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In this dissertation I construct a novel account of moral knowledge and political deliberation that 

challenges the dominant view of moral discourse in IR theory.  Building upon recent work in 

moral theory, social and evolutionary psychology, generative linguistics, and anthropology, I 

argue that some moral norms and ideas are rooted in the innate cognitive and emotional 

structures of the human mind.  When people evaluate the moral qualities of individual actions 

and social institutions or when they deliberate about them in public political discourse, they 

utilize a finite set of cognitive models—models which constitute the universal generative 

grammar of moral and social life.  This view represents a unique challenge to the mainstream 

account of moral discourse in IR theory.  For most IR theorists, moral norms and discursive 

practices are rooted in the prevailing cultural ideas in each particular society, which is a view 

that entails an implicit acceptance of cultural relativism.  The problem with this view is that it 

has a difficult time explaining how certain moral ideas emerge in diverse cultural contexts.  In 

order to defend my account of moral knowledge and deliberation and to show how it increases 

our knowledge of the universal normative basis of international institutions, I show how it allows 

us to account for the similarities and differences in the norms that regulate killing and the 

infliction of physical and mental suffering in the context of armed violence in three distinct 
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cultural schemes: (1) the contemporary international humanitarian regime, (2) the rules of war in 

the law of Islam, and (3) the ethical code of Confucian-influenced societies.  Although I find 

significant differences between each of these cultural schemes, I argue that they provide robust 

support for the theory of moral knowledge and discourse that I put forth in this dissertation.  In 

the end, I argue that in order to fully account for the normative basis of international institutions 

and to explain how certain moral ideas emerge in diverse cultural settings, IR theorists need to be 

more receptive to the idea that some moral norms have their ultimate basis in the universal 

structure of the mind. 
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“Moral Discourse and Moral Cognition: The Cognitive Basis of Civilian Immunity.”  To 

be presented at the American Political Science Association Annual Conference, Seattle, 

WA, September 1-4, 2011. 

 

“Moral Discourse and the Cognitive Foundations of Legal Constraints on the Use of 

Force.”  Paper presented at the Midwest Political Science Association Annual 

Conference, Chicago, IL, March 31-April 3, 2011. 

 

“Liberty and Rights: A Justification of the More than Minimal State.”  Paper Presented at 
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