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Philosophy can no more show a man what he should attach importance to than geometry can show a man where he should stand.

- Peter Winch (1972: 191)

1 Introduction

The aim of this article is simple: to show that adapting a naturalist account of morality leads inevitably to moral relativism. By naturalism I mean here a metaphysical stance that takes seriously the worldview of natural and social sciences. It states that there is one single natural world and all possible phenomena - including morality - have to fit into it naturally. By relativism I mean the following meta-ethical stance: There is no single true morality or moral system but morality is to be taken seriously even in this case as it can be understood in a relativistic way. It is opposed to moral absolutism that holds that there is or could be a single true morality or body of moral rules. My conviction is that a naturalistic perspective of morality denies both the possibility of moral absolutism and the possibility of any a priori fixed essential criteria for morality.
To show why the leap from naturalism to moral relativism is inevitable I firstly try to show how it seems self-evident, given how both of these concepts are defined. Next I review the situation of morality today. There is a great actual diversity of views about morality and therefore moral relativism is the only plausible hypothesis about morality that can be drawn from this evidence. After this I review the central sources that could be used to argue that despite the surface diversity moral absolutism is still a plausible account of what morality truly is. I show why rationality, human nature or definitional criteria derived from the concept of 'morality' cannot be used as a priori limitations of morality and are thus not usable as bases on which moral absolutism could be grounded.

Having thereafter established my case against moral absolutism I briefly review how an alternative naturalistic account could be established. In the end I take up the implications this refutation of moral absolutism has for the way moral philosophy should be conducted.
2 Distinctions

Two different spheres: Ethical and moral 
Perhaps it is necessary to make it clear from the start that I make a distinction between ethics and morality. Following for example Bernard Williams (1985: 5-11; 1993: xiii-xiv) I take ethics to describe the overall answer to the Socratic question of 'How should I live?' When making a particular decision in one's own life an individual doesn't only base it on the moral issues involved but include other factors as well, like personal satisfaction, security, status in the community, compassion for other people etc. Individual's ethics is a person's overarching schema of values and motives based on which an individual chooses his way of living in life's big and small questions. Without it individual's decision-making would be impossible, or simply random. It answers the question of how an individual should live his life comprehensively, involving all dimensions of life. (Williams 1985: 5-6.)

In contrast, morality is a narrower concept, in a way a sub-division of ethicality. I will not give an exact definition here because one of the major theses of this article is that such a definition cannot be given. We all have our intuitions about what morality is but from a naturalistic point of view we shouldn't be too hasty on generalizing them. What morality really is must be an open question submitted to empirical analysis. To provide some kind of a starting point to this empirical inquiry something like the following could be given as a preliminary account of what morality is: It concerns the things that we are obliged to do and not to do; the rules that are imposed upon our conduct. It regulates our behaviour to refrain us from doing negative things and/or gives positive ideal's to live up to. It is somehow connected to our nature of being a social creature and in a way it makes living in a group possible. Additionally breaking moral rules tend to arouse various moral feelings; like shame and guilt (upon the agent) or condemnation and disapproval (upon others).
Two basic philosophical perspectives: Impartial and substantial
To frame what kind of philosophy I am doing here I have to draw a distinction between two basic philosophical perspectives: impartial and substantial.

Substantial perspective seeks to grasp the world as it is presented to the subject. Human beings experience the world 'from inside' - embedded and engaged - not from a neutral God's-eye view. Their mode of being is being-in-the-world (Heidegger 1962). From this subjective perspective the world is essentially saturated with meanings and values. A neutral, external perspective doesn't exist for a human being who is always embedded in a wholeness filled with meaning. The substantial perspective in philosophy concerns the structures of this world-comprehending, in other words the ways in which the world can be understood and felt. It is not a search for 'truths', but of certainties available for human beings (Wittgenstein 1969).

In contrast, impartial perspective seeks to find understanding of the world that transcends the subjective perspective. It aims at a knowledge that is as free as possible from subjective biases and describes the world as neutral and true as possible. Subjective knowledge is always particular and entrapped in subjects presuppositions, following Gadamer (1975: 273) we could state that it always takes place inside “our own present horizon of understanding”. Though never able to fully overcome this universality of hermeneutics or embeddedness of knowledge, through carefully chosen and approved methods impartial philosophical perspective seeks to construct as accurate description of the world as is possible. It acknowledges the impossibility of a totally neutral perspective and the fallible nature of its theories but nevertheless holds that some of its methods and theories about the world have proven to be reliable. Going no further into the epistemological debate, it could be stated that substantial perspective in philosophy is providing substantial ‘truths’ - truths that people are basing their lives on - while the impartial perspective provides impartial ‘truths’, truths that could transcend the understanding of any substantial perspective
. In a way the substantial view is a view 'from the inside' while the impartial view is an aim at making a view 'from the outside' available for us essentially subjective human being
. 
The co-existence of these both perspectives is taken for granted here. There might be an explanatory gap between them. It could be asked "how do we account for our conceptions of ourselves as a certain sort of human being in a universe that we know consists entirely of physical particles in fields of force" (Searle 2005: 318) The subjective feeling of being-in-the-world might be a product of physical processes but we are for the moment not in a position to explain "how a physical process accounts for the phenomenological feel of a sensation" (Wong 2006: 11; see also Nagel 1987). This is perhaps the greatest question posing the present-day philosophy but it's not to be solved here. Here we just take it as self-evident that both of these perspectives exist.

The philosophical inquiry done in this paper represents an exercise in impartial philosophy. I view morality from the outside, from an impartial and neutral perspective seeking to understand the phenomena of morality in general. In other words, my perspective is metaethical. It seeks not to answer substantive moral questions like what sort of moral laws should I follow in my life, why should I be moral or what is the morally right conduct in this particular situation. Instead the metaethical perspective seeks to answer questions like what are the general characteristics of morality or how should we understand morality and moral discourse. (Miller 2003: 1-2.)

In doing impartial moral philosophy I am not positioning myself against the substantial perspective. These two perspectives are not mutually exclusive as long as they stick to their own territory. The neutral analysis of morality given here doesn't challenge the first-person moral commitments we as humans hold so dear. Humans live their moral lives 'from the inside' and therefore neutral analysis given from the outside doesn't have to have any consequences for their morality. This holds even in the case that the external analysis would be the 'truth' about morality in some significant sense. Therefore the substantial moral philosophy has its place in constructing, analyzing and reconstructing the moral commitments and self-evidences I am basing my moral life on.

At the same time, however, the outside analysis of morality can provide many important insights about morality that could not be acquired from the inside perspective. The limitations of traditional philosophical methods based on introspection is seen for example in the fact that empirical inquiries have found out moral laws that human beings are implicitly following in their moral reasoning but that they are not explicitly aware of (see for example Hauser et al. 2007: 1). Also the impartial insights about morality represented here can have substantial consequences for people accepting them as in adopting them they become part of their substantial worldviews. 
3 Naturalism – Definition

I define naturalism here as a doctrine that accepts two basic theses: ontological naturalism and methodological naturalism. I take them to involve the following commitments.
Ontological naturalism is concerned with the contents of reality. It states that there is one single natural world and all possible phenomena have to fit into it naturally (Wong 2006: 1; Papineau 2007). “The reality is exhausted by nature” (Papineau 2007). By ‘nature’ naturalism means the world as represented by the natural sciences (Prinz 2007a: 8; Wong 2006a: 1). Therefore the world and what phenomena are possible there are “limited by the postulates and laws of the natural sciences” (Prinz 2007a: 8). All entities that exist must somehow be composed of the entities that the best scientific knowledge recognizes
. Accepting ontological naturalism is having confidence that the best account of the fabric of the world is provided by the natural sciences and therefore – despite its shortcomings
 – it should be accepted as a background assumption for philosophical inquiry.
Methodological naturalism is a view about philosophical practice that stems from taking seriously the ontological naturalism and natural sciences (Papineau 2007). As I see it, it consists of three assertions. Firstly, “philosophy should not employ a distinctive, a priori method for yielding substantive truths shielded from empirical testing” (Wong 2006: 2). Methodologies used in philosophy to find facts about the world have to be suitable to the investigation of natural facts (Prinz 2007: 8). Philosophy provides no ‘royal route’ to knowledge of the world, but its methods are subject to fallibilism as much as other methods of inquiry about the world. 
This point is primarily aimed against the method of conceptual analysis and the resulting conceptual truths that philosopher’s are bound to employ. From ontological naturalism it follows that conceptual analysis “cannot be a supernatural method of discovering supernatural truths” (Prinz 2007a: 8). It does not mean that there could not be logical or conceptual truths but is more a point of their applicability in explaining the world. Concepts themselves are natural entities and therefore fallible (Prinz 2007: 9). If the correct analysis of a concept – assuming for the sake of the argument that this could be given – involves a metaphysical commitment not acceptable according to ontological naturalism this is not a reason to change the view of the metaphysical composition of the world, but a reason to conclude that the concept is poorly fitted to describe the world. For example, no conceptual truth about God could make him exist. The importance of conceptual analysis is not denied, but it has to be seen as only one empirical method amongst others.
The second assertion holds that philosophical inquiry cannot resort to sanctified a priori truths when investigating certain philosophical questions, but has to remain open to reconsider them at any time. This arises from the insight that “powerful explanatory empirical theories have frequently overturned claims that seemed logically or conceptually true at the time” (Wong 2006: 2). As an example, Wong gives the principle of sufficient reason, the Euclidean structure of space and the restriction of mechanical interaction to local contact (Wong 2006: 2). Methodological naturalism holds thus that in philosophy nothing should be taken for granted. Philosophical inquiry should always be open to reinvestigating its basic principles.
Third assertion concerns the relationship between philosophy and sciences. Not surprisingly, naturalism emphasizes that philosophical research should employ the results of natural and social sciences where possible and at the minimum its theories should be compatible with them (Papineau 2007). Owen Flanagan (1991) states this principle as follows: “Make sure when constructing a moral theory or projecting a moral ideal that the character, decision processing, and behavior prescribed are possible, or are perceived to be possible, for creatures like us.” Relationship between philosophy and science should be seen as a continuum where both can and should inform one another. In contemplating a philosophical question we should be open to use any methods available, not just those labeled exclusively philosophical. More often than is recognized in contemporary philosophy, the scientific knowledge can provide important insights. (Prinz 2007: 15.) 
Applying this general understanding of naturalism to moral philosophy we must firstly acknowledge that morality is a natural phenomenon. The phenomenon of morality must be understandable in the terms of natural and social sciences (Rachels 2001: 75) so there can be nothing extraordinary about it. This means that we must find room for morality, or place morality “within the disenchanted, non-ethical order which we inhabit, and of which we are a part” (Blackburn 1998: 49).
Secondly, in constructing theories about morality we cannot “rely on a priori moral truths taken as self-evident and foundational or as derived purely from logical or conceptual analysis” (Wong 2006: 11-12). We must hold even our most solid intuitions about moral issues only tentatively and subject them to critical investigation. 
Thirdly, the theoretical account of morality that we give must be responsive to best scientific theories of human beings (Wong 2006 s 11). Philosophical theories about morality should be informed about the latest developments in relevant scientific fields and be compatible with them. Here, the fields of inquiry that are of special importance include neuroscience, psychology, psychiatry, anthropology, cultural history, and ethology (Prinz 2007: 15).
This account of naturalism in moral philosophy is not to be confused with the naturalistic forms of moral realism that are often labelled ‘moral naturalism’. They hold that there are objective moral facts and properties and these moral facts and properties are natural facts and properties (Copp 2003: 179-180; Lenman 2006). The broader way in which the term ‘moral naturalism’ is used here is not committed to a thesis of moral realism – or to a thesis of moral anti-realism for that matter. Due to its generality it encompasses a highly diverse family of metaethical views including realism, expressivism, constructivism, error theory or relativism (Lenman 2006).
This broad sense of naturalism applied here is something that most contemporary philosophers are ready to acknowledge. “For better or worse, ‘naturalism’ is widely viewed as a positive term in philosophical circles—few active philosophers nowadays are happy to announce themselves as ‘non-naturalists’” (Papineau 2007). This is especially true of Anglo-American philosophy where naturalism has been dominant during the last decades (Niiniluoto & Koskinen 1996: 5). Moral philosophy has been a bit slow to catch this general trend but recent movements in contemporary Anglo-American moral philosophy have showed that naturalistic attitude is gaining ever more momentum. As Darwall, Gibbard and Railton (1992: 188-189) described the issue: “Too many moral philosophers and commentators on moral philosophy-we do not exempt ourselves-have been content to invent their psychology or anthropology from scratch and do their history on the strength of selective reading of texts rather than more comprehensive research into contexts. Change is underway in this regard.” This change is manifested for example in the empirically well informed works of Jesse Prinz (2007), David Wong (2006), Walter Sinnott-Armstrong (2006), Shaun Nichols (2004), Gilbert Harman (2000a), Joshua Knobe (2006), Joshua Greene (2005), John Doris, Stephen Stich (Doris & Stich 2005),Albert Musschenga (2005) or Mark Johnson (1993) and in a number of recent anthologies dedicated to the subject (for example Sinnott-Armstrong 2008a; 2008b; 2008c; May et al. 1998; Tenenbaum 2007; Doris et al. 2008;).
So, in holding naturalistic conception of morality as a foundation stone of my inquiry I am adopting a widely shared attitude amongst philosophers. Therefore this inquiry has a wide general applicability.

4 Relativism – Definition

I start by giving my definition of moral relativism and then unfold its meaning and implications. Moral relativism in metaethics is a doctrine consisting of two theses:
1. There is no single true morality or moral system.

2. Morality is to be taken seriously even in this case. The relativistic perspective from which it emerges is enough to ensure its seriousness. 

First part of the definition differentiates moral relativism from moral absolutism which consists of the commitment that there is or could be a single true morality or body of moral rules (Harman 1996: 5; Kellenberger 2001: 28). It is an undisputed part of all definitions of metaethical moral relativism (Boghossian 2006: 21; Brandt 1967: 76; Scanlon 2001: 142; Meiland & Krausz 1982: 1-2). This definition rules out both the existence of independent moral facts and the possibility of deriving one true body of moral rules from some universal feature of the world (Dreier 2005: 241). 
Respectively, the second part of the definition differentiates moral relativism from moral nihilism which states that there is no morality and all talk of morality should be discarded (Dreier 2005: 240; Harman 1996: 5). In all of its forms relativism holds that there still are things that morally should or should not be done (Ficarrotta 1998: 276) and therefore "morality should not be abandoned" (Harman 1996: 6). How relativism maintains the meaningfulness of morality in the absence of absolute standards is a complicated question and the answers vary including reinterpreting moral language as essentially referring to some relativistic standards (Dreier; Harman 1996), holding moral discourse to be an essential fiction
 (Mackie 1977; Joyce 2005) or holding morality to be an essential part of societies and human nature (Wong 2006; Prinz 2007). In its generality, this second part of the definition of moral relativism aims to capture all these different forms of relativism without committing itself to any of them.
Defined like this, moral relativism is essentially impartial and metaethical view of morality. Philosophical terms tend to be ambiguous and moral relativism is indeed a term of ambiguities, misunderstandings and confusions. Often it is viewed as a commitment to a laissez-fair view of morality where everything is tolerated and nobody should condemn the morality of one another (for example Williams 1972 s.20-21). It has also been customary to define it in a self-contradictory way so as to be able to dismiss out of hand (for example Singer 1961; Williams 1972: 20-21; Hare 1972: 45). These confusions have raised unwarranted fears and led people to view moral relativism as a serious threat to morality and something it is the duty of every decent moral philosopher to fight against (Gowans 2004; Blackburn 2000: 38). It is necessary to understand that the metaethical relativism does not have these consequences; it is not connected to any particular normative view about morality. Additionally, it is not a statement about the way we use moral language. Cognitive moral relativism, which holds that moral language is or should be used as referring to some relativistic standards (Sayre-McCord 1991: 171) is a different thesis. Metaethical moral relativism as defined here does not have lead to a cognitive moral relativism; it can be expressivist, for example. Moral relativism is therefore not either a normative thesis or a thesis about moral language. It is purely an external fact concerning morality in general (Boghossian 2006: 19).
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Figure 1 The taxonomy of different metaethical positions represented here

One essential distinction inside the relativistic position has to be made. There is a tendency to define relativism in its most extreme form, as stating that all possible moralities are equal; no moral framework is more correct that the others (Harman 1996: 8). Alongside this radical moral relativism there is however another possibility, namely moderate moral relativism
. Moderate moral relativism “is compatible with the existence of some universal moral demands” (Harman 1978: 144). It is a middle-way position that accepts some universally shared core of morality but argues at the same time that this core is not comprehensive enough to fully determine the moral questions or to settle all necessary moral laws (Wong 2006: xi). Often this middle position is exempted and the absolutism and radical relativism are seen as the only possibilities. Figure 1 explains graphically what amount of universalism is allowed in each of the three positions.
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Figure 2 Three metaethical positions and the amount of universalism allowed
5 Initial proof of the failure of moral absolutism in a naturalistic framework

Having now defined both what I mean by a naturalistic conception of morality and by moral relativism, it is time to show why the first doctrine leads necessarily to the second one. Actually, it would be tempting to say that the connection is self-evident. Harman for example believes that "the most plausible versions of naturalism involve a moral relativism" (Harman 2000b: 80). After all, taking naturalism seriously there can be nothing extraordinary about morality; it is a feature of human life in the same way as - say - music or rules of rugby are. Therefore in naturalism morality can be nothing else but a contingent feature of human life. An absolute account of morality seems to need some absolute base on which to ground it but the existence of these is denied by naturalism which relies on empirical and thus fallible knowledge. Morality is a contingent feature of human life which itself is a contingent feature of evolution. There simply doesn't exist any Archimedean point from where absolutism could sneak into this picture.

Taking this into account I cannot see how a committed naturalist could be nothing else but a moral relativist - in the way I define relativism. The fact that many philosophers are afraid of being labelled relativists is mainly due to relativism being associated with radical relativism which denies any limits on different moralities. As moderate relativism occupies the whole middle position between absolutism and radical relativism it is not to be scorned but merely seen as the only realistic possibility. Importantly, moderate relativism allows weaker and stronger versions. In stronger versions the universalistic base for morality can be widely shared and cover most of the moral issues thus giving us a sort of almost absolutism. It could be argued that many historical and contemporary philosophers who have not called themselves moral relativists could still be counted as moderate relativists. The historical figures include Aristotle, Montaigne, David Hume, John Stuart Mill, Max Weber and William James while the list of more contemporary thinkers could include Isaiah Berlin, Richard Brandt, Stuart Hampshire, Thomas Nagel, Martha Nussbaum, John Rawls, Peter Strawson, Charles Taylor, Bernard Williams, Peter Winch, Robert Arrington or Simone de Beauvoir
.
6 Possible sources of absolutism and their naturalistic refutation
The case between moral absolutism and moral relativism could therefore be closed in latter's favour. Still I want to consider a few possibilities that could be used as evidence for moral absolutism and show why they fail in a naturalistic framework. Firstly I consider the possibility that the description of the role morality plays in the contemporary world could give us a reason to believe that moral absolutism could still somehow be possible. I will show why the opposite is true: description of the contemporary world gives us an additional prima facie reason to take at least moderate relativism as our naturalistic understanding of morality.
Additionally it could be argued that there are some initial constraints on morality that could in the best case ensure its absolutism. The popular suggestions here include appealing to rationality, to a shared human nature or to the constraints the concept 'morality' places on moral understanding. I will show that these three theses cannot give any a priori fixed criteria for morality and are unable to establish moral absolutism.
Description of the morality in the world of today

Looking at the world’s different cultures and individual differences in moral conduct it is clear that as things stand today, there is no single moral standard that everybody is following. Instead, there is a great plurality of moral values, standards, virtues, rules and principles. In many particular situations the normative guidance delivered by these different moralities are in conflict.

Against this common sense view of plurality of moralities, two objections could be made. First,  "we must remember that alongside such entrenched disagreements as we in fact find we also find massive areas of entrenched agreement" (Smith 1994: 188). We all agree that torturing an innocent baby is morally wrong and on many other moral issues. It could be argued that looking beyond the surface differences of different moralities, there is a common core of morality that everybody is following. For example the traditional custom of Eskimos to abandon their elder people to die in the wilderness looks very cruel on the surface but in a deeper sense could be interpreted as manifesting the value of caring about the society.
This possibility can't save absolutism for two reasons. Firstly, the common core that could possibly be found between all different moralities of the world would be so thin that it could not serve as a complete morality that people could adopt and base their all moral decisions on
. A short account of killing is perhaps illustrating. Every society seems to have some sort of prohibitions against killing. At the same time virtually all societies have some acceptable forms of taking another human beings life. There are societies where killing criminals, people of other tribes, deceased men's widows, unwanted babies, ageing parents, revolting children, slaves, cheating wives, non-believers, witch-accused et cetera is allowed. Therefore the common core between all these societies (consisting perhaps in the rule that killing commanding males and people who do not stand in their way in any way is prohibited) would be too thin to function as any fully developed moral rule against killing
. 

Furthermore, taking into account the individual differences and not only differences between societies, it becomes clear how the de facto existence of a common core of morality is an impossible believe. Absolutism as a description of how things really are would require that every human being would adhere to a single moral rule. It is enough that a single individual - a serial killer or a stock broker for example - sincerely adheres to a different moral rule or principle than the rest (and that can’t be derived from a deeper shared moral rule) to show that this sort of absolutism is wrong.

So, the existence of moral absolutism cannot rely on a description of the actual moralities people adhere to around the world. If there is a moral absolutism, it is not visible in an empirical investigation of the actual moralities people adhere to. Therefore as naturalists we should be moral relativists until we are faced with a forceful and convincing argument that explains why moral absolutism should be taken as a serious possibility despite the current plurality of moralities. Relativism is kind of a 'zero-hypothesis'; the hypothesis we should hold unless some well-designed argument to believe in moral absolutism emerges. 
Rationality
Many philosophical accounts of morality in 20th century base the reasons to follow moral laws on some conception of rationality. So, for example, Michael Smith argues that "to say that we have a normative reason to φ in certain circumstances C is to say that, if we were fully rational, we would want that we φ in C." (Smith 1994: 181). But whatever we think of the project of connecting morality with rationality in general (I myself find it queer) one thing is clear: it can’t save the absolutism of morality. As Peter Railton (1986: 163) puts it: “Undaunted, some philosophers have attempted to establish the objectivity of morality by arguing that reason, or science, affords a foundation for ethics. The history of such attempts hardly inspires confidence.” Why is it clear that rationality can’t save absolutism?
To see where the problem lies, we must state the conditions in which rationality would establish moral absolutism. They are as follows:
1. Every human being follows their rationality of necessity

OR

2. Every human being has a moral reason to follow their rationality.
AND

3. There is a single conception of rationality that gives same reasons to everybody.

AND

4. It is always rational to be moral.

In order to get to moral absolutism either conditions 1 & 3 & 4 or alternatively 2 & 3 & 4 have to be met. This proves to be impossible in a naturalistic metaphysical framework. Consider first the situation in which conditions 2 & 3 & 4 would be met. The problem here is simply that rationality is not morally normative. Thus condition two is unjustified. We are always entitled to ask, why should I be rational? There could not exist a universal and absolutistic moral rule that say people should always follow their rationality because the possibility of absolutistic rules is just what is being proved here. This possibility proves to be a bookcase of the fallacy of circular argument.
Secondly, consider the other possibility in which conditions 1 & 3 & 4 would be true. In this situation there would be no need for a discussion of morality or for other questions of conduct for that matter. People would automatically follow their shared rationality in every decision they make and would thus lead a moral life out of necessity. A simple look of the world around us shows clearly that this picture of humanity is far from realistic. There are extensive studies that show how reasoning of human beings is extensively unrational leading to a “deeply pessimistic view of human rationality” (Samuel et al. 2004: 131). 
This objection could be met by revising the thesis to say that people follow their rationality of necessity but are not always aware what their rationality recommends them. In other words, the thesis could be made to appeal to an idealized conception of rationality. In order to make people moral in this situation, their own rationality has to be somehow unveiled to them by showing to them what rationality requires of them. This account still relies on the notion that it would be impossible for people to not follow their rationality once its demands are shown to them. This is an empirical thesis subject to empirical testing and I am quite sure that however the rationality is defined in the tests at least some subjects fail to comply with it
. And this is enough to show the thesis wrong.
Anyway, we don’t have to dig deeper into this question because the refutation of the assumptions 3 & 4 prove to be more accessible. Assumption 3 manifests the fact that in order for rationality to ensure moral absolutism this needs an absolutist conception of rationality. To prove it, it must be shown that every human being follows the same conception of rationality that gives same reasons to everyone. This idealistic view of rationality is however not supported by empirical research. As evolutionary creatures of the same species it is clear that there are certain thought procedures that human beings apply often. The picture of human mind consisting of modules that are innate, domain-specific adaptations produced by natural selection is becoming increasingly popular amongst scientists of various fields (Samuel et al. 2004: 143-144; Cosmides and Tooby 1996). Still, as these capacities are partly a product of evolution on the one hand and partly developed through our engagement with the world – i.e. our unique life history – there is no reason to think that these modules will be exactly the same for everyone. The results that show how human beings fail even on simple logical tasks (Samuel et al. 2004: 132-138; Kahneman, Slovic and Tversky, 1982; Sutherland 1994) seem enough to show that a hypothesis of an innate and universal logical or rational capacity is unsupported by the evidence. It is most probably true that people have an ability to develop their logical and rational capacities and the environment in which they live define to what extent and in what direction these capacities evolve. The context of this paper does not allow for a more serious discussion of recent empirical research of the way human mind works but the conclusion is clear: There can be more or less similarity in the rational processes inside people’s brains and even a large agreement amongst human beings of what is rational but this does not amount to an absolutistic conception of rationality.
Finally, the hypothesis that rationality gives us reasons that are always in accord with morality is also a big mystery. Assuming that rationality and morality are not somehow essentially connected it seems preposterous to believe that the demands of morality just coincidently are always rational. Assuming on the other hand that morality is somehow based on rationality we would need an account that shows how morality is derived from rationality. This also seems to rip morality of what is moral about it. Morality would simply be one subcategory of rationality and it would be unclear why we would need this special category called morality to describe some implications of rationality. There would be no special reason to be moral, only a general reason to be rational. 
Given that all four hypotheses prove to be dubious and no empirical research supports them we must as naturalistics abandon the idea that rationality could provide any a priori fixed criteria for moralities or indeed a base for moral absolutism.

Human nature
Turning now to human nature, which is sometimes provided as giving universal criteria for morality (for example Kekes 1993: 31-34), we notice that the situation is very similar to the previous discussion of rationality. There are certainly common features of humanity as we are part of the same species. But in order for these to establish an absolutistic morality it must be shown either that all human beings without exception have certain feature or that the shared humanity has some moral content. Second possibility can be dismissed out of hand, because it again relies on a circular argument where moral absolutism is justified by an absolutistic moral principle. Something being part of the human nature does not make it universally morally binding on all human beings
.

Are there then any morally relevant features of humanity that are shared by all human beings? Remembering that absolutism requires that this feature unifies all human beings, that there is no single human being without this feature, we might be quite skeptical. Still, let’s give it a try. Basic human needs are often viewed as being quite universal. They include safety, basic physical needs like eating, drinking and breathing, close human relations and satisfactory social status (Wong 2006a: 23; Staub 2004: 54). Could these provide an absolutistic conception of morality? It might be argued that a candidate for a moral system must somehow take into account these basic needs in order to be a moral system at all. Unfortunately, there is no special reason to believe that only one single system could take them into account. Instead there might be a plurality of moral systems that are all able somehow to take these basic needs into account. Therefore these criteria might be interpreted as providing support for moderate relativism where all moralities must have some limits but not at all as providing reasons to think that absolutism would be true.

In order for the basic needs to support only a single moral system that takes them into account best, several conditions had to be met. Firstly, the basic needs themselves would have to be exactly defined. Considering food, for example, there would have to be a clear criterion of what kind of food and in what amounts is enough to satisfy the basic needs. Also the fact that these basic features are not held in the same degree by everyone proves to be problematic. For example some individuals can endure longer periods of starvation than others not to mention the differences in more social needs and there would have to exist an uniform method to take these individual differences into account. Finally, and perhaps most problematically, there would have to exist an exact method to compare these basic needs with each other. Only the possibility of emphasizing these basic needs a bit differently is enough to prove absolutism wrong and moderate relativism right. This example could be generalized to apply to other suggested universal human features.
In addition, even if there were quite universal features of humanity, these should not be interpreted as a priori fixed. In naturalistic conception of humanity they are only empirical generalizations of the humanity of our time. Given any morally significant feature of humanity, there are some individuals who don’t possess it thus making it not an essential feature of humanity. Psychopaths, for example, are unable to feel any moral emotions and thus cannot separate moral rules and local customs from each other (Blair 1995; 1997). Additionally, taking human evolution into account we see that the next generation will have slightly different characteristics and therefore the universal criteria of human nature had to be revised continually. There is no essential humanity but only arbitrary and more or less common features of being a human. These generalized features of humanity could not give us a priori fixed criteria for morality. Therefore shared human nature is not either a legitimate basis for believing in absolutistic morality.

Conceptual unity
It might be also argued that the concept of ‘morality’ or other moral utterances, like morally ‘right’ or ‘justified’, could themselves provide a basis on which an absolute morality could be built (Gert 2005; Ficarrotta 1998: 287). The reasoning would be that when we find the right account of the way people use the term morality or moral utterances – the correct definition of them – the implications of this definition are absolute features of all moralities. The existence of ‘definitional criteria’ to morality (Foot 1970: 132) seems at first sight to provide something reliable to start from. In fact the main project of the metaethics of the 20th century has seemed to be to find the correct account of what moral utterances mean. 
To show why this mission is also doomed from a naturalistic perspective we need to introduce a new version of relativism, namely conceptual moral relativism. Conceptual moral absolutism is a view that believes there exists one correct definition of how to use the word ‘morality’ or the usual moral utterances. Contrary to this conceptual moral relativism denies the possibility of one correct or true definition of morality and moral utterances and instead holds that as there is a plurality of views about correct moral laws, there is a plurality of views about the understanding of the concept morality.

To settle the matter between conceptual moral absolutism and conceptual moral relativism, let’s start by examining briefly the actual diversity about the understandings of morality. Empirical research has revealed that people’s intuitions about what morality is are more complex and contradictory than philosophers often acknowledge. People’s intuitions vary when it comes to objectivity or relativity of morality (Nichols 2004), the boundary between morality and local customs (Kelly et al. 2007), the moral responsibility (Nelkin 2007) or what questions are counted as moral (Nisan 1987; Haidt et al. 1993). Only inside western philosophy the understanding of the words ‘morality’ and ‘ethics’ have evolved significantly during different historical periods (MacIntyre 1984). Additionally, for the vast majority of world’s people morality is somehow connected to religion and these religions influence strongly people’s understanding of what morality is. The spectrum of moral beliefs, practices and concepts is wide and disintegrated (MacIntyre 1984). The plurality of understandings of morality and moral utterances is an indisputable fact
. 
But we need not rely on this contemporary situation to prove the thesis of conceptual moral relativism. The current findings in cognitive science and conceptual research has in effect proved wrong the ‘classical’ understanding of concepts having necessary and sufficient conditions (Clark 1996: 110; Smith & Medin 1981; Rosch 1973). The new understanding of the way the brain works supports instead some kind of holistic prototypical theory where concepts get their content from some prototypical examples (Churchland 2006: 29-30; Clark 1996: 110; Wong 2006a s.59). Particular instances fit more or less under one concept without clear limits; for example a dog is more a pet than a tortoise (Clark 1996: 110; Wong 2006a s.59). 

Not going further into the details of the theory (see for example Clark 1993; Prinz 2003) the implications for moral philosophy are clear. Moral concepts are not an exemption of the general theory; they exhibit this same kind of versatility (Wong 2006: 60). This challenges the background assumption that an exact definition of morality or use of any moral utterance is possible (Clark 1996: 109); moral concepts are as prototypical, blurry and anti-exact as other concepts (Clark 1996: 109; Wong 2006: Churchland 1989; Dreyfus & Dreyfus 1990). The implication of this is firstly that there exists no correct or true definition and secondly that any attempt to provide one doesn’t do justice to the actual plurality of understandings of morality and moral utterances. Every definition provides only a partial understanding of morality and can have no special access to a true understanding of morality.
So the plurality of understandings of morality is foundational if we accept the view of human mind as presented by modern cognitive and social sciences. Therefore for a committed naturalist there exist no essential definitional criteria for morality or for moral utterances. 
7 A possible naturalistic account of morality
My thesis in this paper is negative; I deny the possibility of absolute morality from a naturalistic perspective. The context of this paper does not provide a place to develop properly a positive account of how then to understand morality from a naturalistic perspective. Still, a very brief preliminary sketch of a couple of general ideas about such an account seems to be appropriate.
To start to build this alternative account we need a distinction between a priori and a posteriori moderate relativism. Moderate relativism, as we remember, is the doctrine that there are some universal criteria that limit the possibilities of moralities but these criteria are not enough to limit the possible moralities to only one. A priori moderate moral relativism is the doctrine that sees these universal limitations as something that can be known a priori without experience. Accordingly, a posteriori moderate relativism sees these universal limitations as something contingental, something that can be known only by experience. As this paper has tried to show, from naturalism it follows that there can be no a priori fixed Archimedean point from which to ground the morality
. Therefore a naturalistic conception of morality has to take a radically relativistic stance toward a priori criteria for morality.
This a priori radical relativism however does not mean that there could be no universal criteria for morality. It is namely fully compatible with a posteriori moderate relativism. A posteriori moderate relativism gives us relative universality, not universality in an absolutistic, essential meaning, but universalism as a generalization. There are features of morality that are widely shared, part of almost anybody's conception of morality. This universalism thus allows for a small amount of exceptions but tries to find out basic features about morality that almost everybody shares.

As I have argued elsewhere (Martela 2008) there are three general features of morality that can be used as a posteriori postulates of any morality. I will not argue for them here, but only review them. These are:
1. Morality is foundationally communal. Every human community has some system of morality that regulates its behavior. Indeed a human society cannot function without morality (Harman 1996: 6). The general function of morality in human life is to regulate the behaviour of members of a society (Wong 2006: 14; Smetana 2006: 121; Turiel 1983).

2. Morality is connected to the general features of human beings. Morality is a human invention. Therefore it has to be sensitive to the general psychology and needs of us humans (Wong 2006: 23) and positively connected to a view of a good life (Scanlon 2001: 155).
3. Morality is connected to the moral emotions. From an empirical point of view it has become clear that morality is essentially connected to certain moral emotions we humans have (Tangney et al. 2007: 346; Prinz 2006: 29-30; Kroll & Egan 2004; Eisenberg et al. 2004: 399-400; Hastings et al. 2006). Therefore these emotions are fundamental to any account of morality.
This picture of morality is not normative. It is an account of the general features of morality, what we can say about morality from an impartial view. This common core of morality doesn't have any normative content. The fact that everybody else is following a certain moral rule does not itself suffice to convert individual in believing in that moral rule. 
To complement this impartial view of morality, a human being needs a substantive account of morality, a view of moral rights and wrongs that they are emotionally attached to. Of course, if a human being takes seriously this general account of morality there are strong psychological reasons to develop the substantive account of morality to be compatible with it. In this sense, the impartial account of morality places constraints on the substantive account of morality human beings have. Still the possibilities of different substantive moralities are so wide that I will not venture an attempt to describe what sort of substantive moral accounts might be available for a committed naturalist. It suffices to say that normally developed human beings have a substantial account of morality deeply entrenched in their worldview and they hold onto it strongly regardless of them believing in any absolutist morality.
8 Conclusion
The result that the commitment to a naturalistic metaphysics leads inevitably to denying moral absolutism might seem trivial. Morality being a contingent feature of contingent humanity there simply isn’t any undisputed base on which moral absolutism could be established.
Still denying the possibility of moral absolutism and thus committing oneself to moral relativism has implications for how moral philosophy is done. Many moral philosophers believe that normative moral philosophy - discussions about the correct moral laws- can only be done "after we have given satisfactory answers to certain questions in meta-ethics" (Smith 1994: 2). Much of current moral philosophy operates on a tacit assumption about the possibility of moral absolutism. When the gates to an absolutistic morality are closed for good moral philosophy can never be a search for a 'true' or 'right' conception of morality. There simply isn't a right account of morality. Morality can be whatever human beings decide it to be. In this situation, moral philosophy provides a philosophical perspective to morality but it has no privilege on moral understanding. Moral philosophy can be an attempt to build a philosophically more grounded understanding of morality but at the same time there exists no moral reason for a morality to be philosophically grounded. Moral philosophy is thus a process that tries to get our conception of morality philosophically more virtuous. But even if it established a philosophically perfected morality, there would be no moral reason for people to accept it. 
Accepting a relativistic perspective on morality shifts the focus of moral philosophy from finding the one true account of morality into developing moral understanding that can make people behave more morally. In this situation moral philosophy should be quest for a better morality, better not in an absolute sense, but better for us as contingent human beings. 
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� It might also be argued that the two perspectives here use the term metaphysics in rather different ways. For an impartial perspective metaphysics is an inquiry attempting to describe the structures of the world as objective as possible. For a substantial perspective metaphysics means something like the inquiry into the essential structures of the ways we perceive the world. 


� Still, a real view from the outside isn't ever possible for a human being; we are always entrapped in our own viewpoint. But the methods available today can provide a view that is imparticular in many significant ways. It can be viewed as the most reliable approximation of what a view from the outside could be.


� It must be noted that my view stands in opposition to a large part of current metaethics. Naturalism denies the possibility of one correct interpretation of the way we use moral utterances and thus undermines the relevance of most of the central question metaethics done in the 20th century has been interested in. I will not however pursue this question any further here.


� Still, it must be noted, ontological naturalism is not reductionism (Prinz 2007: 8). It...


� The fact that we take science as our best guide to truth about nature doesn’t require us to treat our current scientific understanding as infallible. “It merely invites us to do what good scientific practice itself does in deferring to our present background state of general scientific understanding as the best story we now have about the universe and its furnishings. It is no doubt a flawed, imperfect story still very much in progress, but far more to be trusted than the rival guidance we might seek from theology, say, or the wilder reaches of a more speculative metaphysics as we persist with a philosophical enterprise itself no less fallible and incomplete.” (Lenman 2006.) Naturalism is not accepted as a ‘truth’ about the nature but merely as the most reliable account of nature currently available.


� Moral fictionalism is counted as a form of moral relativism (Wong 2001: 1165-1166; Sayre-McCord 1991: 155, 161).


� They are often labeled strong and weak moral relativism (Wong 1998) but in my opinion radical and moderate describe their essence better.


� This list is partly adopted from Kekes (1993: 12).


� This point is noted by David Archard when he discusses the implications pluralistic conception of morality of John Kekes (Archard 1995: 402).


� For a discussion of thin and thick moralities see Walzer 1994.


� This does not mean that we couldn’t appeal to people’s rational instincts in convincing them morally. Often this is a good strategy and people are quite keen on following their rationality. Still, sometimes people might fail to listen to their rationality and this is enough to show that the connection is not essential.


� In order for this to be possible a certain conception of human nature would have to be sanctified and this of course is not possible under naturalistic metaphysical commitments.


� As a sideswipe it must be noted that the situation is not any better inside the tradition of contemporary meta-ethics which still forms a quite narrow perspective to morality inside the tradition of western philosophy. As Michael Smith (1994: 3) states: "For if one thing becomes clear by reading what philosophers writing in meta-ethics today have to say, it is surely that enormous gulfs exist between them, gulfs so wide that we must wonder whether they are talking about a common subject matter."


� As a naturalistic perspective involves understanding that morality is just a contingent feature of humanity which is also understood contingently this itself could be taken as a proof against the existence of any a priori criteria for morality. Additionally, in denying the possibility of rationalism, human nature and definitional criteria as a priori criteria for morality I answered to the most prominent theses put forward for a priori criteria that I am aware of. I don’t know of any other that could be taken seriously. 
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