like
swappingout a hard drive from your computer:plug and
play.Sadly,neitherour brainsin toto, nor their component
parts, are similarly constituted and even if they were,
therewould bea fundamentalasymmetryin the swapping.I
would be happy to receiveanyoneÕsliver assumingthe
donorÕswashealthyand mine not. I would not behappyto
receiveanyoneÕsbrainor brain parts,evenif healthy.Though
we canreadilydefineregionsof brain space,specifygeneral
functionality and describewiring diagramsto other bits of
neural territoryÑprecisely the kind of descriptiveinforma-
tion weprovidefor the liver, heart,eyeandearÑthe notion
of ÔorganÕfor the brain is more metaphorical
than anatomical.But metaphorscan be useful if we are
careful.

Here, I would like to push the idea that we are
endowedwith a moral organ, akin to the languageorgan.
The link to languageis essentialto the argumentsI will
develop here (Rawls, 1971; Harman, 1999; Dwyer 1999,
2004;Mikhail, 2000, in press),and have developedmore
completely elsewhere (Hauser, 2006; Hauser etal., in pressb).
I therefore start with the argument that as a promising
research strategy, we should think about our moral
psychology in the way that linguists in the generative

tradition have thought about language.I then use this
argument to sketch the empirical landscape,and in
particular, the kind of empirical playground that emerges
for cognitiveneuroscientistsinterestedin the neuralcircuits
involved in generatingmoral judgments.I follow with a
seriesof recentfindingsthat bearon theproposedthesisthat
we haveevolveda moral organ, focusingin particular on
studiesof patient populationswith selectivebrain deficits.
Finally, I return to the metaphor of the moral organ and
point to problemsand future directions.

FACULTIESOF LANGUAGEAND MORALITY
In a nutshell,when the generativegrammartradition took
off in the 1950swith ChomskyÕs(1957, 1986) proposals,
linguisticswastransportedfrom its disciplinaryhomein the
humanities to a new home in the natural sciences.I am,
of course, exaggeratinghere becausemany within and
outside linguistics resistedthis move, and continue to do
so today. But there were many convertsand one of the
reasons for conversion was that the new proposals
promisedto bring excitinginsightsinto the neurobiological,
psychological, developmental and evolutionary aspects
of language.And 50 yearslater, we arewitnessingmany of
the fruits of this approach. This is true even though
the theories and approachesto the biology of language
have grown, with controversies brewing at all levels,
including questionsconcerning the autonomy of syntax,
thedetailsof thechildÕsstartingstate,theparallelswith other
organisms, and relevant to the current discussion,
the specificityof the faculty itself. For my own admittedly
biased interests, the revolution in modern linguistics
carried forward a seriesof questionsand problems that
any scholarinterestedin the nature of things mental must
takeseriously.Put starkly,Chomskyand thosefollowing in
the tradition he sketched, posed a set of questions
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concerningthe natureof knowledgeand its acquisitionthat
areasrelevantto languageastheyareto mathematics,music
and morality. I take the critical setof questionsto include,
minimally, the following five, spelledout in terms of the
generalproblemof ÔForanygivendomain of knowledge. . .Õ

(i) what are the operative principles that capture the
maturestateof competence?

(ii) how arethe operativeprinciplesacquired?
(iii) how arethe principlesdeployedin performance?
(iv) are the principles derived from domain-specificor

generalcapacities?
(v) how did the operativeprinciplesevolve?

Much could be saidabout eachof these,but the critical
bits here are as follows. We want to distinguish between
competenceand performance,askabout the childÕsstarting
stateand the extent to which the systemmaturesor grows
independentlyof variation in the relevantexperientialinput,
specify the systemsinvolved in generatingsome kind of
behavioral response,determine whether the mechanisms
subservinga given domain of knowledgeare particular to
that domain or more generallyshared,and by meansof the
comparativemethod, establishthe evolutionaryphylogeny
of the trait as well as its adaptivesignificance.This is no
small task,and it hasyet to be achievedfor any domain of
knowledge,including language.Characterizingthe gapsin
our knowledgeprovidesanessentialroadmapfor thefuture.

The linguistic analogy,as initially discussedby Rawls
(1951, 1963, 1971), and subsequentlyrevived by the
philosophers Harman (1999), Dwyer (1999, 2004), and
Mikhail (2000, in press), can be formalized as follows.
We are endowedwith a moral faculty that operatesover
the causal-intentionalpropertiesof actions and eventsas
they connect to particular consequences(Hauser, 2006).
We posit a theory of universal moral grammar which
consistsof the principlesand parametersthat are part and
parcel of this biological endowment.Our universalmoral
grammar provides a toolkit for building possiblemoral
systems.Which particular moral systememergesreflects
detailsof the localenvironmentor culture,and a processof
environmentalpruning wherebyparticular parametersare
selectedand setearlyin development.Oncethe parameters
are set for a particular moral system,acquiring a second
one later in lifeÑbecoming functionally bimoralÑis
as difficult and different as the acquisition of Chineseis
for a nativeEnglishspeaker.

Surprisinglyperhaps,though the theoreticalplausibility
of an analogyto languagehas been in the air for some
time now, empirical evidenceto support or refute this
possibility hasbeenslow in coming. In the last few years,
however, the issues have been more formally stated,
allowingthe modestconclusionthat therearenewquestions
and results on the table that support the heuristically
usefulnature of this analogy;it is too early to saywhether
thereis a deepersenseof this analogy.

UNLOCKINGMORALKNOWLEDGE
To set up the theory behind the linguistic analogy,
let me sketch three toy models of the sourcesof moral
judgment. The first stems from the British Empiricists,
and especially David Hume (1739/1978; 1748), by
placing a strong emphasis on the causal power of
emotions to fuel our moral judgments.As the top row
of Figure 1 reveals,on this model, the perception of an
event triggers an emotion which in turn triggers,
unconsciously,an intuition that the relevant action is
morally right or wrong, permissibleor forbidden. I call
an agent with such emotionally fueled, intuitive
judgments, a Humean creatureÑillustrated by the
character holding his heart; this is the model that
today has been most eloquently articulated and
defended by Antonio Damasio (1994, 2000, 2003) and
Jonathan Haidt (2001).

The second model, illustrated in the middle row of
Figure 1, combines the Humean creature with a
Kantian creature (character scratching his brain), an
agent who consciouslyand rationally explores a set of
explicit principles to derive a moral judgment.1 On this
model, the perception of an event triggers, in parallel,
both an emotional response as well as a conscious
deliberation over principles. Sometimes these two
distinct processeswill converge on the same moral
judgment, and sometimesthey will diverge; if the latter
arises, and conflict ensues, then some process must
adjudicate in order to generatea final decision. This
blended model has been defended most recently by
Greeneet al. (2001, 2004).

The third model, illustrated in the last row of Figure1,
captures the Rawlsian creature (Hauser, 2006; Hauser,
Young et al., in pressb). On this model, eventperception
triggersan analysisof the causaland intentional properties
underlying the relevant actions and their consequences.
This analysis triggers, in turn, a moral judgment that
will, most likely, trigger the systemsof emotion and
consciousreasoning.The singlemost important difference
betweenthe Rawlsianmodel and the other two is that
emotions and consciousreasoningfollow from the moral
judgment as opposed to being causally responsiblefor
them.

Though there are several other ways to configure
the processfrom event perception to moral judgment,
the important point here is that thinking about the
variouscomponentsin terms of their temporal and causal
roles sets up the empirical landscape,and in particular,
the role that neurobiological investigations might play
in understandingtheseprocesses.Consider, for example,
a strong version of the Humean creature,and the causal

1 AsI noteingreaterdetailinHauser(2006),Kanthadfarmorenuancedviewsaboutthesourceofour
moraljudgments.Inparticular,heacknowledgedtheroleof intuition,andclassicallyarguedthatwecan
conformtomorallawwithoutanyaccompanyingemotion.I useKantheretoreflectarationalistposition,one
basedondeliberationfromclearlyexpressedprinciples.
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necessityof emotion in fueling our moral intuitions. If we
had perfect knowledge about the circuitry involved in
emotional processing,and located a patient with damage
to this circuitry, we would expect to find an individual
who wasincapableof deliveringÔnormalÕmoral judgments,
where normal is defined in terms of both non-brain-
damagedsubjectsaswell ascontrol patientswith damageto
non-emotion-relevant areas. In contrast, if the blended
Humean-Kantian creature represents a better model,
then damageto the emotionalcircuitry would only perturb
thoseaspectsof a moral dilemmathat rely on the emotions;
thoseaspectsthat are linked to the cool, rational compo-
nentsof the dilemma,suchasthe utilitarian payoffs,would
be processed in an entirely normal fashion. Finally,
if the Rawlsiancreatureexperiencescomplete damageto
the emotional circuitry, moral judgments will be indis-
tinguishablefrom normals,but moral actionswill beclearly
distinguishable.On this model, emotions fuel actions or
behaviors,be they approachor avoid, but play no role in
mediatingour judgmentsbecausejudgmentsareguidedby
a systemof unconsciousknowledge.And if this model
is correct, then psychopaths, when properly tested,
will exhibit intact moral knowledge, but deficits with
regardto normal behavior.Insteadof inhibiting a desireto
hurt or harm someoneelse,the lack of an emotionalbrake
will lead to harming while also being fully cognizant of
its moral impermissibility.

The discussionthus far cuts through only a small part
of the moral territory, and focuseson the role of the
emotions.Thereareother psychologicalprocessesthat enter
into the discussion,and are orthogonal to the concernof
when emotions play a role. In particular, the Rawlsian
creature focuses our attention on folk psychological
processesincluding our ability to assessanotherÕsintentions
and desires, the perception of cause and effect, the
calculation of utility and so forth.2 Thus, for example,
in both moral philosophyand law, a greatdealof attention
has focusedon issuesof responsibility,intent, negligence,
foresightand desire.Theseare all psychologicalconstructs
that arisein both moral and nonmoral contexts,havebeen
explored with respect to their ontogenetic emergence,
and in some cases,have been linked to particular neural
structuresas a result of neuroimagingstudiesof normal
subjectsand neuropsychologicalstudiesof patient popula-
tions. For example,Saxeand colleagues(Saxeet al., 2004;
Saxe and Wexler, 2005) have demonstratedwith fMRI
that the temporo-parietaljunction plays a critical role in
false belief attribution, and Humphreys and colleagues
(Samsonet al., 2004) have provided supporting evidence
from patient studies. What is yet unknown is whether
this area is recruited in the sameor different way when
false beliefs are married to moral dilemmas. Similarly,
giventhat individualswith autismor Aspergersshowdeficits
with respectto the attribution of mental states,including
beliefsand desires,to what extent doesthis deficit impact
upon their ability to distinguishmorally relevantdilemmas
where the consequencesare the samebut the meansare
different?

HOLESIN THEMORALORGAN
To date,neuropsychologicalreportshaveprovidedsomeof
our deepestinsights into the causallynecessaryrole that
certainbrain regionsand circuitsplay in cognitivefunction.
Among the beststudiedof theseare the languageaphasias
that rangefrom the rather generaldeficits of comprehen-
sion or production to the more selective problems
including deficits in processingvowels as opposed to
consonants,and the selectivelossof one languagewith the
completesparingof the other in bilinguals.And although
the depth of our understandingof the neurobiology of
languagefar outpacesother cognitivefunctions,due in part
to the sophisticationof linguistic theories and empirical
findings, there remain fundamental gaps between the
principles articulated by linguists to account for various
detailsof grammaticalstructure, semanticexpression,and
phonologicalrepresentation,and the correspondingneuro-
biological mechanisms.It should, therefore, come as no
surprise that our understandingof the neuropsychology

Fig.1 Threetoymodelsof thesourcesofourmoraljudgements.

2 Ontheaccountpresentedhere,bothKantianandRawlsiancreaturesattendto causal/intentional
processes,buttheKantianconsciouslyretrievesthisinformationandusesit injustifyingmoralactionwhereas
theRawlsiandoessoonthebasisof intuition.
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of moral knowledgeis relativelyimpoverished,with only a
glimmer of understanding.But since optimism, tainted
with a healthydoseof criticism is most likely to engender
enthusiasmfor the potential excitementon the horizon,
I usethe rest of this essayto showcasesomeof the pieces
that are beginning to emergefrom patient populations,
targeting the particular questionsraised in the previous
section.

The three toy models presented in Figure 1 target
problems involving the temporal and causalordering of
processes,as well as the particular processesthemselves.
At stake here, as in any putative domain of knowledge,
is the extent to which the processesthat support both the
operationand acquisitionof knowledgeare specificto this
domain as opposedto domain general,sharedwith other
mind-internal systems.Thus, we want to understandboth
thoseprocessesthat support our moral judgmentsas well
as those that are specific to morality as a domain of
knowledge.To clarify this issue,consider a recent study
(Koenigset al., in review) targeting the role of emotions
in moral judgments, and involving patients with adult
onset,ventromedialprefrontal [VMPC] damage,that have
been carefully studied by Damasio,Tranel, Adolphs and
Bechara(Becharaet al., 1994,1997;Damasio,1994,2000,
2003; Tranel et al., 2000). Prior work on thesepatients
indicated a deficit in making both immediateand future-
oriented decisions. One explanation of this deficit is
that thesepatients lack the kind of emotional input into
decision-making that non-brain damaged subjects
experience.That is, for normal subjects,decision-making
is intimately entwined with emotional experience.In the
absenceof emotional input, decision-makingis rudderless.
Given this diagnosis, our central question was: do
emotions play a causally necessaryrole in generating
moral judgments?More specifically,we sought evidence
that would adjudicate between the general role of
emotions in socially relevant decisions, and the more
selectiverole that emotionsmight play in morally relevant
decisions, including their potential role as either the
sourceor the outcome of our moral judgments.

To addresstheseissues,it was necessaryto dissectthe
moral sphere into a set of socially relevant distinctions.
In the same way that early work in developmental
psychologysoughta distinction betweensocialconventions
andmoral rules(Turiel, 1998,2005),wesoughta further set
of distinctions within the class of problems considered
moral. In particular, we presentedventromedialprefrontal
patients, together with brain damaged controls and

subjectslacking damage,with a suite of scenarios,and for
each,askedÔWouldyou X?Õ3 The first cut through these
scenarioscontrastednon-moral dilemmaswith two classes
of moral dilemmasÑimpersonaland personal.Nonmoral
dilemmas included situations in which, for example,
a time-saving action would potentially be offset by a
significant financial cost. Impersonal and personalmoral
dilemmas included casesproviding options to harm one
person in order to savemany; the critical distinguishing
feature between impersonal and personal was that the
latter required some kind of physical harm with the
target individual or individuals, whereasthe former did
not. The classictrolley problem provides a simple case:
on the impersonalversion, a bystandercan flip a switch
that causesa runaway trolley to move away from five
people on the track to a side track with one person;
on the personal version, a bystandercan push a heavy
personin front of the trolley, killing him but savingthe five
ahead.

The threegroupsÑboth brain damagedpopulationsand
the non-brain damagedcontrolsÑshowedthe samepatterns
of responsefor both non-moral dilemmas as well as
impersonalmoral dilemmas.Where a differenceemerged
was in the context of personal moral dilemmas: the
ventromedial prefrontal patients were significantly more
likely to saythat it waspermissibleto causeharm to save
a greater number of others, resulting in a strongly
utilitarian responseÑindependentlyof the means, it is
alwayspreferableto maximizetheoveralloutcomeor utility.
These results suggestthat the deficit incurred by the
ventromedialpatientsdoesnot globallyimpact upon social
dilemmas,and nor does it more selectivelyimpact upon
moral dilemmas.Rather, damageto this area appearsto
selectivelyimpact upon their judgmentsof personalmoral
dilemmas.

What do we learn from this pattern of results, and
especiallythecausalrole of emotions?Giventhat impersonal
moral dilemmasare emotionally salient, we can rule out
the strongclaim that emotionsarecausallynecessaryfor all
moral dilemmas.Instead,we are forced to concludethat
emotionsplay a more selectiverole in a particular classof
moral dilemmas,specifically,thoseinvolving personalharm.
In separateratings by non-brain damagedsubjects,all
personaldilemmaswereclassifiedas more emotional than
all impersonaldilemmas.But we cango further.

Looking at the range of personal moral dilemmas
revealed a further distinction: some dilemmas elicited
convergentand rapidly delivered answers(low conflict),
whereas others elicited highly divergent and slowly
deliveredanswers(high conflict). Consistently,the ventro-
medial patients provided the same moral judgments as
the other groups for the low conflict dilemmas,
but significantly different judgmentsfor the high conflict
dilemmas.Again, the ventromedialpatientsshowedhighly
utilitarian judgments when contrasted with the others.

3 Inthepsychologicalliteratureonmoraljudgments,thereisaconsiderablevariationamongstudieswith
respectto theterminologyusedtoexploretheprocessesguidingsubjectsÕresponsestodifferentdilemmas.
Thus,someauthorsuseneutralquestionsasinÔWouldyouX?ÕorÔIsit appropriatetoX?Õ(Greeneetal.,2001;
2004),othersmoreexplicitlyinvokethemoraldimensionasin ÔIsit morallypermissibleto X?Õ,including
queriesthattapthemorecompletemoralspacebyaskingaboutthepsychologicalpositioningofanaction
alonga Likertscalethatrunsfromforbiddenthroughpermissibleto obligatory(Cushmanetal., in press;
Hauseretal., inpressb;Mikhail,2000).Atpresent,it isunclearhowmuchvariationornoisetheseframing
effectshaveonthegeneraloutcomeofpeopleÕsmoraljudgments.
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For example,on the low conflict caseof a teenagegirl who
wantsto smotherher newbornbaby,all groupsagreedthat
this would not be permissible;in contrast,on a divergent
casesuch as SophieÕschoice where a mother must either
allow one of her two children to be testedin experiments
or shewill lose both children, VMPC patientsstatedthat
the utilitarian outcomewaspermissible(i.e., allow the one
child to be tested),whereasthe two other groups stated
that it was not. Intriguingly, the low vs high conflict
casesappear to map (somewhat imperfectly) on to a
further distinction, one betweenself- and other-serving
situations. Whereas the pregnant teen entails a selfish
decision,SophieÕschoiceinvolvesa considerationof harms
to others. The VMPC patients showedthe samepattern
of judgments on the self-servingcasesas the controls,
but showed the utilitarian response on most of the
other-servingcases.

Two conclusions emerge from this set of studies.
First, the role of emotions in moral judgments appears
rather selective,targeting what might be consideredtrue
moral dilemmas: situations in which there are no clear
adjudicating social norms for what is morally right or
wrong, and where the context is intensely emotional.
One interpretation of this result is that in the absenceof
normal emotional regulation, VMPC subjects fail to
experience the classic conflict between the calculus
that enablesa utilitarian or consequentialanalysisand the
system that targets deontological or nonconsequential
rules or principles(Greeneand Haidt, 2002;Greeneet al.,
2004; Hauser, 2006). When emotional input evaporates,
consequentialreasoningsurfaces,asif subjectswereblind to
the deontologicalor nonconsequentialrules.Second,wecan
rejectboth a strongversionof the Humeancreatureaswell
asa strong versionof the Rawlsiancreature.Emotionsare
not causallynecessaryfor generatingall moral judgments,
and nor are they irrelevant to generating all moral
judgments. Rather, for some moral dilemmas, such as
those falling under the categoryof impersonalas well as
personal/lowconflict/self-serving,emotions appearto play
little or no role. In contrast,for personal/highconflict/other-
servingdilemmas,emotionsappearto playa critically causal
role. This conclusion must, however, be tempered by
our rather limited understandingof the representational
format and content of emotions, as well as their neural
underpinnings.My conclusionsrely entirely on the claim
that the ventromedial prefrontal cortex is responsible
for trafficking emotional experiencesto decision-making
processes.If it turns out that other neural circuits are
critically involved in emotional processing, and these
are intact, then the relativelynormal pattern of responses
on impersonal cases,as well as personal/low conflict/
self-servingcases,is entirely expected.To further support
the Rawlsianposition, we would need to observenormal
patterns of moral judgments on these casesfollowing
damage to the circuitry associated with emotional

processing. Alternatively, if we observe deficits
in the patterns of moral judgments, then we will have
provided support for the Humean creature, and its
emphasison the causal role of emotions in generating
moral judgments.

Patient populations will also prove invaluable for
a different aspect of the three toy models, specifically,
the relative roles of consciousand unconsciousprocesses.
As stated,there are two contrastingaccountsof our moral
judgments, the first appealing to conscious, explicitly
justified principles, the second, appealing to intuitive
processes,mediated by emotions, a moral faculty that
houses inaccessibleprinciples or some combination of
the two. Basedon a large scaleInternet study involving
severalthousandsubjects,my studentsFieryCushman,Liane
Young, and I have uncovered caseswhere individuals
generate robust moral judgments in the absence
of generating sufficient justifications (Cushman et al.,
in press;Hauser,Cushmanet al., in pressa). For example,
most peoplestatethat it is permissiblefor a bystanderto
flip a switch to save five people but harm one, but it
is forbidden to push and kill the heavyman to savefive
people. When asked to justify these cases,most people
are incapableof providing a coherent answer,especially
sincethe utilitarian outcome is held constantacrossboth
cases,and the deontologically relevant means involves
killing, presumedto be forbidden. When caseslike these,
and severalothers,are exploredin greaterdetail, a similar
pattern emergeswith some dilemmas yielding a clear
dissociation between judgment and justification while
other dilemmasshow no dissociationat all. In all cases,
there is an operativeprinciple responsiblefor generating
the judgment. For example, people consistently judged
harms causedby intent as morally worse than the same
harms causedby a foreseenaction (Intention principle);
they judgedharmscausedby action asworsethan inaction
(Action principle) and finally, they judged harms caused
by contact as worse than the same harms caused by
noncontact(Contactprinciple). When askedto justify these
distinctions,however,most subjectsprovided the necessary
justification for the Action principle, slightlymore than half
justified the Contact principle, and extremelyfew justified
the Intention principle.What theseresultssuggestis that the
Action principle, and to a lesser extent, the Contact
principle, are not only availableto consciousreflection,
but appearto play a role in the processthat movesfrom
eventperceptionto moral judgment to moral justification.
In contrast, the Intention principle, with its distinction
between intended and foreseen consequences,appears
to be inaccessibleto consciousreflection. Consequently,
when moral dilemmastap this principle, subjectsgenerate
intuitive moral judgments, using unconsciousprocesses
to move from event perception to moral judgment;
when subjects attempt to justify their judgments, they
will eitherstatethat theydo not haveacoherentexplanation,
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relying as it were on a hunch, or they will provide
an explanation that is insufficient, incompatible with
previousclaims,or basedon unfounded assumptionsthat
have been added in an attempt to handle their own
uncertainty.

Neuropsychologicalstudiescan help illuminate this side
of the problem as well, targetingpatientswith damageto
areasinvolved in mental stateattribution, the maintenance
of information in short-term working memory, and the
ability to parseeventsinto actionsand sub-goals,to name
a few. The distinction between intended and foreseen
consequencesis not restricted to the moral domain,
appearingin plentyof nonmoral contexts.It is a distinction
that plays a critical role in moral judgments,but is not
specific to the moral domain. What may be unique
to morality is how the intended-foreseendistinctionÑ
presumably part of our folk psychology or theory of
mindÑinterfaces with other systemsto create morally
specificjudgments.Take,for example,recentphilosophical
discussions,initiated by Knobe(2003a,b), on the relation-
ship betweena personÕsmoral statusand the attribution of
intentional behavior.In the classiccase,a Chief Executive
Officer (CEO) has the opportunity to implement a policy
that will make his company millions of dollars. In one
versionof the story, implementingthe policy will alsoharm
the environment,whereasin the other version,it will help
the environment.The CEO implementsthe policy, and in
the first casethe companymakesmillions but also harms
the environment,whereasin the secondcase,theyalsomake
millions but help the environment. When Knobe asked
subjectsabouttheCEOÕsdecision,theyprovidedasymmetric
evaluations: they indicated that the CEO intentionally
harmed the environment in the first case,but did not
intentionally help the environmentin the secondcase.One
prediction we might derive from this case,and others
showing parallel asymmetries,is that moral status is
intimately intertwined with our emotions, with harm
generatinggreaterattributions of blamerelativeto help. If
this patternrelieson normal emotionalprocessing,then the
ventromedialpatientsshouldshowa different pattern from
normals.Theydo not (Younget al., in press).This suggests
that emotionsarenot necessaryfor mediatingbetweenmoral
statusand intentional attributions. Rather,what appearsto
be relevantis the systemthat handlesintentionality, which
appears(basedon prior neuropsychologicaltests)intact in
ventromedialpatients.

MORALMETAPHORS
Is the moral faculty like the languagefaculty?Is the moral
organ like the liver?At this stage,we do not haveanswers
to either question. The analogy to languageis a useful
heuristic in that it focusesattention on a new classof
questions.Likeningthe moral organto a liver is alsouseful,
even if metaphorical.By thinking about the possibility of
a moral organ, again in the context of language,we seek

evidencefor both domain-generaland specific processes.
That is, we not only wish to uncover thoseprocessesthat
clearly support our moral judgments, but in addition,
identify principles or mechanisms that are selectively
involved in generating moral judgments. For example,
though emotions arise in moral and nonmoral contexts,
and so too do the mental state representationssuch
as intentions, beliefs, desires and goals, what may be
unique is the extent to which thesesystemsinterfacewith
eachother. What is unique to the moral domain is how the
attribution of intentions and goalsconnectswith emotions
to createmoral judgmentsof right and wrong, perhaps,
especiallywhenthereareno adjudicatingmoral norms.

The way that I have framed the problem suggeststhat
we consider our moral faculty as anatomists,dissecting
the problem at two levels.Specifically,we must first make
increasingly fine distinctions between social dilemmas,
especiallyalong the lines of those sketchedin the last
sectionÑnonmoral vs moral, personal vs impersonal,
self-servingvsother-serving.Within eachof thesecategories,
therearelikely to beothers,contraststhat will emergeonce
we better understandthe principlesunderlyingour mature
stateof moral knowledge.Second,we must usethe analysis
from part 1 to motivate part 2, that is, the selectionof
patient populationsthat will help illuminate the underlying
causal structure. The contrast betweenpsychopathsand
ventromedialpatientsprovidesa critical test of the causal
role of emotionsin both moral judgments(our competence)
and moral behavior (our performance). The prediction
is that psychopathswill have normal moral knowledge,
but defectivemoral behavior.4 Anotherbreakdownconcerns
the shift from conventional rules to moral dilemmas.
Nichols (2002, 2004) has argued that moral dilemmas
emergeout of the marriagebetweenstrong emotionsand
normativetheories.In one case,subjectsjudgedthat it was
impermissibleto spit in a wine glassevenif the host said
it wasokay.Thoughthis casebreaksdown into asetof social
conventions,it is psychologicallyelevatedto the statusof
a moral dilemma due to the fusion betweennorms and
strong emotions.5 To nail this problem, it is necessaryto
explore what happensto subjectsÕjudgmentswhen some
relevant piece of neural circuitry has been damaged.
For example,patientswith HuntingtonÕschoreaexperience
a fairly selective deficit for disgust, showing intact
processingof other emotions (Sprengelmeyeret al., 1996,
1997). In collaboration with Sprengelmeyer,Young
and I have begun testing these patients. Preliminary
evidencesuggeststhat they are normal on the NicholsÕ
cases,but abnormalon others.For example,whennormal,

4 ThoughBlairhasalreadydemonstratedthatpsychopathsfailtomaketheconventional/moraldistinction,
suggestingsomedeficitin moralknowledge,thisdistinctionisnotsufficientlyprecisewithrespectto the
underlyingpsychologicalcompetenceandnordoesit probedilemmaswheretherearenoclearadjudicating
rulesornormstodecidewhatismorallyrightorwrong.
5 Tobeclear,Nicholsisnotclaimingthatspittinginaglassis,necessarily,amoraldilemma.Rather,when
asocialconventionuniteswithastrongemotionsuchasdisgust,thattransgressionsoftheconventionare
perceivedin someof thesamewaysthatweperceivetransgressionsofunambiguouslymoralcases.
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control subjectsread a story in which a man who had
been married for 50 years decides to have intercourse
with his now deadwife, they judged this to be forbidden;
in contrast,patients with HuntingtonÕssaid the opposite:
intercourseis perfectlypermissibleespeciallyif the husband
still loveshis wife.

There is something profoundly interesting about our
unquestionedwillingnessto swap an unhealthy liver for
anyoneelseÕshealthyliver, but our unquestionedresistance
to swapbrain parts.One reasonfor this asymmetryis that
our brain parts largelydeterminewho weare,what we like,
and the moral choiceswe make.Our livers merelysupport
thesefunctions,andanyhealthyliver isup to thejob. But the
radical implication of situating our moral psychology
insidea moral organ is that any healthymoral organ is up
to the job. What the moral organ provides is a universal
toolkit for building particular moral systems.

REFERENCES
Bechara,A., Damasio,A., Damasio,H., Anderson,S.W.(1994).Insensitivity

to future consequencesfollowing damageto human prefrontal cortex.
Cognition, 50,7Ð15.

Bechara,A., Damasio, H., Tranel, A., Damasio, A. (1997). Deciding
advantageouslybeforeknowing the advantageousstrategy.Science, 275,
1293Ð5.

Chomsky,N. (1957).SyntacticStructures. The Hague:Mouton.
Chomsky,N. (1986). Knowledgeof language:Its nature, origin, and use.

New York, NY: Praeger.
Cushman,F., Young, L., Hauser,M.D. (in press).The role of conscious

reasoningand intuition in moral judgments:testingthree principlesof
harm. PsychologicalScience.

Damasio,A. (1994).DescartesÕError. Boston,MA: Norton.
Damasio,A. (2000).TheFeelingof What Happens. New York: BasicBooks.
Damasio,A. (2003).LookingFor Spinoza. New York: Harcourt Brace.
Dwyer, S. (1999). Moral competence.In: Maurasugi, K., Stainton, R.

editors.Philosophyand Linguistics. Boulder:WestviewPress,pp. 169Ð90.
Dwyer,S. (2004).How good is the linguistic analogy,[WWW]. Available:

www.umbc.edu/philosophy/dwyer[2004,February25,2004].
Greene,J.D., andHaidt, J.(2002).How (and where)doesmoral judgment

work?Trendsin CognitiveScience, 6, 517Ð23.
Greene,J.D.,Nystrom,L.E.,Engell,A.D., Darley,J.M.,Cohen,J.D.(2004).

The neural basesof cognitive conflict and control in moral judgment.
Neuron, 44, 389Ð400.

Greene,J.D.,Sommerville,R.B.,Nystrom, L.E., Darley,J.M., Cohen,J.D.
(2001). An fMRI investigation of emotional engagementin moral
judgment.Science, 293,2105Ð8.

Haidt, J.(2001).Theemotionaldogandits rational tail: A socialintuitionist
approachto moral judgment.PsychologicalReview, 108,814Ð34.

Harman, G. (1999). Moral philosophyand linguistics.In: Brinkmann, K.
editor. Proceedingsof the 20th World Congressof Philosophy, Vol 1,
Ethics:BowlingGreen:PhilosophyDocumentationCenter,pp. 107Ð15.

Hauser,M.D. (2006).Moral Minds: How Nature DesignedOur Senseof
Right and Wrong. New York: Ecco/HarperCollins.

Hauser, M.D., Cushman, F., Young, L., Jin, R.K.-X. (in press a).
A dissociationbetweenmoral judgmentsand justifications.Mind and
Language.

Hauser, M.D., Young, L., Cushman, F. (in press b). Reviving RawlsÕ
Linguistic Analogy: Operative principles and the causalstructure of
moral actions.Moral Psychology, Vol 2, Cambridge:MIT Press.

Hume, D. (1739/1978).A Treatiseof Human Nature. Oxford: Oxford
UniversityPress.

Hume, D. editor. (1748). Enquiry Concerningthe Principlesof Morality.
Oxford: Oxford UniversityPress.

Knobe,J. (2003a).Intentional action and sideeffectsin ordinary language.
Analysis, 63,190Ð3.

Knobe,J. (2003b).Intentional action in folk psychology:an experimental
investigation.PhilosophicalPsychology, 16,309Ð24.

Koenigs, M., Young, L., Adolphs, R., et al. (in review). Damage to
the prefrontal cortex increasesutilitarian moral judgments.Nature.

Mikhail, J.M. (2000).RawlsÕlinguistic analogy:A study of the Ôgenerative
grammarÕmodel of moral theory describedby JohnRawlsin ÔAtheory
of justiceÕ.UnpublishedPhD, Cornell University,Ithaca.

Mikhail, J.M. (in press).RawlsÕLinguisticAnalogy. New York: Cambridge
UniversityPress.

Nichols,S. (2002).Norms with feeling:toward a psychologicalaccountof
moral judgment.Cognition, 84, 221Ð36.

Nichols,S.(2004).SentimentalRules. New York: Oxford UniversityPress.
Rawls,J. (1951).Outline of a decisionprocedurefor ethics.Philosophical

Review, 60, 177Ð97.
Rawls,J. (1963).The senseof justice.PhilosophicalReview, 72, 281Ð305.
Rawls,J. (1971).A Theoryof Justice. Cambridge:HarvardUniversityPress.
Samson,D., Apperly, I.A., Chiavarino,C., Humphreys,G.W. (2004).Left

temporoparietaljunction is necessaryfor representingsomeoneelseÕs
belief.NatureNeuroscience, 7, 499Ð500.

Saxe,R., Carey,S., Kanwisher,N. (2004). Understandingother minds:
Linking developmental psychology and functional neuroimaging.
Annual Reviewof Psychology, 55,1Ð27.

Saxe,R., Wexler,A. (2005).Making senseof anothermind: the role of the
right temporoparietaljunction. Neuropsychologia, 43,1391Ð9.

Sprengelmeyer,R.,Young,A.W., Calder,A.J.,et al. (1996).Lossof disgust:
perceptionof facesand emotions in HuntingtonÕsdisease.Brain, 119,
1647Ð65.

Sprengelmeyer,R.,Young,A.W., Pundt, I., et al. (1997).Disgustimplicated
in obsessive-compulsivedisorder. Proceedingsof the Royal Societyof
LondonB, B264,1767Ð73.

Tranel, D., Bechara,A., Damasio, A. (2000). Decision making and
the somatic marker hypothesis.In: GazzanigaM. editor. The New
CognitiveNeurosciences. Cambridge:MIT Press,pp. 1047Ð61.

Turiel, E. (1998). The developmentof morality. In: Damon, W. editor.
Handbookof Child Psychology. New York: Wiley Press,pp. 863Ð932.

Turiel, E. (2005). Thought, emotions, and social interactional processes
in moral development.In: Killen, M., Smetana,J.G. editors.Handbookof
Moral Development. Mahwah:LawrenceErlbaumPublishers.

Young,L., Cushman,F., Adolphs,R., Tranel,D., Hauser,M.D. (in press).
Doesemotion mediatethe relationshipbetweenan actionÕsmoral status
and its intentional status? Neuropsychologicalevidence. Cognition
and Culture.

Themoral organ SCAN (2006) 7 of 7


