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Chapter I

Introduction

1.1 Traditional moral philosophy and evolutionary ethics

The questions to think about are hardly recent. What has our knowledge about human

nature or constitution to do with morality? Where may an ethical theory or moral system

look  for  authority?  How  and  why  are  moral  requirements  endorsed?  Does  empirical

wisdom (science) have anything valuable to offer for moral philosophy?

Sincerely and thoroughly addressed, these problems may guide us all through the

subject-matter and the history of ethics. I shall not attempt the Vergilian mission of this

guidance. Instead, I shall attend to these questions with a much more modest ambition. I

hope to introduce, examine and weigh a recently influential and specific branch of moral

inquiry: evolutionary ethics. The purpose of examining evolutionary ethics in this work

is,  therefore,  not  so  much to  pass  ultimate  judgements  on  evolutionary  approaches,  my

main aim will be rather to understand better the fundamental problems of morality

introduced above. Responding to the challenge the evolutionary ethicists’ way of

theorizing poses may thus help us to learn a bit more about ethics itself.

Nor will I claim that evolutionary ethics itself is to be seen as a unified account within

the framework of moral philosophy. It is true that all models of evolutionary ethics rely

crucially on what they hold to be well-established ideas of evolutionary theory proper.

Meanwhile, there are radically different approaches within evolutionary ethics with very

different aims which are to be carefully distinguished. I will argue that some of these

aims are perfectly legitimate and deserve interest and further scrutiny, whereas others are
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less pertinent or tenable. Throughout, however, I shall give most heed to certain problems

discussed by evolutionary ethics which appear to be relevant to central inquiries of moral

philosophy proper. Thus, I suggest that the most important lessons to be learned from

evolutionary approaches bear primarily on the following key issues of moral philosophy.

1.2 Constructed and reconstructed ethics

An ancient dichotomy of ethical theory reflects two fundamental ways of conceiving

morality,  as  we  now  know  it.  One  approach,  most  prominently  associated  with  David

Hume’s work, is to seek to understand morality as an existing phenomenon in human

communities. By contrast, the other, broadly Kantian approach seeks to justify moral

requirements on an a priori basis.

 Needless to say, although these approaches represent two very basic ways of

understanding on what kind of justification moral requirements ought to rest, they do not

by any means exclude the range of available moral theories. I will not discuss in this

work, however, possible connections between evolutionary theory and Aristotelian,

Hegelian, or for that matter neo-Kantian ethics. My reasons for doing so are threefold.

First, the present investigation of evolutionary ethics does by no means seek to cover the

entire history of moral thought as such. This is because I do not primarily seek to provide

a historical overview of evolutionarily-oriented theories of ethics. My main interest is

rather conceptual, namely to explore the compatibility of evolutionary theory with certain

characteristic ways of conceptualizing and justifying the requirements of morality. The

second reason for limiting the scope of this inquiry is that evolutionary ethicists

themselves  commonly  name  either  Kant  or  Hume  as  their  main  points  of  departure  in

moral thought. So while it would certainly be interesting to raise the question whether the
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findings of evolutionary theory can be accommodated with, say, Nietzsche’s conception

of practical philosophy, since to my present knowledge no such attempt has been

undertaken in evolutionary ethics thus far, I will not myself speculate how this might be

done.

 Moreover, the preferences of evolutionary authors in choosing the philosophical

tradition they want to align themselves with are not at all coincidental. This connection

yields the third reason for my limited selection of moral theories to be discussed here. As

will be argued below (I will try to make this rough claim more precise in the second part

of this work), both the Humean and the Kantian approaches move within a theoretical

framework that conceptualizes morality in terms of a reasons vs. desires (sentiments,

inclinations, instincts, etc.) dichotomy. Needless to say, these approaches take a different

stand on how best to view this opposition, how it may be resolved and what follows from

it with respect to the justifiability of moral requirements. But in doing so both approaches

differ from, for instance, a Hegelian understanding of morality with its emphasis on the

essential unity of the human spirit and its rejection of moral individualism (the view that

the individual subject rather than larger entities, such as the family or the state, ought to

be the starting point for any moral system).

It may very well be the case that moral thinkers who think in terms of this dichotomy

will be found to conclude that the dichotomy dissolves in some kind of unity of reasons

and sentiments in humans. But this will be just that, i.e. a conclusion of their

argumentation and not one of its original premises. Now I believe that this holds true for

evolutionary theorists as well. In other words, these authors place themselves within the

“dualistic” framework in which the Humean and Kantian approaches are also located. As

will  be  seen,  they  are  first  and  foremost  interested  in  the  justifiability  of  moral
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requirements against the backdrop of the evolutionary history of humankind. In other

words, they set out to explore what room there is for genuinely moral behaviour given the

scientifically-established evolutionary account of human nature. They will be less

interested, therefore, in moral theories, such as Aristotelian or Hegelian ethics, which – of

course, in highly different ways – all presuppose some kind of unity of moral and non-

moral dispositions and motivations, moral and non-moral behaviour from the very outset,

which deny that there is a fundamental conflict between moral requirements, on the one

hand, and human nature, on the other. By contrast, the Kantian and Humean positions

seem to share the view, whatever their differences may be otherwise, that there is or there

can be such a conflict and that the aim of moral theory lies precisely in resolving it in one

way  or  another.  Having  themselves  embraced  the  same  view,  it  comes  therefore  as  no

surprise that evolutionary ethicists focus mainly on Kant and Hume, irrespective of how

critical they may actually be of them. Consequently, I will also persist in concentrating on

the traditions of moral thought associated with the names of these two philosophers.

More  specifically,  the  Humean  approach  holds  that  it  is  absolutely  crucial  to

understand and describe the workings and mechanisms of the existing institution of

morality as accurately as possible. It is yet another endeavor, undertaken by

representatives of this approach, to attempt to vindicate the findings of this analysis,

whatever they may be. In other words, the task of vindication consists first and foremost

in showing that the presence of a certain moral norm, institution, or requirement is not the

result of pure chance or some arbitrary process. When adopting this approach, one is

encouraged to look for historical and empirical information and to inquire about how the

phenomenon of the existing moral institution has come about. In addition, considerations

about the feasibility or workability of a moral system are also seen as a relevant concern.
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On the other hand, another avenue of moral theorizing seems to be open as well. This

is the one we may call the “constructivist” approach often associated with Kant’s name.

On this view, moral systems are to be justified a priori. It is argued that existing

institutions of morality do not inform or affect the validity of a moral system in any

relevant  way.  No matter  what  description  one  is  to  offer  of  everyday  morality,  or  what

one can learn about human nature, moral judgements are to be justified by reference to a

moral system based on some very general concept concerning the participants in that

system (in Kant, this is reason and the noumenal self; in some evolutionary approaches,

as we shall see, it is cooperation or biological altruism, etc). Historical and empirical

knowledge seems to be of rather limited interest from the viewpoint of the constructivist

account. A lot more depends on the accuracy and the import of definitions about the

subject-matter. (In fact, it is doubtful whether on this account morality is to be treated as

a phenomenon at all.) Feasibility of a justified morality, unless it itself is a normative

requirement, is no immediate concern of the “constructivist” approach.

Unsurprisingly, this basic difference of approach to the morality institution has far

reaching consequences which are also relevant to the present discussion of evolutionary

ethics. The first view, taking ordinary morality as its point of departure (we might call it

the “ordinary morality view”), seems to invite empirical considerations in general, and

evolutionary knowledge in particular to contribute to the work of describing and

specifying its subject-matter. (Whether this descriptive role can be extended or at all

related to the normative domain is a further question, of course). This approach is less

obsessed with offering pure definitions and more interested in explanation.
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By contrast,  the  constructivist  view,  at  first  glance,  seems not  as  well  positioned  for

advancing overarching historical or empirical arguments. Unless it argues directly for the

normative relevance of evolutionary considerations, it does not require such

considerations for support. (To show the difference between the two approaches, one

might suggest that on the constructivist view it is perfectly legitimate to assert that any

given existing moral system, though its participants endorse and regularly act upon its

requirements, has absolutely nothing to do with justified ethics. On the ordinary morality

view, such a conclusion would not be automatically illegitimate, but it would

nevertheless sound rather strange).

1.3 Universalizability and relativism

This should, however, by no means be taken to suggest that the ordinary morality view,

given  its  differential  starting  point,  would  from  the  very  outset  be  less  committed  to

drawing universally valid moral conclusions. Neither of the two approaches is necessarily

limited to local validity. If established, the requirement of universalizability may be met

on either account. True, constructivist theories may strike out on a more direct route.

Thus universalizability does not pose a real difficulty for Kantian accounts, for example.

In Kant’s ethical theory, moral imperatives are by definition valid for all rational beings.

It  follows  that  even  though  the  ordinary  morality  approach  may  have  to  work  more

strenuously to establish and vindicate universalizable principles, nothing in the very

nature of this approach prevents its advocates from doing so. By the same token, it is also

possible  that  a  constructivist  theory  sets  out  to  justify  a  moral  system  of  local  validity

only (e.g. “one should always take one’s family and friends first”).
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At the same time, another eternal issue of moral philosophy, that of relativism –

though related to the question of universalizability, but nevertheless different from it – is

also to be addressed. This is because the fact that there is no in-built hindrance in the

foundations of the ordinary morality view to prevent it from advancing universalizable

principles will not automatically render this view immune to the dangers of relativism. It

is possible that the universalizable principles of a well-described and properly vindicated

ordinary moral system are substantially committed to some kind of limited context. Thus

the ordinary morality view may also claim that a plurality of fundamentally different but

equally feasible and existing moral systems could co-exist even though they yield

discrepant or even conflicting principles. Furthermore, the ordinary morality approach

permits and in fact insists that had human nature turned out to be different, the morality

institution of morality would look very different too. At first sight, the dangers of

relativism appear to be pose less of a difficulty for the constructivist approach to

morality.

Once again, we reach a point here where evolutionary considerations hold out the

promise of a substantial contribution to ethical theory. Assuming for the moment that

evolutionary biology indeed succeeds in tracing a basically unified evolutionary history

of human beings, then moral systems relying on evolutionary biology may reach

conclusions which, although species-specific, are all-inclusively universalizable. Some

may well choose to rest content with so much. These authors would admit (Hume, for

instance, expressly does so) that if human nature had turned out to be radically different

we would and should end up with radically different moral principles. Of course, whether

or not evolutionary theories can live up to their promise is yet to be seen.



Part I, Chapter I: Introduction 12

1.4 Authority and endorsement

When discussing evolutionary ethics, a further issue of central interest is the question

concerning authority and endorsement of moral judgements and principles. Regardless of

what  moral  theorists  think  of  the  status  of  ethics  (objective  or  subjective,  “real”  or

illusory), they are to address the problem why or why not participants in a moral system

take its dictates seriously. On what does a moral system base its putative authority?

Very roughly, there appear to be three sources which moral system may seek to derive

their authority from: first, moral requirements can posit themselves as dictates of reason

(i.e. the requirement obtains as a logical necessity or because there is nothing else to

think, etc). Second, moral requirements can be argued to be especially strongly rooted in

certain basic traits of human beings. In other words, one may try to ground the authority

of moral requirements on certain characteristics of human nature so that anyone endowed

with these sentiments can be expected to endorse them. Third, it is also possible to argue

that the practical or hypothetical consequences of disregarding moral requirements are so

horrendous and threatening that simply this negative prospect prompts participants of the

moral system to follow prescriptions of the given moral system. Obviously, nothing

excludes the combined presence of two or all three of these different sources of authority.

Studying the evolutionary approach to ethics takes us to the very heart of these

matters. Anticipating the details of the background biological stipulations to be discussed

later on, so much can be said already: To apply evolutionary considerations in the moral

discourse one needs to pay very special attention to the fact that moral principles are

action-guiding.1 Evolutionary processes can only exert their impact on behavior which is

systematic in nature. (There are some exceptions to this –  meme-theory is one example –
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but these are always parasitic on standard cases and cannot ultimately work without the

standard cases being already in place).

Consequently, it is crucial for evolutionary ethicists that the authority of moral

requirements  is  such  that  it  should  suffice  for  the  participants  to  endorse  them  and

regularly act in accordance with them. Hence, establishing in an unequivocal manner why

moral principles are regarded as authoritative and why they are endorsed by participants

in the morality institution is a precondition for the validity of any evolutionary ethics.

Some influential theorists take the authority of morality to be more real than morality

itself, claiming that if most people accept this authority and let their actions be guided by

the dictates of morality then this suffices to account for ordinary morality and its

institutions without attributing any genuine objectivity to the moral requirements

themselves.

Beyond this lesson concerning sources of moral authority, evolutionary approaches

have  yet  another  one  to  offer:  One  advantage  they  lay  claim to  is  that  they  are  able  to

account for all three sources of moral authority enumerated above. Most importantly,

evolutionary  ethics  is  in  a  position  to  rely,  in  addition  to  rational  assessment,   on  the

general authority we attribute to the methodology of natural sciences. If it can be shown

that evolutionary ethics incorporates evolutionary sciences in a legitimate manner and

that its conclusions about morality rest on scientific knowledge in relevant ways and meet

scientific standards, then it may be argued that these moral conclusions should be seen as

invested with the same authority as we  usually credit to the hard sciences.

In addition, however, evolutionary theory might offer a substantive explanation of

morally-relevant human sentiments. It has indeed very important things to say about

1 On the action-guidingness of moral concepts and principles, see Williams, 1985, pp. 140-1.
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human nature, the mechanisms underlying it and the universality of human traits. Finally,

evolutionary theory could draw an interesting picture of the state humans would find

themselves in should they choose to disregard morality altogether and abandon patterns

of action guided by moral principles.

1.5 Objectives: three types of evolutionary theories

Having identified the areas of moral theory in which the contribution of evolutionary

ethics is most significant, I would now like to examine the prospects of evolutionary

ethics and the basic objectives of evolutionary theories.

It is important to note that evolutionary accounts can set themselves more or less

ambitious aims. Some evolutionary theories deliberately limit themselves to providing a

description of moral behavior and the moral institutions we have. These constitute the

first group of theories I am going to refer to throughout this work. Although in

comparison to the other two types of evolutionary theories to be discussed below, these

set themselves a relatively less ambitious goal, the relevance of such accounts is not to be

underestimated. For any moral theorist who takes an interest in ordinary morality and

intends to draw normative conclusions on this basis, it is necessary to strive for as precise

a description of his subject-matter as he possibly can. Intuitions, historical knowledge,

psychological, sociological and anthropological understanding and many more are all at

work here, and there is absolutely no reason to think that the results of evolutionary

theory would be less pertinent in this quest.

Furthermore, even these “least ambitious” evolutionary theories, which stop short of

offering normative statements, may well reach conclusions that are relevant to ethics.
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Arguably, the most important such consideration is attained through the evolutionary

account of altruism. Different approaches in evolutionary theory subscribe to different

views with respect to the status and possibility of genuine altruism. All observe, however,

the phenomenon of biological, thus morally unloaded, altruism, even if some fiercely

reject  the  possibility  of  altruism  when  it  is  taken  to  mean  something  similar  to  the

philosophical  notion  of  benevolence.  It  is  true  that  more  work  is  needed  to  decide  this

debate, but the very fact that evolutionary theory succeeds in demonstrating the existence

of dispositions conducive to altruism certainly cannot be ignored by moral theorists.

More ambitious adherents of evolutionary ethics claim that evolutionary approaches

offer  substantial  moral  conclusions  too,  either  with  regard  to  the  status  of  morality

(metaethics) or various normative issues. These theories can pursue the following paths:

Those subscribing to accounts belonging to the second group of evolutionary theories

mentioned  above  start  by  piercing  together  a  picture  of  ordinary  morality  and  then

consider whether anything more than a set of behavioral phenomena can be accounted for

by evolutionary/psychological means. Some claim that this is in fact the case. The moral

conclusion they draw is that their explanation of morality by these means is complete and

there is nothing else to it than the very behavioral patterns described. If so, they claim, all

further talk of objective morality (whatever that might be taken to mean) is superfluous.

Their metaethical conclusion is that though moral behaviour is present, the belief in an

independently justifiable, objective morality is an illusion. Some would also go on to

explain the persistence of this illusion by referring to its role in establishing authority and

thus enhancing morality’s reliable action-guiding function.

On the other hand, not all evolutionary ethicists are so pessimistic. These optimists are

adherents of the third group of evolutionary theories. They will opt for the other
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alternative and advance an actual moral theory constructed on the basis of evolutionary

considerations. In this case, the justification of a moral system itself is based on the

findings of evolutionary theory. More cynically: there are many competing systems of

morality and we have no independent procedure for choosing among them. These

evolutionary  ethicists  say  that  their  complete  uncommittedness  to  any  moral  theory

allows them to prefer the one that offers greater evolutionary advantage, larger chance of

survival and prosperity.

One cannot help responding to this that the alleged uncommittedness is a mere

pretence: their rule of choice is just as much in need of morally-relevant justification than

any other would be. The question is whether such a justification can indeed be offered on

the basis of evolutionary arguments as some theorists appear to claim.

1.6 Evolutionary ethics and science

It has been argued that evolutionary theories can distinguish themselves by relating, in

one way or another, the authority of morality to the authority of scientific methodology.

In other words, irrespective of how evolutionary theorists choose to take sides in the

ordinary morality versus constructed morality debate, they are and must be genuinely

committed to science. Everything that has been said about evolutionary ethics so far

requires that its underlying hypotheses be drawn up on the basis of the scientific findings

produced by evolutionary biology and psychology. As a result, moral conclusions must

also meet scientific standards. Moreover, conflict between morally-relevant ideas may

also be resolved by science (e.g. is altruism genuine?).
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It would seem that the conceptual framework outlined here (the ordinary

morality/constructed morality view combined with scientific commitment) puts

evolutionary ethics in an extremely promising position. It seems to shield evolutionary

approaches to morality efficiently against some standard counters in moral discourse.

As already mentioned, assuming that scientific explanations of moral behavior are

available, it may be comfortably argued that the evolutionary approach is at an advantage

in comparison to possible rivals whose reconstruction of ordinary ethics and human

nature may be more vulnerable to ill-founded stipulations and intuitions. In addition,

possible criticisms of this approach may need to be shown to be scientifically relevant to

be of any weight. In short, if theoretical results are posited as principally confirmable by

science, many hasty counters (which accuse evolutionary theories of incompleteness or

insufficiency)  can  be  squelched.  At  the  very  least,  it  seems  that  the  foundations  of  the

theory are more solid than that of opposing accounts. Even if they appear somewhat

anaemic (insufficient) in comparison with full-bodied moral theories, evolutionary

approaches are at least based on knowledge we can confirm or disconfirm by independent

means. And that is an important comparative advantage over rival accounts.

In addition, evolutionary ethics of the “ordinary morality” persuasion seems just as

much (or little) immune to standard “constructivist” criticisms as any other, non-

evolutionary, theories adopting the ordinary morality view would be, and conversely,

constructivist evolutionary views have the same maneuvering space as their non-

evolutionary constructivist counterparts. In short, while the scientific orientation offers a

powerful advantage over traditional rivals, evolutionary ethics remains free to associate

itself with either the ordinary or constructivist views of morality.
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1.7 Prospectus

In light of the above, I conclude, therefore, that evolutionary ethics may be relevant to a

number of central areas of traditional morality. But have I not painted too rosy a picture

of the prospects of evolutionary ethics? Is the intimate reliance of the evolutionary

approach on some important findings of the hard sciences really invest it with a genuinely

decisive authority, authority which would enable it to arbitrate in age-old discussions of

moral theory? And even more importantly, is the coupling of moral issues with those of

evolutionary biology as pursued by evolutionary ethicists feasible at the first place?

These are the central questions I will seek to answer in the following chapters. To

anticipate: my conclusion will be critical, although I hope not entirely uncharitable, to

evolutionary approaches. I certainly agree that the evolutionary focus on moral behavior

as well as the biological, psychological or game theoretical considerations it offers

teaches us very important lessons about the subject-matter of ethics which are to be

heeded  by  all  serious  students  of  the  subject.  Some of  evolutionary  ethics,  therefore,  is

here to stay.

At the same time, I will argue, on the one hand, that attempted combinations of

“constructivist” ethics and the evolutionary approach are doomed to failure, and that even

the ordinary morality view is less compatible with the evolutionary strategy than it may

appear at first sight. The main reason for this tension is the necessary reductive character

of the scientific stance: it has to strip ordinary morality of some of its most elemental

features in order to obtain the kind of raw material it can handle. And this move is

illegitimate from the viewpoint of ordinary morality view. Ultimately, the institution of

morality cannot be approached in the way pursued by evolutionary ethicists since there is
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something more to be vindicated in morality than the behavioral traits and patterns of the

participants in the morality game. This extra bit is what the moral philosopher is in the

business of establishing and protecting. Or maybe there is no such extra bit, and then the

evolutionary skeptic may well have been right all along together with his counterpart, the

traditional moral skeptic. One thing is certain, however: it is impossible to decide on this

issue,  if  we  strip  the  question  of  all  its  content  from  the  very  outset  by  focusing

exclusively on the limited sphere of scientific examination.

The road ahead, which will ultimately lead me to these conclusions, can be mapped

out as follows: Chapters 2 to 5 of Part I will be devoted to the introduction and critical

discussion of the basic notions of evolutionary biology and evolutionary ethics. In

Chapter 2, I will look at basic concepts of the evolutionary approach as presented in

Darwin’s theory of evolution and subsequent developments of it. At the same time, as the

topic  of  this  work  is  evolutionary  ethics  rather  than  evolutionary  theory  as  such,  I  will

limit myself to those concepts that are indispensable for understanding the conceptual and

scientific framework of the discussion to follow.

Already at this point, however, certain difficulties with the evolutionary approach will

emerge. It will be found that the supposed unity of evolutionary theory with regard to the

interpretation of basic evolutionary mechanism is a mere chimera. In particular, an issue

over  which  evolutionary  theorists  are  divided  is  whether  the  individual  or  rather  the

group should be regarded as the principal level at which evolutionary mechanisms

operate. It will be seen that this issue is of crucial importance with regard to the notion of

altruism, a notion which figures eminently in both evolutionary biological and moral

contexts.
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In fact, Chapter 3 will concentrate for the most part on the problem of altruism,

especially the alleged distinction between “biological” and “psychological” altruism. Is it

true, as some authors to be discussed maintain, that moral altruism is a mere sub-class of

evolutionary altruism comparable to the genetically hard-wired cooperation of ants? A

(negative) answer to this question will only be put forward in subsequent chapters.

Meanwhile, I will show that even the crudest forms of shared human normativity are

difficult to interpret exclusively in terms of “genetic fitness-maximization” as clearly

demonstrated by the phenomenon of psychological altruism. With this concept in hand,

we will have to consider once again the matter concerning the level, individual vs. group,

at which evolutionary mechanisms operate and also take up the problem of cultural

evolution.

Bringing us closer and closer to the institution of morality proper, Chapter 4 will begin

to focus on the question how the findings of evolutionary theory about human behaviour

and motivation can be applied to moral issues. This will involve a reconstruction of the

evolutionary ethicists’ views concerning the status of morality. I will focus on three main

accounts of evolutionary ethics: First, Michael Ruse’s radical view that evolutionary

theory is an entirely sufficient explanation of why human beings have come to entertain

morally-relevant beliefs. If so, then applying Occam’s razor, it can be shown that

objectivity of morality is a mere illusion and as such in essence merely a dispensable

means of regulating human cooperation. Incidentally, it follows from this that Ruse’s

model is an example of the moderately ambitious approach in evolutionary ethics (see the

second group of theories discussed in Section 1.5 above), the one which holds that

evolutionary theories offer conclusions directly pertinent to morality, but which deny

(unlike the optimists) that the findings of evolutionary theory can be used in an
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immediate fashion to justify a given system of moral requirements. By contrast, Robert J.

Richards, a representative of the second evolutionary ethical approach to be discussed in

this chapter, does believe in the validity of such direct justifications. As Richards is an

adherent of moral constructivism, my criticisms of his arguments to this effect will

foreshadow  the  conclusion  that  evolutionary  theories  (if  at  all)  tend  to  go  along  better

with  the  ordinary  morality  view.  Finally,  I  will  consider  a  less  radical  version  of  the

combination of evolutionary ethics and moral constructivism as proposed by William

Rottschaeffer and David Martinsen. They argue that it is only a necessary condition of

cultural human values to be in accordance with mechanisms ensuring human survival and

reproduction, but that none of these values can be justified exclusively by reference to

these mechanisms. Since, however, Richards as well as Rottschaeffer and Martinsen

insist that evolutionary findings can justify moral requirements their proposals can be

classified as belonging to the group of the most ambitious evolutionary ethical theories

(cf.  Section 1.5 above).  The second part  of this chapter will  undertake a comparison of

these three accounts: first, by considering their differential responses to the objection that

evolutionary ethics commits the naturalistic fallacy, and second, by attending to the

internal polemics of these authors, i.e. to the way they see rival models and respond to

each other’s criticisms.

Chapter 5, the most important chapter in Part I, will face the challenges these

evolutionary theories appear to pose for traditional morality. It will be argued that many

of these challenges can be met more or less easily and that, therefore, traditional

“moralists” have less reason to fear the evolutionary approach than it may have appeared

at first sight. The counter-arguments against this approach are nevertheless not of equal

weight and do not concern all evolutionary models to the same extent. The first
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“traditionalist” objection against the evolutionary approach I will review is the objection

from transparency. This argument, primarily targeted at Ruse’s account, insists that once

morality has been revealed to be a collective illusion of mankind, it will cease to

effectively coordinate interpersonal human behaviour. I do not think that Ruse’s defense

against this argument is particularly convincing, but I do maintain that it certainly should

not be seen as a fatal objection to the evolutionary approach as such (also, but not only,

because neither Richards nor Rotschaeffer and Martinsen deny the objectivity of ethics).

There  is  also  a  different,  particularized  version  of  the  objection  from transparency.  I

will  call  this  the epistemic objection. It holds that if evolutionary mechanisms fully

explain why we come to have certain beliefs, then our belief in the truth of evolutionary

theory is pre-determined as well and that, as a consequence, we are not in a position to

decide whether that particular theory is true or not. This specific argument strikes one as

somewhat cheap, or at least so will I claim, but its relevance lies in its being related to a

more general problem addressed by the objection from complexity. This criticism is very

common and it is more than useful in highlighting both the advantages and disadvantages

of the evolutionary ethical approach advantages and disadvantages which are due to the

strict reliance of this approach on the methodology and results of the hard sciences (see

Section 1.6 above). In short, the criticism is that the phenomena constituting the core of

the institution of morality (or that of other human institutions for that matter) are much

too complex to be described by exaggeratedly simplifying references to evolutionary

mechanisms. Now I will concede that evolutionary as it stands today offers us too little to

account for the complex working of this institution. I will also argue that Ruse’s

reversibility thesis, i.e. that there is no substantial or qualitative difference between

biological altruism, on the one hand, and moral altruism, on the other, is to be rejected.
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At the same time, no scientific evidence has come up yet which would have shown the

basic tenets of evolutionary theory to be false or would have even so much as questioned

these tenets. In fact, evolutionary biology has been remarkably successful in explaining

some aspects of human behaviour.

This is not to say that hyperselectionism, i.e. the view that every (phenotypic) human

trait can be causally explained in terms of evolutionary mechanisms, is also acceptable.

In addition, evolutionary theorists encounter grave difficulties when trying to account for

what seems to be the independent and certainly highly significant impact of culture on

human evolution. Hence, Chapter 5 will conclude, although the ways in which

evolutionary mechanisms determine human behaviour and coordinated interactions still

remain  to  a  large  extent  unaccounted  for,  we  have  at  this  point  no  reason  to  doubt  the

scientific authority of the foundations of evolutionary approaches.

Nor should, however, critics of evolutionary ethics despair at this point. We can

certainly dismiss the claim that evolutionary ethics is an all-powerful, all-explaining,

scientifically validated and unified theory. It is not. Moreover, we have still not addressed

some of the most important arguments against importing the findings of evolutionary

theory into the moral domain. This is what I would like to do in Part II.

In Chapters 6-8 of Part II, we leave the realm of the hard sciences altogether and enter

the terrain of the traditional moralists carrying over that part of the evolutionary approach

that has survived the critical scrutiny undertaken in Part I. It is in this Part II that I will

address those, not easily dismissable, objections against the evolutionary approach which

are not concerned with how well-established evolutionary ethics may be from a scientific

viewpoint, but rather question the moral conclusions of this approach within the domain

of traditional morality as such.
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Thus  in  Chapter  6  of  Part  II,  I  will  try  to  demonstrate  the  relevance  of  evolutionary

ethical approaches to traditional issues of morality by looking at the ways in which Hume

and Kant, usually seen as the most authoritative representatives of the ordinary and

constructivist  morality  views  respectively,  anticipate  many  of  the  foremost  concerns  of

evolutionary ethics. The interest of this chapter is not primarily historical. I believe that

important similarities can be established between the broadly Kantian and Humean

approaches. Most importantly, it seems that Hume and Kant share the conviction that a

pre-condition for a meaningful moral discussion as such is to establish some kind of

uniformity among the subjects of morality. It is here that evolutionary ethics may be seen

to play a crucially important role, I will argue, namely in spelling out what precisely the

uniformity of human beings consists in and how far this uniformity extends. With this

analysis in hand we may also see why the ordinary morality view seems ultimately better

suited to accommodating the findings of the evolutionary approach.

This chapter, however, will also detect serious shortcomings in some of the direct

moral conclusions reached by evolutionary ethicists. It is entirely illegitimate, I contend,

for evolutionary ethical accounts to begin “correcting” traditional ethical theories – as for

instance Michael Ruse purports to do – before carefully establishing what these theories

are about and before establishing that their subject-matter is the same as that of

evolutionary ethics. The failure to do so leads to the excessively and unacceptably

simplistic  conclusions  of  some  evolutionary  accounts  with  regard  to  central  tenets  of

moral philosophy, which conclusions render central ethical claims of these evolutionary

accounts quite unpersuasive. If biology is nevertheless relevant to ethics, then it is

precisely by defining and circumscribing the uniformity of human nature (thus,
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indirectly, the constituency of moral subjects) which both Humean and Kantian accounts

prescribe to as the necessary presupposition of any tenable moral system.

How  this  may  be  done  will  be  elaborated  in  the  last  two  chapters  of  this  work.  In

Chapter  7,  I  will  focus  on  two ethical  theories  which  contain  important  suggestions  on

this topic. One of these, advanced by Allan Gibbard, crucially relies on the findings of

evolutionary biology and expressly seeks to integrate these findings into his

reformulation of the ordinary morality view. My reception of this theory will be a mixed

one: the reduction of  the  institution  of  morality  to  behavioral  patterns  as  attempted  by

Gibbard in his “norm-expressivistic analysis” is not, I believe, ultimately feasible. I will

agree, however, with his weaker claim, a claim also put forward by John Mackie, author

of the second ethical theory to be analyzed in this chapter, that the findings produced by

the evolutionary approach ought to be regarded as constraints on the plausibility of moral

theories. Also, as Mackie adds (I believe rightly), the evolutionary approach may be more

than helpful in explaining how we have come to our morality institution the way we have

it and participate in it today.

I will try to provide further support in favour of this tentative conclusion about the

prospects of evolutionary theories in Chapter 8. I will seek to demonstrate how in fact the

evolutionary approach may point out valid constraints on moral systems by concentrating

on universalizability, a central ethical notion. My reasons for paying special attention to

this concept are two-fold: first, universalizability appears to mark a crucial point of

disagreement between broadly conceived Humean and Kantian positions in morality.

Second, the importance moral thinkers attach to the problem of universalizability

interestingly correlates with the focus of evolutionary theory on human uniformity.
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I will end this chapter by emphasizing once again that while the evolutionary approach

may provide valuable input into moral theory with regard to the problem of

universalizability as well it should not be relied on directly in order to settle metaethical

or first-order normative issues.
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Chapter II

Basic Concepts of Evolutionary Theory

In this chapter, I am going to explore the foundations of Darwin’s theory of evolution by

natural selection. Since a significant part of the debate to follow concerns the relevance

of this very theory to ethics and human morality, it will be crucial to expound the basic

concepts of evolution by natural selection. I shall start by those concepts that are meant to

describe the evolutionary processes for all living beings. Only then shall I enter into the

discussion of ideas about human evolution that are of course more directly relevant to the

purposes of this thesis.

2.1 Heredity

Evolution, to put it very crudely, is the process by which different species come into

being. It is, in this crude form, an explanation intended to oust any rival account of the

biological world as it is. (The best known historic alternative is creationism which

presupposes the presence of God and takes earthly species as his creatures.) To put it

slightly less crudely, evolution is the process that shows us why the innumerable different

species with their infinite characteristics are present in today’s world and how they came

to be there. Finally, seeking greater refinement one may say that evolution is the story of

changes of all the genes of (human) beings. But in order to understand the complicated

concepts of “gene” and “gene-pool”, the clear meaning of “heredity” needs to be

established first.
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An adequate theory of evolution2 must  account  for  the  appearance  of  new  forms  of

life, starting from the simplest form of existence in the hypothesised “primeval soup”

(molecules of simple raw materials like water, carbon dioxide, methane and ammonia).

Under the influence of energy inputs, these molecules were able to change into more

complicated ones. “At some point a particularly remarkable molecule was formed by

accident. … [I]t had the extraordinary property of being able to create copies of itself.”

(Dawkins, 1989, p. 15)

By  virtue  of  this  marvellous  property,  these  molecules  (Dawkins  calls  them

“replicators”) soon3 became more frequent than did others that lacked the ability to copy

themselves. This process of copying was not perfect, and mistakes resulted in slightly

different replicators that went on copying themselves. Soon enough, the primeval soup

became full of different replicators. From then on, the chance of a given type of a

replicator becoming a frequent ingredient of the soup depended on three factors. First, on

its longevity: the more time there is for it to copy oneself the more copies are made.

Second, the speed of replication, i.e. fecundity: the more copies are made under a given

time-period the more copies you get. And third, less obviously, is the accuracy of

replication. “If molecules of type X and type Y last the same length of time and replicate

at the same rate, but X produces a mistake on average every tenth replication while Y

makes a mistake only every hundredth replication, Y will obviously become more

2 In  the  following  introduction  I  will  rely  on  the  works  of  biologists  such  as  Richard  Dawkins,  Mark
Ridley, Lewis Petrinovich and Robert Wright. Since some of these authors do also take sides in the debate
on evolutionary ethics, I will be careful to follow them in this chapter only up to the point where they lay
the groundwork of standard evolutionary theory. They do so of course in order to develop their specific
arguments in the debate, but these arguments themselves will only be taken up, if at all, in subsequent
chapters.
3 “Soon”, “rapidly”, “slowly”, and other adverbs that have something to do with time should be thought of
here in the context of evolutionary time, i.e. as millions and millions of years.
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numerous. The X contingent in the population loses not only the errant ‘children’

themselves, but also all their descendants.” (Dawkins, 1989, p. 17).

To carry on with this picturesque language of Dawkins, the primeval soup could not

support all the different varieties of replicating molecules in it. Those that were less

favoured went extinct. This resulted in a never-ceasing competition among the variants,

and the competition took place in a way that reflected the overall longevity-fecundity-

copying fidelity of each competitor. Eventually, in the course of this “struggle for

survival” replicators started to attack each other (breaking up molecules of rival varieties

chemically) and in response, defended themselves (building chemical shields). As

Dawkins puts it, “[t]he replicators that survived were the ones that built survival

machines for themselves to live in.” (Dawkins, 1989, p.19) These survival machines

gradually became larger and larger, more and more complex. This resulted in a few

hundred million years in their being lodged in different bodies of different individuals in

different species.

The process so described in which replicators copy themselves from one generation to

another is the basis of evolution and is called heredity. The role “replicators” played in

the above story is that of “genes” (let us say  with Dawkins  that a gene is “a replicator of

high copying-fidelity”). In the relevant cases of “survival machines”, the genes are

factors  that  control  the  numerous  characteristics  of  the  body (traits)  and  the  copying  of

genes that takes place in the process of reproduction.  Before defining what the concept

of gene means it is best to explain what its proper role is in the process of heredity. In this

process, each characteristic of an individual (height, eye-colour, etc.) is controlled by two

factors (a pair of genes). “[W]hen an individual reproduces it makes gametes …(sperms

and eggs in animals). Each gamete contains only one of the pair of genes. Reproduction



Part I, Chapter II: Basic Concepts 30

takes place by the fusion of the gametes of two individuals.” (Ridley, 1985, p. 16)

Gregor Mendel discovered the laws of heredity that explain how a given trait is defined

by this process. These laws tell why for example a trait for which the corresponding two

gametes oppose each other (one is for blue eyes, say, the other for brown) takes one or

the other way to go (dominance).

The details are not crucial for the purposes of our work and will not be discussed here.

Heredity’s implications for evolution are essential, however. There are four main

implications: “heredity is particulate rather than blending; it does not produce any

consistent change between generations; it is statistical rather than simply deterministic;

and what a parent hands on to the next generation is determined only by what it had itself

inherited – traits acquired within a generation are not inherited.” (Ridley, 1985, p. 18)

Thus, with particulate inheritance, variants are conserved, and instead of heading for one

universal gene for any one trait, evolution prefers many kinds of genes. Also, inheritance

being statistical, “[t]he chance that a gene will be sampled is almost independent of its

previous good or bad fortune; its chance is always equal to its proportion in the gamete

pool.” (Ridley, 1985, p. 21)

The most puzzling implication of heredity is that it rules out the inheritance of

acquired characters. How then do new, and heritable, traits appear? In Dawkins’s

account, when replicators copied themselves, mistakes happened: the new replicator was

not the perfect copy of the original one. In scientific language, these mistakes are called

mutations.  Mutations  are  “physical  changes  in  genes,  which  alter  the  gene’s  effect.”

(Ridley, 1985, p. 23) These changes are therefore inheritable and will be inherited by the

offspring of the mutated individual, provide the mutation does not fatally influence the

individual’s chance of survival (at least not before it reproduces). The other source of
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novel traits appearing in the course of evolution is recombination, i.e. the recombining of

previously existing genes. “When the whole set of genes is passed on to the next

generation, different genes may either be inherited independently, or they may be

inherited as a unit. … Whether or not different genes are inherited independently depends

on whether they are on the same chromosome. The chromosomes are the molecular

structures that carry the genes: as chromosomes are passed from the parent into its

gametes, the hereditary information is carried on them. … If the genes controlling two

different traits (say size and colour) are on different chromosomes, they will be inherited

independently. But if two traits are on the same chromosome they tend to be inherited as

a unit. Recombination produces new kinds of organism by breaking up linked set of

genes” (Ridley, 1985, p. 24).

Heredity can thus account for changes in evolution. These changes, however, are

much too randomly distributed so that a directed evolutionary process alone could

explain them. Some other mechanism is needed.

2.2 Natural selection

The reason why heredity on its own is insufficient to explain evolution is obvious: traits

of  individuals  and  species  are  not  merely  different  from each  other.  They  are  also  well

designed for life. In different environments, different traits are proving serviceable in the

struggle for survival. Elephants should be rather happy with their long trunk, but cats

would probably hate to have something like that. Laws of heredity tell how genes for

trunks might appear but do not automatically “equip” elephants with trunks. Heredity

must be linked with “adaptation”, meaning good design for life. Now the problem of the
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mechanism of evolution is this: a theory is needed that explain both adaptation and fits

the Mendelian laws of heredity. This theory is the theory of natural selection.

It has been already explained why for evolution to result it is necessary to have

different heritable traits. Differential survival is also a necessary condition, inasmuch as it

results in differential reproduction. “The different types must be genetically different and

they must reproduce at different rates; there must then automatically be an evolutionary

increase in the frequency of the type that reproduces more.” (Ridley, 1985, p. 29.)

All this points in the same direction as Darwin’s so-called “Malthusian argument”:

“organisms produce more offspring than can survive: most of them die before maturity.

The result is a perpetual struggle for existence. Any heritable improvement in any trait

will therefore increase in frequency in the population. Natural selection is constantly at

work on all the properties of an organism” (Ridley, 1985, p. 29).

Natural selection, explaining adaptation and fitting the laws of heredity also “acts as a

directing  process  of  evolution,  which  drives  evolution  towards  adapted  states”  (Ridley,

1985, p. 31).

It is now possible to give a proper account of the “gene” that has been postponed so far.

The gene is the unit of natural selection, i.e.: gene is the level at which natural selection

acts, or so neo-Darwinism asserts. It is the frequency of genes that is most directly altered

by natural selection. Frequencies, naturally, change at all levels. But, as G.C. Williams

and Richard Dawkins pointed out, it is the gene that drives all the rest. It is because “the

unit of selection must not merely be a part of the mechanism of inheritance, it must itself

be inherited in identical form from generation to generation. It must be stable enough
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through evolutionary time” (Ridley, 1985, p. 46). Only genes meet these requirements:

apart from very rare mutations, they travel unchanged through time.

An individual has heritable, genetic attributes for all the traits it has. The totality of

these genetic attributes is called the genotype. The genotype thus determines the physical

appearance of the individual, or, in biological terms, its phenotype. “The phenotype is the

physical expression of the genotype, and it will be influenced by other factors (such as

nutrition, climate, pollutants) than the purely genetic. It should also be emphasized that

natural selection acts on the phenotype, but that the effects of selection are transmitted

(inherited) through the underlying genotype” (Petrinovich, 1998, p. 46).

The fact that factors beyond the genetic attributes also influence the phenotype ensures

adaptation. It depends on the characteristics of a given environment whether certain

individual  traits  are  useful  or  not.  “These[…]  factors  influence  the  course  of  evolution

through their effect on the differential survival rate of differing phenotypes; they provide

the selection pressures” (Petrinovich, 1998, p. 48).

Evolution thus works in two steps: first, it produces individuals with different

characteristics and traits (phenotypes) and then, through natural selection, it keeps those

variants that are well adapted. This way, those genes that are responsible for the traits that

are kept in natural selection become more frequent in the gene-pool (that contains all the

genes that are present in any individual of a species). These “successful” genes will

obviously have a better chance to pass through to the subsequent generations.

Variation is essential for evolution, as was just shown. Variation provides the forms

and natural selection determines which forms are in fact well designed for their given

environment. Adaptation can only result if there are many different variants to choose
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form.  Also,  variation  is  crucial  when  the  environment  of  a  species  change  rapidly  and

considerably. If those individuals that are close to the norm should become incapable of

survival, those variants will be preferred that are significantly different.

Heredity, natural selection and variation are necessary and sufficient for evolution to

take place. In the remaining part of this chapter I shall introduce further concepts of

evolutionary biology that are more directly relevant for the purposes of evolutionary

ethics.

2.3 Genetic and inclusive fitness, group and kin selection, evolutionary stable strategies

Some theorists are reluctant to use the technical term ‘genetic fitness’ either because of

its unjustified connection with the ordinary use of ‘fitness’ or also because it is too easily

taken to suggest that individuals are the units of selection (cf. Dawkins, 1989, p. 137). Its

proper usage in the post-Darwinian discussion is this: “Genetic fitness: The contribution

to the next generation of one genetically distinct kind of organism relative to the

contributions of other genetically distinct kinds belonging to the same population”

(Glossary, Wilson, 1975). In other words genetic fitness refers to the probability of the

survival and reproduction of the kind of individual with its particular genotype.

Now talking cautiously merely about genes, however proper it may be, soon becomes

boring. It is boring because ascribing fitness to different genotypes does not say anything

about the reason for a particular genotype’s having a particular fitness. For limiting the

discussion to genotypes will not (or will only in a very complicated manner) say anything

about the matching phenotypes and its interactions with the environment. So most of the

time it is both easier and more interesting to talk about individual organisms and their

traits, keeping in mind that deep down the story is always about genes. So when we say
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that this or that trait renders bigger fitness to individuals who have them than to those

who lack them in the population we really mean that the gene (or gene-complex)

responsible for the trait  is  likely to become more frequent in the gene-pool of the given

population.

In  certain  cases  however,  even  the  extension  of  the  discussion  from the  level  of  the

gene to that of the individual is inadequate. Some individual behaviours or traits “seem to

reduce the fitness of the individual but they increase the chance of survival of the group

to which the individual belongs” (Maynard Smith, 1980, p. 23). Biologists often invoke

the example of the individual bee attacking an intruder and thus dying for the hive.

Is it then possible to jump now to the level of the group? Are we justified in describing

the group as the unit of selection? If groups were the unit of selection that would mean

that those groups whose members were ready to sacrifice themselves for the interests of

the group would do better than rival groups with more selfish members. But this would

also require that selfless individuals should prevail over selfish ones within the first

group. But this is difficult to imagine: “if there is just one selfish rebel, prepared to

exploit the altruism of the rest, then he, by definition, is more likely than they to survive

and have children. Each of these children will tend to inherit his selfish traits” (Dawkins,

1989, pp. 7-8). Disregarding the crucial possible alternative, that in the human case

individuals may be neither completely selfish, nor altogether selfless, for Dawkins this

shows that we could use legitimately the concept of group-selection only in situations

where it does not conflict with individual (or gene-) selection. In those cases however, we

don’t really need it. This gives reason to abandon the idea of group selection for a while,
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though we shall re-enter the debate at a later stage of this discussion (see Sections 3.3, 6.4

below.)

The concept we turn to instead is that of kin selection. It fits easily the condition of not

contradicting the dictum of the gene (or the individual). “Suppose a gene A causes an

individual that carries it to perform an act A, with the effect of reducing the fitness of the

individual but increasing the fitness of some of its relatives. The result of performing the

act A may be to increase the frequency of the gene A in the future, because relatives of

the individual may also carry copies of gene A” (Maynard Smith, 1980, p. 23).

The concept of kin selection is paired with that of “inclusive fitness”. How much the

frequency of the gene in question is expected to grow (or shrink) as the consequence of

the individual act is expressed in terms of inclusive fitness. It is clear that the most

important question in kin selection is the level of relatedness between the fitness-reducing

individual and the one (or ones) who gains from the act. A parent shares half of her genes

with her offspring, so does a brother and a sister. A grand-parent shares 25% of her genes

with  her  grand-children,  and  so  forth.  The  probability  that  a  self-sacrificing  act  will

enhance the frequency, in a future population, of the genes of the actor is higher the

closer the relation is and the more of her relatives are concerned. Thus, kin selection and

inclusive fitness can account for acts that are not directly self-centred in any species.

However, this account is valid only to the extent that the beneficiaries of the selfless act

are related to the actor and share her genes. Kin selection tells us to expect the

willingness for self-sacrifice to fade away as the distance increases from close relatives.

When describing kin selection, I have mentioned a crucial phenotypic characteristic of

any living individual: action. There is no need to employ ourselves in trying to give a

precise definition of what action means in this context: it has nothing theoretical or
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philosophical about it. I use action in its ordinary meaning. Action is crucial because

natural selection favours certain behavioural traits in certain environments and suppresses

others. A rabbit that runs fast and in an unpredictable manner will have a better chance to

escape from predators than a slower fellow-rabbit. Hence, the phenotypic trait of running

fast  and strangely is  selected for.  At the same token, genes that are responsible for this

trait will become more frequent in the gene-pool. Obviously, the rabbit-chasing predator

is now better to be quick – even quicker than its prey. And this is what natural selection

ensures. But rabbits do not merely interact with their predators. Just as importantly they

behave towards their fellow-rabbits as well.

Preferring group selection over individual selection means that we need to determine

how those rabbits that are good enough at escaping predators act within their population

to gain evolutionary advantage. By virtue of individual selection, the members of a

population are expected to be in deadly competition: for territory, for mate, for a position

in the hierarchy. These contests, however, “are often settled conventionally, without

escalation of physical violence […It has long been a puzzle] how such conventional

behaviour could have evolved. Clearly, it is an advantage for the group, since it reduces

the frequency of injury, but group selection explanations are suspect” (Maynard Smith,

1980, 24). This is where game theoretical ideas enter the picture. The problem is that we

need to say something about the population but all we have is individual selection to refer

to. Suppose that the actions of each individual in the group reflects some strategy. Some

of  these  strategies  prove  to  be  successful,  their  alternatives  less  so.  Provided  that  these

strategies – as phenotypic traits – have some genetic component, successful individual

strategies will spread within the population faster than their unsuccessful alternatives. In

this way, “evolution by natural selection will drive the population to an “evolutionary
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stable  strategy”,  or  ESS.  An  ESS  has  the  property  that  if  almost  all  the  members  of  a

population adopt it, their (individual) fitness is greater than that of any “mutant”

individual adopting a different strategy”4 (Maynard Smith, 1980, p. 25).

2.4 TIT for TAT and reciprocal altruism

Suppose that in some population there are individuals who follow this strategy: always

co-operate with other members of the group! In an often-quoted example, some birds

need fellow birds to clean them from parasites which they cannot reach themselves. Were

unconditional co-operation be the only available strategy present in the population, things

would work splendidly. All members would get all the help they need, all the time. But

let us now suppose that an alternative strategy appears: some individuals always accept

the help of others, but they never help anyone. This selfish group will flourish. In game

theoretical terms, the payoff of being a cheater is bigger than that of being a co-operator

for in that case the gain of being helped is not reduced by the cost of helping somebody

else. Thus, the strategy of unconditional co-operation is not evolutionary stable: it can be

replaced by the strategy of cheating.

While cheaters will become numerous, the proportion of co-operators will rapidly

diminish  in  this  population.  In  the  course  of  time,  the  cheater  strategy  will  become not

merely dominant but exclusive. Cheating seems to be an evolutionary stable strategy, and

it surely is one in comparison with steadfast co-operation. But, to return to the example of

birds and parasites, in a population of out-and-out cheater birds, no bird will be cleaned

from parasites in the places where no bird can manage it on its own (say, on the top of a

4 Though this level of elaboration of the concept of an evolutionary stable strategy will suffice for the aims
of this work, a note of caution may be in place. ESS is different in different games or situations; thus
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bird’s head). Thus even if cheating is an evolutionary stable strategy, it is still dangerous.

By winning the in-group battle against co-operators, cheaters may well lose the war

against parasites. As a result, the population may go extinct. This sad consequence,

however, says nothing about the winning strategy of cheating itself that could only be

selected against under the conditions of group-selection that have already been rejected

(at least for the time being…) Still, the common-sense implication is that since

individuals and their genes are also endangered by such a strategy, natural selection must

have  chosen  something  else,  if  there  was  anything  else  to  choose  apart  from

unconditional co-operation.

So what other strategies may have been available? Let us now imagine that in some

way or other, a few individuals in the same population begin to pursue a different

strategy. At their first encounter with a stranger, they opt for a co-operative move. In our

reality-based example, they clean their partner from parasites. From then on, they do

exactly the same as the partner does. If the partner co-operates, they will go on co-

operating. If the partner fails to counter the favour, they will stop co-operating as well.

The telling name of this strategy is TIT for TAT. Now one cannot tell a TIT for TATer

from a steadfast co-operator as long as only these two strategies interact. However, while

the ever-co-operating strategy loses a lot when interacting with a cheater, the TIT for

TATer  cuts  these  losses  short  by  ceasing  to  co-operate  after  the  first  sign  of  being

cheated. The TIT for TATer therefore loses against the cheater, but its loss is largely

compensated by the advantages of co-operation either with the unconditional co-operator,

or with a fellow TIT for TATer.

reference to it is to explain different courses of actions in different games.
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Meanwhile,  as  far  as  the  TIT  for  TAT  strategy  is  concerned,  one  swallow  does  not

make a summer. Because of the initial losses it produces, the TIT for TAT strategy is

doomed to fail in a population where cheating is the dominant strategy. Should a

sufficient  proportion  of  TIT  for  TATers  be  present  however,  this  strategy  is  able  to

overtake the dominant role from cheating. What is required is that TIT for TATers must

meet a fellow TIT for TATer or a co-operator often enough to gain compensation for

their losses against cheaters.5

The above game-theoretical description of these evolutionary processes was based on the

concept of “reciprocal altruism”, introduced by George Williams and Robert Trivers.

“Altruism” in evolutionary context is defined as some behaviour that reduces the actor’s

inclusive fitness and increases that of the beneficiary of the act. Williams stressed in his

paper written in 1966 that “it is necessary that help to others be occasionally reciprocated

if it is to be favoured by natural selection” (quoted in Wright, 1994.) In 1971, Trivers

carried on this line of thought by combining the evolutionary concept with the game

theoretical model of the prisoner’s dilemma (PD). He conceived of in-group competition

among individuals as a PD situation in which pairs compete for genetic advantage.

Game theory demonstrates that in single PD games non-co-operation (which amounts

to cheating in evolutionary contexts) will be the dominant strategy (the outcome of which

is  not  Pareto-optimal).  This  however,  changes  to  co-operation  if  the  PD  is  iterated:

repeated again and again ad infinitum. “The logic that would lead to co-operation in an

iterated prisoner’s dilemma is fairly precisely the logic that would lead to reciprocal

5 Once again, further elaboration may be required when applying strict game-theoretical models in this
context. TIT for TAT may be simply described as a strategy for starting with co-operation and then, in each
round, doing what the partner did in the previous one. Thus, it could be difficult to define a “group” of
players in the evolutionary context. Capacities of recognition and memory would play a crucial role here.
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altruism in nature. The essence of that logic is non-zero-sumness” (Wright, 1994, pp.

189-209). If some animal has food that is plenty for it and gives a small proportion of it

to another that has not eaten for days, the giver’s loss will not equal the recipient’s gain.

“One animal’s surplus item can be another animal’s rare and precious good” (ibid.).6 In

this kind of – reciprocal – co-operation both players can be better off.

Non-zero-sumness exerts, therefore, pressure on group members to tend towards

reciprocal altruism. It is insufficient, however, to produce co-operation on its own.

“Whether non-zero-sumness actually fuels the evolution of reciprocal altruism depends

heavily on the prevailing social environment” (ibid). As we have seen, in the population

of steadfast co-operators, a cheater may start a process that would end with cheating

becoming the dominant strategy.

This is where the advantages of TIT for TAT enter the picture. In the late 1970s,

Robert Axelrod devised a computer-programme to test the success of different PD

strategies against each other. And it was the Canadian game theorist Anatol Rapoport

who suggested TIT for TAT for trial. I have introduced this strategy’s impressive results

above.

The last question now is how TIT for TAT could evolve? The appearance of it in the

form of some mutation is rather probable on account of its being quite simple. The main

reason for its rapid spreading is, of course, that it is an evolutionary stable strategy: “[t]he

more TIT for TATs are, the more successful TIT for TAT is” (ibid.). (It should be noted,

however, that spreading itself cannot be explained by recourse to the concept of

evolutionary stable strategy since the latter refers to a state rather than a process.)

6 Wright here seems to mix up game-theoretical concepts slightly.  It is simply untrue that the essence of
the iterated prisoner’s dilemma’s “logic” is non-zero-sumness. In fact he should talk about a very special
PD that is both iterated infinitely and also is a non-zero-sum game. Neither on its own would yield the
result he hopes the model yields. Together, though, these two characteristics may work in this way.



Part I, Chapter II: Basic Concepts 42

In  any  case,  the  advantages  of  reciprocal  altruism  are  now  clear.  Still,  the  problem

remains that TIT for TATers should constitute a big enough proportion of the population

to  win  over  cheaters.  So  how did  reciprocal  altruism start  in  the  first  place?  “The  most

appealing answer is one suggested by Hamilton and Axelrod: kin selection gave

reciprocal altruism a subtle boost. “Kin selection can favor any gene that raises the

precision  with  which  altruism  flows  toward  relatives”  (ibid).  It  is  not  all  that  easy,

however, to know who is a relative and who is not. There are, of course, telling cues. For

example, a young ape can make a pretty good guess about another being its sibling, if it

sees that the other is regularly breast-fed by its mother. But it is much more difficult the

other way round: the younger sibling missed the opportunity to identify an elder brother

or sister that way.

What cues are left for it then? “One cue is altruism itself. Once genes directing

altruism toward sucklers had taken hold by benefiting younger siblings, genes directing

altruism toward altruists would benefit older siblings. These genes – reciprocal altruism

genes  –  would  thus  spread,  at  first  via  kin  selection”  (ibid.).  Now  it  is  very  likely  that

individuals sometimes err in the identification of relatives and they benefit group-

members that do not in fact share their genes. In this way reciprocal altruism goes beyond

the limits of the family at least some of the time. If this happens often enough, the TIT for

TAT mechanism can start and reciprocal altruist can become the dominant strategy in the

population. (A similar, but more elegant or philosophical solution is suggested by John

Mackie, 1985c. See Section 7.7)

There is another factor ensuring the evolution of reciprocal altruism: the affective side

of the story “Kin selection probably paved the way for reciprocal altruism genes in a

second way too: by placing handy psychological agents at their disposal. Long before our
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ancestors were reciprocal altruists, they were capable of familial affection and generosity,

of trust (in kin) and of guilt (a reminder not to mistreat kin)” (ibid).

I will, therefore, now turn to the question how the evolutionary approach seeks to

describe the relevance and character of emotions and some other psychological attitudes.

As will be seen later on, this description will have important implications for the

evolutionary understanding of morality as well.

2.5 Emotions

The above findings of evolutionary biology are not meant to describe exclusively human

characteristics. The scope of reciprocal altruism includes the behavioral patterns of other

species  as  well.  Also,  the  mechanism is  not  based  on  a  rational  calculus  carried  out  by

each individual in order to ensure maximally possible genetic proliferation. On the

contrary, like everything in the theory of natural selection, the notion of reciprocal

altruism is only intended to capture how a certain mechanism governing the interactions

among members of some species has become statistically significant in the course of

evolution. If the above analysis of the TIT for TAT strategy is correct, then it can be

predicted that genes (or gene-complexes, or their interaction) controlling (or influencing)

interaction with other members of the population become more frequent in the gene-pool

when they support the TIT for TAT strategy. Game theory gave the reason why this is so.

It is crucially important, however, to see that in complex organisms certain higher-

order mechanisms are at work which drive the individual to act in ways in accordance

with genetically-based strategies. Authors influenced by the evolutionary approach have

sought to identify a wide array of psychological attitudes and cognitive capacities as such
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mechanisms, including emotions and desires but also characteristic propositional attitudes

such as having beliefs and thoughts.

Arguably, some of these higher-order mechanisms can only be found in humans.

Whether or not this is true, these mechanisms function as “commitment devices” both

enabling and binding individuals to act in conformity with set behavioral patterns. This is

important for several reasons: first, these mechanisms free the individual from the burden

of a complex and often overdemanding calculus when deliberating for action. Second,

they do so precisely by providing motivational impulses strongly pushing individuals to

act in certain ways.  Third,  given that co-actors are aware of and to a great extent share

these motivational impulses the behaviour of individual group members will be

predictable with at least a minimal degree of certainty. And, needless to say,

predictability is of immense value for the co-ordination of interactions.

Evolutionary theory assumes, of course, that the behavioural patterns favoured by

these mechanisms will be evolutionarily advantageous for all of the above reasons

(although we have seen already that whether “evolutionary advantage” is to be measured

at the individual or rather at the group level is a moot question): First, freeing the

individual from a burdensome calculus when opting for a certain course of action and

replacing this calculus with well-tested and efficacious mechanisms will ensure that she

will less often go wrong. Second, instilling strong motivational impulses is a powerful

way to ensure that an individual will not tend to disregard the superior objective of

genetic prolification is to furnish it with matching motivations which point towards

genetically-preferred forms of behaviour. Third, as already mentioned, predictable

behaviour facilitates co-ordination and creates the possibility of meshing behavioural

patterns (e.g. aggression-defense, TIT for TAT, etc).
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Let us first consider an example of how such mechanisms function in animals: An

animal does not struggle for food because it wants to increase its inclusive fitness, and

probably not even in order to avoid ending up dead (which state is hardly one that would

support spreading its genes either.) Rather, it eats because it is hungry, and because it

finds satisfaction (pleasure) in eating. Similar arguments could be introduced for other

basic behavioural forms which in turn have a direct impact on inclusive fitness: were it

not for their intense and hardly substitutable pleasure, predictably many animals (and

humans) would try to go without the otherwise tiresome and energy-consuming of sexual

acts (which is not to say that earning pleasure is the exclusive motivation behind the

enormous variety of sexually-motivated behavioural patterns).

I  want  to  note  already  at  this  point  that  despite  its  initial  appeal  the  argument  from

“commitment  devices”  can  easily  be  stretched  too  far  and  thus  lose  all  its  explanatory

force. On many occasions – once again this holds true of many animals and not only

humans  –  individual  members  of  a  species  can  be  observed  to  act  contrary  to  what  the

calculus aimed solely at maximizing genetic proliferation appears to dictate in that

specific situation. Of course, it is always possible to argue that the course of action taken

was dictated by a given “commitment device” and that the working of that “commitment

device” is in the long-run evolutionarily advantageous. The fact that it sometimes

produces forms of behaviour hindering proliferation on specific occasions is the price we

have to pay for the long-run advantages, it is said. The long-term benefits far outweigh,

so  adherents  of  the  evolutionary  approach  claim,  the  short-term  costs.  In  addition,  the

benefits are much higher than what we could ever hope for if every individual member of

the given species would have to go through a cumbersome calculus every time (even if it

is assumed that they would possess the ability to do so at the first place).



Part I, Chapter II: Basic Concepts 46

Since  my  concern  is  with  evolutionary  ethics  I  will  not  seek  to  evaluate  the  overall

merits  of  the  argument  from  “commitment  devices”.  But  let  me  remark  here  that  the

argument can only succeed if the cost-benefit analysis – including what is meant by short

and long-run and how evolutionary advantage is to be measured (individually or

collectively, etc.) – with regard to the functionality of these commitment devices can be

carried out in unequivocal and non-question begging ways. As long as this has not been

done, there is a very good case to argue that these mechanisms, irrespective of how they

may have evolved biologically speaking, are (or have at one point become) entirely

independent – which means that we cannot describe their working as aimed in any way at

the furthering of genetic prolification.

In  the  remaining  part  of  this  section,  I  will  concentrate  only  one  important  type  of

commitment  device,  namely  emotions  (see  also  Sections  4.1,  7.2).  I  do  so  because

emotions play a particularly significant role for evolutionary ethics for at least two

reasons. First, the very characteristics of emotions, some authors claim, suggest that they

have been “designed” by natural selection. And this seems to be true of emotions in

animals  as  well  as  humans  despite  the  possible  difference  in  the  complexity  of  the

emotions entertained. But, second, humans appear to have developed a broad spectrum of

sentiments or attitudes such as anger, guilt, resentment and indignation which are central

to the institution of morality. It seems on the basis of these two points, therefore, that we

can place human emotions, even the so-called moral sentiments, on a continuum with

animal emotions and thus establish the direct relevance of evolutionary explanations even

to what appear to be morally-relevant attitudes and feelings.7

7 Although, of course, the fundamental problem indicated in connection with the argument from
commitment devices resurfaces here as well.
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Let us consider now the first claim, namely that emotions are unmistakable outcomes

of the processes of natural selection: Paul Griffiths argues that “emotions are generally

involuntary, and are often ‘intrusive’; they cause rapid, co-ordinated changes in the

skeletal/muscular system, facial expression, vocalization, and the anatomic nervous

system; they are to a large extent innate, or at least ‘prepared’” (summarized by Mealey,

1995). A leading evolutionary psychologist, Randolph Nesse (1994), defines emotions as

follows. Emotions are “specialized modes of operation, shaped by natural selection, to

adjust the physiological, psychological, and behavioral parameters of the organism in

ways that increase its capacity and tendency to respond to the threats and opportunities

characteristic of specific kinds of situations” (quoted by Mealey, 1995). Nesse includes

reciprocity  and  game  theory  in  his  discussion  as  well.  He  claims  that  in  Prisoner’s

Dilemma situations certain answers are associated with certain emotions: when both

players co-operate, they experience friendship, love, obligation, or pride; when both cheat

or defect, they feel rejection and hatred; when one player co-operates and the other

defects, the co-operator feels anger while the defector feels anxiety and guilt” (Mealey,

1995).

But these emotions appear after the behavioural choice is made and natural selection

works on the behavioural level. How could then these emotions be regarded as adaptive?

Nesse’s answer is based on Robert Frank’s theory of emotions: Frank (1988) advanced a

theory  of  emotions  to  explore  the  way  social  animals  are  driven  to  exploit  the  genetic

advantages of co-operation. “Moral sentiments, as Frank (and Adam Smith before him)

calls the emotions, are problem-solving devices designed to make highly social creatures

effective at using social relations to their genes’ long-term advantage. They are a way of
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settling the conflict between short term-expediency and long-term prudence in favor of

the latter.” (Ridley, 1996, p. 133)

The “commitment problem” (from which the term “commitment device” was coined

above), familiar to psychologists and economists, plays a crucial role in Frank’s theory.

Frank invokes the example given by Thomas Schelling about the kidnapper who changes

his mind after committing the crime. He would like to set his refugee free – but would not

like her to inform the police. The problem is that she cannot make a credible commitment

to the effect that she would not call the police once freed. In ordinary life, however,

credible  commitments  are  not  that  difficult  to  make.  We  use  our  emotions  precisely  to

make such commitments.

It is true, as already mentioned above, that not infrequently our direct and actual

interests would make us behave differently were it not for the irrational commitment

imposed on us by our emotions. Jones might know that Smith’s emotions may lead him

to punish Jones’s “unfair” behaviour, even if this is in fact more costly for Smith than

failing to punish Jones (imagine, for example, that this is a case of sexual harassment at

the workplace: Jones knows that Smith will publicly protest being sexually harassed by

her  boss,  Jones,  even  if  by  doing  so  Smith  runs  the  risk  of  getting  fired).  “Rage  deters

transgressors; guilt makes cheating painful for the cheat; envy represents self-interest;

contempt earns respect; shame punishes; compassion elicits reciprocal compassion”

(Ridley, 1996, p. 135.)

This explains how ‘ex post facto’ emotions can be adaptive. They “lead to behavioral

expressions which are read by others and can be used to judge a person’s likely future

behavior. To the extent that the phenomenological experience of emotions serves to

direct a person’s future behavior[…] the outward expression of emotion will serve as a
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reliable indicator to others as to how a person is likely to behave in the future” (Mealey,

1995).

So not only are emotions important motivators, but we also communicate something

about ourselves to others by means of our emotions. Consider the function of one’s

“reputation”  in  a  co-operative  situation.  If  a  player  is  known to  be  a  steady  cheater,  no

one will enter a game with her, and thus she will not have the chance to gain from

defecting.

This, however, opens up the possibility of a more sophisticated evolutionary strategy

as well, one that enables players to deceive partners more effectively: they could choose

to signal co-operation and then defect nevertheless. And, in fact, this is the real cheater’s

strategy!

This in turn sets an evolutionary ‘arms race’ in motion in accordance with the by-now-

familiar TIT for TAT logic. To regain the advantages of co-operation, players should be

able to detect sophisticated cheaters. Refined sensors detecting cheaters by means of

special cues are, therefore, needed and the development of such sensors will be favoured

by natural selection. This in turn will continuously fine-tune false signalling as well. And

this arms race goes on and on ad infinitum.

Once again, the solution is Maynard Smith’s statistical equilibrium model: “As long as

evolutionary pressures for emotions to be reliable communication and commitment

devices leading to long-term, co-operative strategies coexist with counter-pressures for

cheating, deception, and “rational” short-term selfishness, a mixture of phenotypes will

result, so that some sort of statistical equilibrium will be approached. Cheating should

thus be expected to be maintained as a low-level, frequency dependent strategy, in

dynamic equilibrium with changes in the environment which exist as counter-pressures
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against its success” (Mealey, 1995). We have seen that both cheating and TIT for TAT

are evolutionarily stable strategies,8 so this particular result reached through examining

the evolutionary role of emotions is not surprising.

I argued above that emotions as commitment devices play an especially important role

for two reasons: that they appear to be designed by processes of natural selection, on the

one hand, and that they also include moral sentiments, such as guilt, anger or resentment,

i.e. morally relevant attitudes and feelings, on the other. Now that we have seen, under

the first head, in what ways natural selection may have “designed” “emotions” (moral or

non-moral), it is time to address the special class of emotions called moral sentiments.

Since in Part I, I do not deal with arguments questioning the direct and more

sophisticated applicability of evolutionary findings within the moral domain (which will

be done only in Part II), much of this discussion will have to be postponed until Part II

(see especially Chapter 7 on Allan Gibbard and John Mackie). What seems at this point

pertinent to the introduction of the key concepts of evolutionary theory is this: it is not at

all straightforward that morally-relevant emotions function in the way suggested by some

representatives of the evolutionary approach.

On pain of unnecessary repetition, let me again emphasize that I am not talking here

about the status or justification of normative claims (as yet – this I will only undertake in

Part  II).  What  I  mean  rather  is  that  the  very  description  of  the  mechanism  underlying

moral sentiments as “commitment devices” may be mistaken. There seem to be at least

two problems concerning this: First, trivial as it may sound, people are to a large extent

capable of controlling their emotions. More precisely, they can often be persuaded in

8 It is to be noted that many theorists object to such evolutionary accounts as being over-simplistic with
their obsession with the Prisoner’s Dilemma model, disregarding both its modifications (Kitcher, 1993;
Dennett, 1995) and its models being vulnerable to complex and realistic environments (Wilson-Sober,
1994)
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moral kind of arguments that they should or should not feel a certain emotions.

Sometimes these arguments are in fact sufficient to make the emotions go away, as in the

case when my friend convinces me that I should not be angry with him for not turning up

on time for an important appointment. He may, for instance, argue that his failure to

come was justified because he needed to tend to an even more urgent matter. In other

cases, the emotion will not go away but we recognize that we have no reason to entertain

it  (or  to  act  upon  it),  as  in  the  case  of  the  blameless  driver  who  feels  guilty  because,

through absolutely no fault of his own, he ran over a child.

Needless to say, there is an intricate relationship between moral sentiments and

rational  deliberation.  The  above  should  be  sufficient,  however,  to  show  that  it  will  be

exceedingly difficult to describe moral sentiments, as some evolutionary accounts appear

to suggest, as commitment mechanisms binding agents to certain forms of (evolutionarily

advantageous) behaviour.

The second difficulty mentioned is that human communities differ to a very great

extent with regard to the moral sentiments that play a part in regulating their interactions.

It has often been noted, for instance, that many cultures lack not only the term ‘guilt’ but

apparently also the kind of emotion the term refers to. This suggests that primitive

physiological and psychological states underlying emotional arousal may be the same in

all humans, but the moral sentiments and the corresponding behavioural forms which

these states of arousal issue in can be extremely different.

These may not be lethal arguments against advocates of the evolutionary approach.

They can respond to the first claim by saying that emotion, moral or not, is not the only

kind of commitment device regulating human behaviour and can concede that

commitment device of emotions does in fact interact, especially in humans, with other
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commitment devices such as the ability to entertain propositional attitudes. By the same

token, with regard to the second objection they can grant that moral sentiments may

greatly differ through different cultures but that this only shows the human potential for

adaptation to differential environments.

There is no need to decide on these issues here. For more pressing shortcomings

affecting the evolutionary account of moral sentiments  will  be  exposed  in  Part  II.  The

discussion thus far certainly shows, however, that the burden of proof is on the shoulders

of the evolutionary theory to demonstrate that things they portray as “commitment

mechanisms” serving evolutionary ends are not in fact independent and non-teleological

mechanisms that regulate human behaviour without reference to any kind of ultimate

goal.

2.6 Uniformity

The discussion of the evolutionary account of emotions paves the way for the analysis of

altruism (to follow in Chapter 3.) – probably the most important concept of evolutionary

ethics. Before entering into human altruism, however, a basic feature of evolutionary

theorizing about human nature already implicit in the above, needs to be spelled out in

more detail.

Most theorists of evolutionary ethics, whatever their differences otherwise may be,

agree that evolutionary path of humans can be assumed to have been more or less

universal. The genetic make-up of humans tends to be rather uniform. Their adaptive

story,  at  least  for  the  most  sensitive  period  of  time  (called  the  Environment  of

Evolutionary Adaptation, see Section 5.6), is thought to have taken place in relatively

similar ways typically characterized by smaller hunting-gathering groups. Certain traits
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(skin- or eye-colour, height, etc.) reflect environmental differences, but this variation has

not resulted in fundamental changes to the genetic structure.

Since biology treats humans as a single species, its perspective is focused on cross-

cultural universals and generalities rather than differences among human groups.

“Because we are a single species, not two or more, […] mankind viewed over many

generations shares a single human nature within which relatively minor hereditary

influences recycle through ever changing patterns, between sexes and across families and

entire populations” (E.O. Wilson – quoted in Degler, 1991, p.320).

What is even more important for our purposes, however, is the universality of human

psychological propensities as described in recent theoretic developments in the area of

psychology. Three basic premises of evolutionary psychology may be crucially important

for an evolutionary ethicist. “The central premise […] is that there is a universal human

nature, but this universality exists primarily at the level of evolved psychological

mechanisms, not of expressed cultural behaviors. On this view, cultural variability is not

a challenge to claims of universality, but rather data that can give one insight into the

structure of the psychological mechanisms that helped generate it. A second premise is

that these evolved psychological mechanisms are adaptations, constructed by natural

selection over evolutionary time. A third assumption […] is that the evolved structure of

the human mind is adapted to the way of the Pleistocene hunter-gatherers, and not

necessarily to our modern circumstances” (Cosmides-Tooby-Barkow, 1992, p. 5).

Thus, “the basic plan for all human beings is the same, [and] […] humanity enjoys a

unified psychic design” (Gibbard, 1993, p. 35). This fixation on cross-cultural universals

closely accords with the line of thought pursued by development psychologists interested

in identifying universal stages of moral development. Having found identified these
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stages, researchers have also tried to provide evolutionary explanations for the existence

of universals.

Lawrence Kohlberg famously describes six stages of moral development from

egocentrism to universal ethical principles (see for example: Thomas, 1991). More

recently, Jerome Kagan has written that “beneath the extraordinary variety in surface

behavior and consciously articulated ideals, there is a set of emotional states that form the

bases for a limited number of universal moral categories that transcend time and locality”

(quoted by Degler, 1991, p. 326).9

It will be seen in subsequent chapters that much will turn on the plausibility and scope

of  the  assumed  universality  of  the  human  mind.  It  is  to  be  remembered,  however,  that

evolutionary theory, as introduced above, is a general theory in which similar adaptive

environment and similar genetic structure should yield similar phenotypic results.

Therefore, we might expect evolutionary ethics to take universals rather than differences

as its paradigmatic explananda and evolutionarily encoded altruism may constitute

precisely such a universal property. It is to this notion that I will now turn.

9 In Carol Gilligan’s rival account, empirical studies show that “care and responsibility within personal
relationships constitute an important element of morality itself, genuinely distinct from impartiality.”
(Blum, 1988, p. 473.)
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Chapter III

Altruism and moral motivation

In the previous chapter altruism was introduced as a technical term in evolutionary theory

to  mean  some  kind  of  self-sacrifice  ensuring  co-operation  and  working  together  for

biological payoff. In the following, I shall introduce the relationship, as evolutionary

theorists make it appear, between evolutionary altruism and altruism in the “ethical”

sense of  “implying a conscious being helping others because it is right and proper to do

so” (Ruse, 1995, p. 95).

3.1 Sheer greed

Edward O. Wilson (1978) and Michael Ruse (1998) (also: Ruse-Wilson, 1985) put

forward the most challenging evolutionary theory of moral altruism. They argue that

“moral altruism is a major way in which advantageous biological co-operation is

achieved”. According to Wilson and Ruse, morality does not amount to more than a

system of behavioural codes and dispositions serving to enhance co-operation in humans

(or  probably  even  great  apes).  In  short,  morality  is  a  biological  tool  to  ensure  that

possible gains of in-group co-operation are not wasted. Starting from Wilson’s insights

about insects’ co-operation and their astonishing evolutionary altruism, these theorists

show that there are “a number of ways in which biological ‘altruism’ might have been

affected” (Ruse, 1995, p. 97.) Highly social insects are genetically hard-wired to act

altruistically.  Some  members  of  the  populations  of  bees  or  ants  work  all  their  lives  to

support others, often sacrificing their lives altogether for their fellows. The vast genetic
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advantages this functioning offers are clear: It makes learning superfluous eliminating its

extreme biological costs. It also minimizes the chances of mistakes in co-operative

action. And there are many more things that could be said to propagate direct genetic

programming. However, there is also a huge price to pay: the loss of any flexibility.

Individual ants cannot respond to changes in their circumstances. This does not matter so

much in the case of ants, Ruse says, since they are biologically “cheap” to produce

(meaning that no substantial parental investment is taken either in producing or rearing or

upbringing offspring.)

Humans, by contrast, are biologically expensive creatures. This is why evolution was

not conducive to the genetic hard-wiring of co-operation as in ants. There is another

extreme to consider, however. Why didn’t evolutionary processes lead to the emergence

of calculating “super-brains” that could tell in each and every situation the evolutionary

advantage or loss of co-operation10 (i.e. superbrains for which the calculus aimed at

maximizing evolutionary advantage, as discussed in Section 2.5, would not be a problem

after all)?

The problem is that “such a super-brain would have high biological costs and might

not be that efficient. By the time I have decided whether or not to save the child from the

speeding bus, the dreadful event has occurred. Human evolution seems rather to have

been  driven  toward  a  middle-of-the-road  position.  [The  malicious  reader  might  here

wonder whether in the light of Ruse’s bus-example this middle-of-the-road position is

really so attractive. But who would be such a malicious reader? – V. B.] In order to

achieve “altruism”, we are altruistic! To make us co-operate for our biological ends,

10 Interestingly, Binmore (1998) uses a very similar argumentation in discussing “homo behavioralis”
versus “homo economicus”, the former being directly programmed with behavior while the latter indirectly
programmed via his preferences and reflecting on information gained from the environment. “In brief,



Part I, Chapter III: Altruism 57

evolution has filled us full of thoughts about right and wrong [this phrasing is very

telling: who would describe morality this simplified?! – VB], about the need to help our

fellows, and so forth” (Ruse, 1995, p. 96).  Thus, moral altruism is but a sub-class of

evolutionary altruism, just like genetic hard-wiring in ants. Humans have “evolved innate

mental dispositions (or: epigenetic rules as sociobiologists call them) inclining us to co-

operate, in the name of something we call “morality” (Ruse, 1995, p. 97). Having a

conscience is a cost-effective adaptation instilling the motivation for altruistic acts in

humans. Conscience motivates humans to co-operate but it does not directly influence

action: “We can choose whether or not to obey the dictates of our conscience” (Ruse,

1995, p. 102).

This evolutionary perspective of morality will yield disturbing metaethical conclusions

concerning some of the deepest questions of moral philosophy. I shall deal with these in

the forthcoming chapters. Now, however, I would like to continue to explore the intuition

according  to  which  even  the  crudest  forms  of  human  moral  systems  are  difficult  to

interpret exclusively in terms of genetic fitness-maximization. In fact, other evolutionary

theorists have undertaken to explain what other functions the morality institution may

have beyond serving straightforward genetic fitness-maximization.  These attempts will

be discussed in the following section.

3.2 Psychological altruism

In order to increase the intuitive appeal and explanatory force of evolutionary

approaches,  it  is  crucially  important  for  them to  arrive  at  a  credible  account  as  to  how

homo economicus adapts quickly but homo behavioralis does  not.  This  is  why  Nature  has  chosen  homo
economicus rather than homo behavioralis.” (pp. 151-2)
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“fitness-maximizing” evolutionary altruism could be translated into psychological

altruism. Evolutionary ethicists unsatisfied with the extremist understanding of biological

altruism expounded by Ruse and Wilson, i.e. that there is nothing more to altruism over

and above straightforward genetic fitness-maximization, attempt to provide precisely

such an account.

The identification of psychological altruism, however, is a delicate matter. On

observing what appears to be altruistic behaviour, one should always also learn why the

actor was motivated to behave in that particular way. After all, she may be just a

psychological egoist. In that case, she acted the way she acted only in order to gain some

kind of satisfaction or pleasure (or to escape dissatisfaction).

Elliott Sober (1994a) discusses psychological altruism with reference to parental

investment.  For  parents  who are  psychological  egoists,  “the  welfare  of  their  children  is

not an end in itself, but is merely a means to some more ultimate selfish goal. The

contrary position, which says that the behavior in question is at least sometimes altruistic,

claims that parents have an irreducible interest in having their children do better rather

than worse. The welfare of one’s children is an end in itself.” (ibid., pp. 13-14.) The

question this example yields is this: even if altruism is ultimately geared towards genetic

fitness-maximization, psychological altruism, i.e. altruism as we know it from our

everyday interactions with others, may be possible. In other words, even if it is true that

altruism serves evolutionary ends, it is still to be answered why we turned out to be, by

and large,  psychological  altruists  rather  than  psychological  egoists.  Why do  we tend  to

care about anyone apart from ourselves? – and let our well-being correlate with that of

kin or favour-returning partners?
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So, if Sober’s criticism is correct, then there is at least this much more to the morality

institution beyond straightforward fitness-maximization: the existence and validity of this

institution is demonstrably the product of our altruistic psychological dispositions as well

– even if it can be shown that in the final analysis these dispositions themselves have

been “instilled in us” in order to further evolutionary ends. Sober argues for the

possibility of psychological altruism as follows. Both psychological egoism and

psychological altruism are behavioural dispositions shaped by natural selection. Sober

cites biologist Ernst Mayr to remind us that “whenever natural selection causes a

behaviour to evolve, it must equip the organism with a mechanism that triggers the

behaviour in the appropriate circumstances” (Sober, 1994, p. 17). The organism must

have both a detector and an effector, if it is to produce the required behaviour under the

appropriate conditions, i.e. it must be able to recognize the relevance of the situation and

this recognition should trigger in turn the matching behaviour.

Sober suggests that in the case of humans the most effective equipments of this kind

are  beliefs  and  desires  (see  Section  2.5).  These  are  said  to  produce  the  selected

behaviours in the appropriate circumstances. The next step is to see that in principle the

evolutionary goal can be achieved both through psychological selfishness and

psychological altruism. Parents can be altruistically motivated and care irreducibly about

the welfare of their children. And at the same time, they can also be egoistically

motivated  but  constructed  in  such  a  way that  their  well-being  is  correlated  with  that  of

their offspring. If the evolutionary aim is that parents should care about their offspring,

psychological  altruism  is  a  direct  strategy  catering  for  that  aim  while  psychological

egoism is an indirect one. Natural selection “selects” a direct strategy as against an
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indirect one if the following conditions hold: the direct strategy is at least as effective as

the indirect one; it is available; and it is not subject to costly side constraints.11

Sober then goes on to show that we have reason to suppose psychological altruism to

have always been a more effective strategy to ensure parental care then psychological

egoism. This is mainly because the well-being of parents can hardly ever perfectly

correlate with the well-being of their children. Also, Sober adds, it is inconceivable that

throughout the course of human evolution egoism was available while altruism was not.

The  reason  for  this  is  that  “the  mental  equipment  needed  for  someone  to  be  a

psychological altruist does not differ in kind from the equipment needed for a person to

be an egoist. Granted, the egoist desires instrumentally what the altruist desires as an end

in itself; however, the basic belief/desire structure is the same” (ibid., p. 22).

Finally,  Sober  draws  attention  to  the  fact  that  we  simply  cannot  say  anything

interesting about the question of side-constraints: scientific knowledge on human social

evolution is simply insufficient to do that. Notwithstanding the problem of side

constraints, Sober concludes that there is no evidence why natural selection ought to have

favoured psychological egoism over psychological altruism.12

11 Sober explains this point using the example of fruitflies. These need to live in habitats with high
humidity. They might either have humidity-detectors to ensure their moving towards humid areas (direct
strategy), or they might have light detectors and thus move away from light (indirect strategy). As it is,
fruitflies have light-detectors. If a reliable (negative) correlation obtains between light and humidity, the
two strategies could be almost equally effective. Humidity-detectors may have not appeared at all in the
course of fruitfly evolution. In that case, humidity-detectors could of course not be selected. If humidity-
detectors did appear at some point, it may just have consumed too much energy to fuel them (costly side
constraint) which is why they disappeared again.
12 In their recent volume, Sober and Wilson (1999) return to the issue of psychological altruism, giving a
very similar account to the above. It may be summarized as follows. The example is still that of parental
investment. The evolutionary goal is that parents should provide for the needs of their children (inclusive
fitness enhancement, etc.) This can be equally (functional equivalence) achieved by direct or indirect
proximate mechanisms. The direct solution would be altruism: the child needs help, the parent wants to
help her child in need, and acts accordingly. The indirect solution would be that the parent’s well-being is
somehow connected to the well-being of her children, so the parent helps her child to alleviate her own
uneasiness. Whether the direct or the indirect solution is chosen can differ from trait to trait. “Three
principles are relevant – availability, reliability, and efficacy.” (Sober and Wilson, 1999, p. 201.) It is clear
from the logical structure that if the indirect solution was available evolutionarily, so was the direct one.12
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Robert Frank’s commitment model of emotions implies something very similar to

this:13 “At  its  core  lies  the  idea  that  acts  of  genuine  goodness  are  the  price  we pay  for

having moral sentiments – those sentiments being valuable because of the opportunities

they open in other circumstances” (Ridley, 1996, p. 137).

It is important to see that neither Sober’s nor Frank’s models contradict directly

Ruse’s account. Psychological altruism is still evolutionary “altruism”. These models

merely offer an alternative to the genetic hard-wiring of co-operative acts and the

importance of co-operation is still defined in evolutionary terms.

Moreover,  the  idea  that  acts  of  “genuine”  altruism  are  the  price  we  pay  for  the

evolutionary advantage of co-operation parallels Ruse’s middle-of-the-road position. As

will be recalled, this position is based on the idea that since human evolution could not

“afford”  to  build  all-calculating  super-brains  we  have  to  pay  the  price  of  making  the

occasional “mistake” of committing altruistic deeds even when this is evolutionarily

disadvantageous.14

Despite these parallels among the accounts discussed, Sober’s and Frank’s models

suggest ways to think of altruism as something more than a mere tool to enhance genetic

fitness  (individual  or  collective).  I  will  discuss  yet  another  way  to  arrive  at  similar

conclusions in the following section.

Concerning reliability, the direct (altruistic) solution fares better than the indirect one: the parent’s belief
that her child is in need triggers the helping behavior immediately, while in the indirect (Sober and Wilson
call it hedonistic) solution further mediation is needed (the parent’s anxiety and fear to be removed.)
Finally, as the required mechanisms are the same in both cases, there is no need to suppose that the indirect
strategy would be more efficient than the direct one. The possibility of ultimate altruistic desire is thus
established. The relevance of this possibility will be returned to in subsequent chapters (see esp. Chapter 6)
13 cp. Sections 2.5, 3.1
14 It is interesting to observe how often evolutionary theorist – and following them, myself – fall for using a
strange and ill-concieved personification in their talking about evolution!
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3.3 Group selection revisited

In  a  much-discussed  article,  David  Sloan  Wilson  and  Elliott  Sober  advance  a  theory  in

defence of the idea of group-selection. The notion of group-selection as introduced in the

previous chapter has become quite unpopular among evolutionary biologists. Wilson and

Sober argue, however, that this hostility is ill-founded.

Their point of departure is the weakness of the gene-centred view in explaining the

following problem: “If a creature is not the unit of selection, then what endows it with the

internal harmony implied by the word ‘organism’?” (Wilson-Sober, 1994). Richard

Dawkins’ answer to this question is that organisms are the “vehicles” of replicators

(genes). What distinguishes such vehicles is that they necessarily must have a “shared

fate”. Since there is no difference within them, they will not compete for survival. That

they thus “stand or fall” together is the reason why our thumb-genes do not compete with

our shoulder-genes (this is an artificial example, of course, but the real problem goes

along very similar lines indeed). They are either reproduced together in our children or

they  die  with  us.15 (see Dawkins, 1989, p. 254.) But if individual organisms are that

important as vehicles of replicators, why shouldn’t one think of groups in similar terms?

Can groups be like individuals as far as the harmony and co-ordination of constituent

parts are concerned? It seems clear that the replicator-concept cannot distinguish between

individuals and groups on its own.

Vehicles of selection can be identified on a trait-by-trait basis. Fitness is a property of

traits rather than that of individuals, Sober and Wilson suggest. They argue that there is a

hierarchy of different levels of selection, starting from the gene to the individual (a

15 The view presented here is, of course, simplified in several respects disregarding crucial details
concerning genetic recombination, meiosis, etc.
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population of genes) through groups (a population of individuals) all the way to the

metapopulation (a population of groups). If at any given level of the hierarchy there is no

difference in fitness, then there we can talk of “shared fate”.16 As a result,  at  that  given

level, a vehicle of selection can be identified.

Three important points follow. First, with the vehicle-concept in mind, “the concept of

‘organism’ is not invariably linked to the individual level of biological hierarchy”.

Second, “it is possible for a creature[…] to be an organ with respect to some traits, an

organism with respect to other traits, and a population of organisms with respect to still

other  traits.”  Third,  “fitness  differences  are  not  always  concentrated  at  one  level  of  the

biological hierarchy. Individuals with trait A can be less fit than individuals with trait B

within single groups, while groups of individuals with trait A are more fit than groups of

individuals with trait B” (ibid.).

It  is  the  last  point,  which  is  crucially  relevant  to  the  problem  of  altruism.  If,  as  the

vehicle-concept suggests, evolutionary processes can also be observed to work at the

group  level,  then  the  evolution  of  altruistic  traits  is  also  conceivable17. The question

however, remains the same. Those criticizing the idea of group-selection did not say that

this idea represented a theoretical impossibility. In other words, group-selection was not

ruled out altogether. The argument of the critics was rather that group-selection is highly

unlikely given those individuals who would gain significantly at the expense of their

altruistic fellow-members in the group.

16 I am not sure whether identical degree of fitness at a given level of selection is simply to indicate the
existence of a vehicle or that we should also assume that a causal relation obtains. As for the following,
however, nothing hinges on this question.
17 This idea was already advanced by Darwin himself. In his Descent of Man (1871), he says: “It must not
be forgotten that although a high standard of morality gives but a slight or no advantage to each individual
man and his children over the other men of the same tribe, yet that an increase in the number of well-
endowed men and advancement in the standard of morality will certainly give an immense advantage to
one tribe over another.” (p. 166)
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As a result, in order to make their argument in favour of the evolution of altruism on

the basis of group-selection truly interesting, Wilson and Sober should explain why

group-selection is not merely a theoretical possibility, but also a probable evolutionary

path in practice. For this purpose, they invoke the example of sibling-groups in which

altruism is more likely to evolve than in groups of non-related members. If this much can

be conceded, then a more general claim can also be made: in some groups, the evolution

of altruism is more advanced than in others. “The degree of altruism that evolves depends

on the balance of opposing forces at the group and individual levels” (ibid).

Provided there is sufficient genetic variation among competing groups (as, for

example, in the case of bee hives), the balance of forces at the individual and group levels

might well favour the latter. Although among human groups, genetic variation is

admittedly  much  smaller,  Wilson  and  Sober  offer  an  interesting  account  of  how  group

selection may nevertheless take place in humans as well: “human cognitive abilities

provide other mechanisms for concentrating natural selection at the group level, even

when the groups are composed of large numbers of unrelated individuals” (ibid.).

Human abilities which can alter the balance of levels of selection are connected to

human psychological motivation. Using the notion of psychological altruism, which was

defended by Sober in the previous section (Section 3.2), we can now treat moral

sentiments and moral social systems as functioning according to “‘rules of meiosis’ that

often concentrate fitness differences, and therefore functional organization, at the group

level” (ibid). Since humans have evolved in small groups throughout their history, the

“design” of human psychological mechanisms may well have driven humans towards

altruistic  behaviour.  “We do  not  expect  these  to  be  the  only  motives  that  guide  human
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behaviour, but rather a module that is facultatively employed under appropriate

conditions” (ibid).

Wilson and Sober stress that humans, as the most facultative species on earth, can

respond to different situations appropriately covering the “full continuum from organ to

organism”.  Taking the vehicle concept seriously, Wilson and Sober argue, we can regard

altruism as adaptation at group level emerging due to the competition of groups of

individuals rather than simply the competition of individuals. In addition, this kind of

altruism is different from “apparent” altruism that evolved at the individual level by

means  of kin-selection, for example. Group-selected altruism is “genuine” in the sense

that it does not bring genetic advantage for the altruistic individual not even in terms of

her “inclusive fitness”.

At the same time, Wilson and Sober urge us to reconsider whether it makes any sense

to draw this distinction between “apparent” and “genuine” altruism. It is not the

evolutionary (ultimate) context that is revealing here, they argue, but the psychological

(proximate) explanation (cf. Section 3.2 above). If one concentrates exclusively on levels

of selection, any kind of altruism may be thought to be “apparent”: one only needs to

shift one’s focus to discover that the beneficiary of the altruistic act is in fact related to

the altruistic agent herself.

Ernst  Mayr,  a  biologist,  is  in  at  least  partial  agreement  with  Wilson  and  Sober’s

description of group-selection. He is doubtful with regard to the overall significance of

group-selection in the course of natural selection. However, he also believes that the case

of humans is different from any other earthly species in this respect. “Human cultural

groups, as wholes, can serve as the target of selection[…] Cultural group selection may

reward  altruism and  any  other  virtues  that  strengthen  the  group,  even  at  the  expense  of
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individuals” (Mayr, 1988, pp. 79-81). It is important to note that Mayr talks of “cultural

group selection” as opposed to group selection, period. It is revealing that, on the one

hand, he is reluctant to accept the workings of group selection in the animal kingdom

while, on the other, he allows for modified group-selection to obtain in the case of

humans.

Now Mayr’s distinction raises the following question: is it conceivable that it is in

fact the “cultural” component that does all the work needed to establish the possibility of

altruism and not the “group selection” component as it has been assumed thus far? In

order to answer this question, I shall now turn to biological explanations of human

cultural evolution.

3.4 Cultural evolution

In the last chapter of his remarkably influential book, Richard Dawkins makes a striking

statement: “for an understanding of evolution of modern man, we must begin by throwing

out the gene as the sole basis of our ideas on evolution.” (Dawkins, 1989, p. 191)

Dawkins  reminds  us  that  the  reason  why genes  are  so  important  in  evolution  is  that

they are replicators. The basic features a successful gene has are longevity, fecundity, and

copying fidelity. If there is any other unit in nature possessing this complex of features, it

stands a good enough chance of becoming an alternative replicator to the  gene. In the

case of humans such an alternative replicator has in fact emerged. After the Greek word

“mimeme”, Dawkins calls the new replicator the “meme” (in order to make it sound like

“gene”): “Just as genes propagate themselves in the gene pool by leaping from body to

body via sperms or eggs, so memes propagate themselves in the meme pool by leaping
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from brain to brain via a process which, in the broad sense, can be called imitation”

(ibid., p. 192).

Scientific or religious ideas, pieces of music, trends in clothing or hairstyles can all be

memes.  It is difficult to tell where one meme ends and where another begins (think of an

opera consisting of well-known arias), but this particular question is almost as

uninteresting  as  difficult.  Anything  can  be  regarded  as  a  single  meme  that  is  small

enough to replicate itself in independence from other memes, and many memes can build

a meme-complex that travel together most of the time.

Broadly speaking, the way for memes to replicate themselves is imitation. Once again,

just like genes, some memes are more successful replicators than others. Memes compete

for our attention which, sadly, is far from being limitless. The main constraints are time

and memory-capacity. Successful memes beat unsuccessful ones by “staying in the

limelight”  for  a  longer  period  of  time.  Thus  Dawkins  says  that  “[i]f  a  meme  is  to

dominate the attention of a human brain, it must do so at the expense of ‘rival’ memes.

Other commodities for which memes compete are radio and television time, billboard

space, newspaper column-inches, and library shelf-space” (ibid., p. 197).

Why is it then, that certain memes are so successful? Dawkins offers the example of

the “God-meme”, i.e. the strikingly persistent belief that God exists. The reason for its

high “survival value” is that this meme is very attractive psychologically speaking.

Psychological attractiveness, however, invokes a Darwinian suspicion. “Psychological

appeal means appeal to brains, and brains are shaped by natural selection of genes in

gene-pools. They want to find some way in which having a brain like that improves gene

survival” (ibid., p. 193).
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Dawkins admits that there is an element of truth in this claim. Surely, it is genetically

advantageous to have a brain such as that. But the main point concerns something else:

“Whenever conditions arise in which a new kind of replicator can make copies of itself,

the new replicators will tend to take over, and start a new kind of evolution of their own”

(ibid).

And another crucial consequence follows as well: It is neither obvious nor necessary

that the new evolutionary process described should be secondary to the old one. In fact,

meme-selection being much faster than gene-selection the former might not only become

independent from the latter, but it can also take the lead in shaping human evolution.

“We do not have to look for conventional biological survival values of traits like

religion, music, and ritual dancing, though these may also be present. Once the genes

have provided their survival machines with brains that are capable of rapid imitation, the

memes will automatically take over” (ibid., p. 200).18

Elliott Sober takes up Dawkins’s idea of cultural evolution (Sober, 1995). Using the

example of Italian women choosing to have fewer babies and smaller families, Sober

shows how “cultural evolution can overwhelm the biological one” (ibid.). He stresses that

time is the crucial factor in this process. Cultural changes take less time to take place than

biological ones, ideas spread quickly enough to overtake the slower progress of genetic

evolution. “Thoughts spread faster than human beings reproduce.” (ibid.)

Unlike Dawkins, however, Sober does not stop short of examining the effects of

cultural evolution on altruism and ethics. He calls attention to the possibility that human

morality may just as well be the product of cultural evolution as that of natural selection.
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Cultural evolution is independent from genetic influence, and, as the example of Italian

birth rates shows, it can even run counter to this influence. What is more, by virtue of its

quicker pace it appears to be more powerful than biological evolution, at least under

certain circumstances.

If this is correct, then Ruse’s radical idea about altruism in particular and morality in

general being straightforward genetic adaptations loses much of its original appeal.

Although this question can only be decided by carefully examining a number of further

details, even at this point it seems that cultural evolution holds out the prospect of a

morality independent of genetic programming.

Keeping this understanding of cultural evolution in mind, let us finally turn back to

Mayr’s concept of  “human cultural groups”. He says that ethical norms emerge and

change due to cultural evolution, but “[s]election among cultural groups has contributed

to the spread of those ethical norms in mankind that have contributed most to the well-

being of the group” (Mayr, 1988, p. 80).

I have discussed the concept of cultural evolution at length because it paves the way

for  two  important  and  independent  assumptions:  First,  it  offers  what  seems  to  be  a

biologically credible account of group-selection among humans. Second, it suggests a

possible way of turning against the “tyranny of genes” (a term coined by Richard

Dawkins), i.e. a way to think about morality as a distinctively human phenomenon not

directly influenced by genetic interests.

18 A massive criticism of the meme theory and the obscure (and, I would say, unfair) idea of “psychological
appeal” will be introduced shortly (see Chapter 5, esp. Section 5.5)
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Chapter IV

The challenge

In the previous two chapters, I have reviewed the biological theory of human behaviour

and  motivation  which  comes  to  be  applied  by  evolutionary  ethicists  to  the  problem  of

human morality. The discussion showed that different approaches shed different light on

the phenomenon of altruism, although they all agree that altruism is a crucial constituent

of the motivational basis of morally-relevant behaviour. It is time now to begin with the

examination of the ways in which, according to adherents of the evolutionary approach,

general evolutionary findings bear on moral issues strictly speaking. This examination

will have to include several intermediate steps and can only be concluded in Part II. First,

it is essential to reconstruct how evolutionary theorists evaluate the status of ethics as

such. This is what I am going to do in the present chapter.

I will focus on three main accounts of evolutionary ethics: Michael Ruse’s

contribution, already discussed at length in the previous chapters, can be classified as

both a moderately ambitious and radical approach at the same time. Moderately

ambitious because it does not believe that normative conclusions can be drawn from

evolutionary theory with regard to moral requirements but it claims so precisely because

it subscribes to the radical claim that morality is but a dispensable tool for regulating

human cooperation with no substantive content of its own.19 Robert J. Richards’ model is

interesting because it attempts to combine “constructivist” morality with evolutionary

theory. As such, Richards’ is a highly ambitious endeavor because it is based on the

assumption that evolutionary theory directly entails normative conclusions with respect to

19 Compare and contrast Sections 1.5 and 3.1.
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basic moral requirements. Finally, Rotschaeffer and Martinsen share Richards’ view that

the findings of evolutionary theory need to be relied upon to justify moral requirements.

They argue, however, in contrast to Richards, that the aim of furthering genetic

proliferation is a necessary but not a sufficient condition of the justifiability of moral

claims.20

4.1 Michael Ruse

Ruse’s views on moral altruism were discussed in the previous chapter.21 His main claim

there was that moral altruism is an effective evolutionary tool but is reducible to

biological “altruism” without residue: “To make us co-operate for our biological ends,

evolution has filled us full of thoughts about right and wrong, about the need to help our

fellows, and so forth” (Ruse, 1995). Moral altruism, he stressed, is humanity’s way of

realizing evolutionary altruism, and evolutionary altruism is nothing but the cultivation of

co-operative advantages. [It is to be noted that Ruse, throughout his exposition of

altruism and morality, is basically committed to use a directly teleological language,

sometimes strongly flavoured with somewhat obscure metaphors. I will suggest in the

next chapter that such a teleological approach is highly problematic in the context of the

“purposeless” workings of evolution and thus Ruse is not entitled to draw his conclusions

about morality relying on it. VB]

Co-operation, as we have seen, has been of the highest survival value throughout the

course  of  evolution.  Virtually  all  social  species  acquired  some  form  of  it  and  their

members became equipped with some kind of matching motivation. As opposed to hard-

20 For a general classification of evolutionary theories in terms of how “ambitious” their normative
conclusion are, see Section 1.5.
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wired co-operators such as ants or other social insects, and unlike fictitious superbrains

which could calculate the evolutionarily most advantageous course of action in each and

every case, in humans, the motivational source came to be their conscience, Ruse argued.

Ruse begins with the question: what kind of behaviour should genes bring forth in

humans in order to proliferate as efficiently as possible? The answer lies, he suggests, in

the  enormous  biological  importance  of  co-operation  as  a  behavioural  trait.  Now  for

humans, he continues, the evolutionary implementation of “conscience” proved to be the

cheapest available way to ensure co-operation while still allowing for a sufficient degree

of flexibility: “Our moral sense is an adaptation helping us in the struggle for existence

and reproduction, no less than hands and eyes, teeth and feet. It is a cost-effective way of

getting us to co-operate, which avoids both the pitfalls of blind action and the expense of

a super-brain of pure rationality” (Ruse, 1995, p. 97).

It is unsurprising that, as an adherent of evolutionary theory, Ruse claims that it is the

phenotypic level that really matters. What is important, according to him, is the

genetically advantageous behaviour, i.e. co-operation. The way co-operation is realized

depends on a series of factors (e.g. efficiency, biological cost, availability, side

constraints, etc.), but any solution would do provided co-operation is ensured.

Evolution, to be sure, equips organisms with various mechanisms of reinforcement.

Very roughly, the complexity and variety of mechanisms is proportional to the

complexity  of  the  organism  itself.  In  any  case,  evolution  endows  many  species  with  a

wide array of avoidance mechanisms. Feeling pain when touching fire helps animals to

avoid burning themselves to death. Moreover, pain, a physical avoidance mechanism,

generates fear and fear is indeed one of the most effective psychological avoidance

21 See esp. Section 3.1.
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mechanisms. Conversely, evolution ensures the vitally important intake of certain

chemicals by making creatures “like” these chemicals. It does not allow humans to forget

about reproduction through the intense pleasure acts of reproduction tend to generate in

humans.

And along the same lines, Ruse suggests, evolution ensures that we co-operate by

turning us into creatures “full of thoughts about right and wrong”. On Ruse’s account,

therefore, moral behaviour is nothing but co-operative behaviour. And indeed,

evolutionary psychology appears to confirm that there is a whole spectrum of human

feelings and attitudes which all push us towards becoming good co-operators.22 As

already mentioned, guilt, remorse, rage as well as many other feelings, attitudes and

dispositions function as “commitment devices” binding us to moral behaviour.23

In addition, the motivational apparatus of humans is rather unique insofar as beliefs

and thoughts can obviously motivate human beings in a very effective fashion.24 That is

why human co-operation has so much to do with moral thoughts. But, as Ruse informs

us, it is co-operation that engenders morality and not the other way round. However

[though Ruse would say “thus”], the content of our moral thoughts is irrelevant. More

precisely, the content of our moral thoughts is relevant only to the extent it is efficacious

in turning us into good co-operators. What matters is the behaviour incited and how a

given creature is moved to producing that kind of behaviour: “if you would be a better

22 For an evolutionary psychologists’s account of emotions as adaptive mechanisms, see the discussion of
Robert Frank’s model in Sections 2.5 and 3.2.
23 The notion of “commitment devices” was introduced in Section 2.5. There I also mentioned some
difficulties I see in connection with the general strategy of evolutionary theorists to explain (or rather
explain away) all specifically human dispositions, feelings, attitudes, cognitive abilities and so on as
commitment devices. It is questionable whether this strategy has any explanatory force when extended to
everything that seems to us to make special the motivational apparatus underlying human behaviour.
24 In Section 2.5, I concentrated mainly on emotions. Human emotions are, of course, exceedingly complex
and certainly have cognitive content (i.e. many of our emotions are about something and are directed at
something). But it could be argued that what makes the motivational apparatus special is that humans are
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co-operator by believing the very opposite to what we understand by morality, then so be

it” (Ruse, 1991, p. 507).

That the relevance of what we think is thus limited is also demonstrated, according to

Ruse, by the fact that on many occasions evolutionary goals are realized more effectively

if our biology deceives us.25 In  fact,  this  seems  to  hold  particularly  true  for  moral

behaviour: “We think that we ought to help, that we have obligations to others, because it

is in our biological interests to have these thoughts. But, from an evolutionary perspective

these thoughts exist because and simply because those of our would-be ancestors who

had such thoughts survived and reproduced better than those that did not” (Ruse, 1991, p.

504).

Although Ruse does not characterize it in quite these terms, it is important to see that his

theory of the motivational basis of morality is thoroughly eliminativist in design.26 For

many years, people had believed that witches existed and that witchcraft possessed causal

powers. Scientific discoveries, however, entirely discredited pertinent beliefs and

provided us with what appears to be the correct explanation of the events which used to

be explained by reference to witches. In a structurally analogous fashion, Ruse argues

that our traditional explanations as to what moves people to act morally are not only

fallacious, but also entirely replaceable by another theory, which is at the same time more

moved to act on the basis of beliefs or thoughts which often run diametrically counter to their emotions. In
short, humans act on and deliberate in terms of reasons.
25 Robert Trivers (1971) has shown that deceit is a crucial factor in evolutionary strategies. But given that
deceit is evolutionarily so successful, it comes as no surprise that the ability to spot deceit is also strongly
favoured by natural selection.
26 As will be seen below, I will argue that other, less radical evolutionary theories tend to be reductionist
rather than eliminativist. I think that this is a useful classification relating the discussion to other areas of
philosophy (especially the mind-body problem) but nothing hinges on the terminology as long as the
substantial differences among these theories are kept in mind.
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general and scientifically speaking vastly superior, namely the evolutionary account of

morality.

In order to understand how radical Ruse’s position is, it is important to emphasize

once again that eliminativist argumentative strategy does not simply propose to improve

an already existing theory. They hold rather that the “eliminating” theory (i.e. the theory

that describes the entities in question in terms of objective properties) contradicts and

falsifies the “eliminated” theory (i.e. the theory that describes the entities in question in

terms of subjective or erroneous and therefore eliminable properties). This is the point, I

would  like  to  argue  where  Ruse’s  radical  eliminativism  differs  crucially  from  other

contributions in evolutionary ethics which I would prefer to describe as reductionist or

supervenience theories. To anticipate: reductionism does not claim the reduced theory to

be false or entirely dispensable. Reductionist argue rather that the reducing theory is

foundational and also more general and is, therefore, certainly superior in terms of

explanatory force. Supervenience theories are even less radical in that they in addition

deny the reducibility of supervening properties and affirm only the “covariance” of

supervenient properties (Richards’ Revised Version can be seen as an example of

reductionism in my view, whereas Rottschaeffer and Martinsen put forward what they

expressly claim to be a supervenience theory of moral properties and values on features

of the natural and social environment; see Sections 4.2, 4.3).27 In any case, Ruse’s

radically eliminativist position explains why his conclusions pose a genuine challenge not

only to objectivist ethics as such, but also to all those who do not believe morality to be

eliminable without residue whatever the merits of evolutionary theory may be otherwise.

27 Roughly, a supervenience relation obtains between two properties (or concepts) X and Y, if three
conditions are fulfilled: (i) X and Y are covariant, i.e. when the supervening property X is present, then so
is  the  basal  property  Y;  (ii)  the  supervening  property  X  depends,  in  a  sense  which  could  be  further
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Some eliminativist theories, however, purport not only to replace the eliminated

account by what they claim to be the superior eliminating theory. In addition, they may

also have an explanation ready (a sort of “error theory”) as to why people have chosen to

stick to the eliminated theory for so long. For instance, eliminativism in the area of the

mind-body problem also tells us why “folk psychology” may have seemed attractive and

even indispensable to so many people. Clearly, Ruse’s eliminativist model is also of this

kind. There is nothing surprising about this as all evolutionary ethics promises precisely

to give us an account of how we have come to hold the moral beliefs and attitudes that

ground the institution of morality. As Ruse puts it, in some cases “once you have given a

causal analysis of why people believe certain things, you see that the call for reasoned

justification is illicit” (Ruse, 1991, p. 507).

By way of illustration, Ruse quotes the example of spiritualism during the First World

War. Many parents who had lost their children started to believe in reassuring spiritual

messages sent from heaven. The psychological understanding of the pain of these people,

their torment of loss explains why they believed themselves to have received calls from

high above. The case of our beliefs concerning the objectivity validity of moral

requirements, Ruse insists, is no different: these beliefs rest on as fictitious a foundation

as spiritualism does, that is, no foundation whatsoever: “Moral claims are simply

adaptations. There is neither place for, nor need of, rational justification” (ibid).

Without explicitly referring to it, Ruse’s argumentation here seeks to make use of

Occam’s razor. Evidently, the claim is not that either spiritualism or moral claims are

unfounded because people believe in them for reasons which have nothing to do with the

truth of these beliefs. For all we know, claims of spiritualism or morality might even turn

specified, on the basal property Y (but not the other way around); (iii) the supervening property X ought
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out to be true, but in any case this will be a purely contingent matter: the fact that people

hold these beliefs reveals nothing about their being true or not. The crucial point is that

once the reasons why people hold these beliefs are adequately understood – and precisely

such an understanding is what evolutionary theory has to offer to us on Ruse’s view – we

will  have  a sufficient explanation  why in  the  first  place  people  have  them rendering  all

further inquiries with regard to the substantive content of the beliefs themselves

unnecessary.

In  Ruse’s  words:  “there  is  no  guarantee  that  evolution  has  directed  us  to  believe

precisely  that  which  coincidentally  happens  to  be  objectively  true”  (ibid).  Moreover,  in

the present case we have an additional reason to doubt that, as a matter of contingent fact,

our beliefs concerning the validity of moral requirements have turned out to be true. The

reason is that such, in any case unlikely coincidence, would  “imply thoughts of directed,

progressive evolution” (ibid.). Science, of course, takes just the opposite view portraying

evolution as an undirected and random process with no ultimate goal.

Ruse concludes à la Occam: “Once we see that our moral beliefs are simply an

adaptation put in place by natural selection, in order to further our reproductive ends, that

is an end to it” (Ruse, 1991, p. 506).

Michael Ruse is, of course, not alone in holding that the findings of evolutionary theory

prescribe a radically eliminativist strategy concerning the validity of moral requirements:

“[Evolutionary explanation of morality] does not refute claims about moral facts and

moral properties, but it does show such claims to be unnecessary and therefore proper

targets for Occam’s razor” Oldenquist concludes, also adding that: “The rejection of

not to be reducible to the basal property Y. For more on this, see: Kim, 1993, 140, etc.
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moral objectivism or realism should be seen as the next stage in the ‘Copernican

revolution’. The earth is not the center of the universe, the universe was not made for us,

it is not the way it appears to our unaided senses, and values are not facts or properties in

addition to our senses and aversions. It has long been a mystery to me how someone can

accept the ‘Copernican’ viewpoint in every aspect of nature except ethics” (Oldenquist,

1990, pp 130-1).

Daniel  Dennett  (1995)  relies  on  a  similar  argumentation  when  elaborating  the

implications of the theory of natural selection. Dennett introduces a metaphor: cranes

versus skyhooks. Cranes are adaptations and evolutionary mechanisms that it took

evolutionary time and effort to form and “build”. They serve their purpose in

sophisticated ways (thus “lifting up” mankind). If one tried explanations alternative to the

evolutionary/adaptationist story to account for the present biological and psychological

one he would get to some “skyhooks”, that are, by contrast, imaginary contrivances

envisioned in an effort to understand nature’s apparent perfection.

Michael Ruse, however, does not rest content with questioning foundational

assumptions of morality. Having baldly stated that “moral claims are subjective

expressions, impressed upon our thinking because of their adaptive value” (Ruse, 1995,

p. 100.), he goes on to explore the nature of these “subjective expressions”. The question

he tries to answer is this: if one has no reason to think that morality rests on an objective

foundation, what after all is morality?

The short answer is: morality is but a collective illusion of mankind. And a precious

illusion at that given its unparalleled biological use: “[m]orality is no more than a

collective illusion fobbed off on us by our genes for reproductive ends.” (Ruse, 1991, p.

506). The claim that ethics is illusory is expressing in stronger terms that moral
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requirements have no objective foundation. But what is important in this way of putting

the matter, on Ruse’s view, is that the illusion is collective: “The whole point about ethics

is that we are all in it together” (ibid).

The feature of collectivity has two major implications: First, collectivity enables the

realization of evolutionary goals. The shared belief in moral rules ensures that there will

be comparably few attempts to opt for a cheating strategy and thus evolutionary gain can

be preserved. Second, collectivity helps us to tell completely idiotic rules from “real”

ones. To take Ruse’s favourite example, endorsing a rule which says “Be kind to

cabbages on Fridays!” would amount to a different kind of illusion than accepting the

moral imperative “Do not harm innocent children!” Yet, as Ruse maintains, the

difference between the two is not that one or the other statement would be more illusory

than the other. Rather, the difference is that there is a shared belief with  regard  to  the

validity of the second, while no such shared belief is entertained with regard to the first.

Morality can serve its solemn purpose of turning us into good co-operators if it is

based on beliefs and attitudes shared by (nearly) everyone. Collectivity, in short, establish

the authority needed to co-ordinate in the long run the interactions of a successfully

reproducing species. We must take morality seriously lest it breaks down. This is why we

hold on so dearly to the illusion of objectivity. If we came to see what the status of

morality really is, we might just choose to get rid of it. Doing so would, of course, put an

end to our cherished co-operative practices and, for all we know, we might even simply

disappear from the evolutionary stage altogether as a result.

So beyond merely following moral rules, “we are led to ‘objectify’ morality, in

thinking that morality is something imposed on us rather than a matter of free choice”

(Ruse, 1991., p. 508). This conclusion echoes, of course John Mackie’s “error theory” of
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morality (Mackie, 1977). The objectification of ethics secures its authority and enables it

to function: “we are led to obey it and thus it works” (ibid.).

As noted above, this account of morality poses, of course, what appears to be a

disturbing challenge for the so-called “traditional moral philosopher” (so called by Ruse,

of course), the favourite target of the evolutionary ethicist. Michael Ruse offers a shorter

route to reaching conclusions similar to Mackie’s while they both start out from scientific

knowledge of human nature and motivational structure: “[M]orality is subjective – it is

all a question of human feelings or sentiments – but he or she [the evolutionist – V. B.]

admits  that  we  “objectify”  morality,  to  use  an  ugly  but  descriptive  term.  We  think

morality has objective reference, even though it does not. And because of this, a causal

analysis of the type offered by the evolutionist is appropriate and adequate, whereas a

justification of moral claims in terms of reasoned foundations is neither needed nor

appropriate. Further, completing the case, the evolutionist points out that there are good

biological reasons why it is part of our nature to objectify morality. If we did not regard it

as binding, we would ignore it. It is precisely because we think that morality is more than

mere subjective desires that we are led to obey it” (Ruse, 1995, pp. 101-102).

Ruse, therefore, is adamant that evolutionary arguments issue in the denial of

objective values. There are other evolutionary thinkers, however, who do not accept the

metaethical view according to which all moral values are illusory. On the contrary, they

claim that evolutionary considerations support just the opposite conclusion. I will turn to

two such views in the following sections.

4.2 Robert J. Richards
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Richards attempts to prove that there is a single moral imperative which is both objective

and established by the process of evolution. Richards calls his theory the Revised Version

since it takes up and reformulates a theme already found in Spencer, Haeckel,

Rockefeller and more recently E.O. Wilson. The Revised Version states baldly that “the

community welfare is the highest moral good” (Richards, 1986, p. 286).

Of  primary  interest  for  our  present  concerns  is  not  so  much  the  truth  of  the  claim

quoted, but rather whether evolutionary arguments can be called in or not to support it. In

other words, even if it turns out that Richards is mistaken after all about community

welfare being the highest moral good, his conception of evolutionary argumentation in

ethics may nevertheless be acceptable. Should this be the case, the consequences would

be remarkable indeed (one of them being a direct refutation of Ruse’s radical approach).

The Revised Version consists of two parts: a speculative account of human evolution,

on the one hand, and a moral theory based on this account, on the other. Richards’s

account of human evolution maintains that a moral sense has evolved in humans by

means of kin-selection, group-selection and, to a lesser degree, by means of reciprocal

altruism. (Note that this contradicts Ruse’s position according to which reciprocity is the

key factor in the evolution of the motivational basis of morality.) On Richards view,

moral sense is a “set of innate dispositions that, in appropriate circumstances, move the

individual to act in specific ways for the good of the community” (ibid., p. 272).

From  this  a  further  claim  of  the  Revised  Version  follows:  “[the  Revised  Version]

supposes that men will seek the arrangement that appears best to enhance the community

good” (ibid., p. 280). Richards says nothing about that arrangement itself. Nor does he

need  to  as:  “[t]he  conception  of  what  constitutes  such  an  ideal  pattern  will  change

through time and over different cultures” (ibid.).
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Before  looking  at  other  arguments  of  the  Revised  Version  it  is  to  be  noted  that  one

part of the disagreement between Richards and Ruse is of an empirical nature rooted in a

differential assessment of the relative importance of group-selection as opposed to

reciprocity. How one chooses to take sides with regard to this particular issue will depend

on the assessment of currently available scientific evidence. But this disagreement is to

be kept apart from their opposition as to how ethical theory is to be approached. In any

case, as available empirical evidence is still scarce, a resolution of the scientific

controversy is yet to be seen. No speculations about this will be attempted in this work.28

Another point of disagreement concerns the discrepancy between eliminativism about

moral properties as represented by Ruse, on the one hand, and reductionism about moral

properties as represented by Richards. The complex terminology is less interesting here

than the basic difference in the respective approaches it stands for: While Ruse holds that

moral properties and likewise the substantive ethical theories about these properties are

eliminable,  Richards  takes  a  less  radical  position.  He  argues  only  that  the  motivational

basis which moves us to act morally (i.e. in accordance with the basic moral requirement

of promoting the community good) can be reduced to the dispositions and attitudes

invested in us by the processes of natural selection. But this, contra Ruse, does not show

substantive ethical theories about the content of various moral requirements to be either

eliminable or fallacious.

But how can the fundamental moral imperative of the Revised Version be justified?

Richards  offers  three  justificatory  arguments,  all  of  which  are  based  on  the  supposition

28 Meanwhile, Richards’ position raises a number of immediate empirical difficulties as well. As one critic
has noted: “a preliminary problem is that of whether ‘authentic altruism’ in fact exists… This appears to be
an empirical assumption about human psychology, which amounts to the rejection of what philosophers
have called Psychological Egoism…” (Ball, 1988, p. 329).
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that “evolution has equipped human beings with a number of social instincts, such as the

need to protect offspring, provide for the general well-being of members of the

community (including oneself), defend the helpless against aggression, and other

dispositions that constitute a moral creature. These constitutionally imbedded directives

are instances of the supreme principle of heeding the community welfare” (ibid., p. 286).

The first argument takes up Alan Gewirth’s definition of the meaning of ‘ought’.

Gewirth suggests that ought typically stands for: “necessitated or required by reasons

stemming form a structured context” (quoted from Gewirth, 1982, p. 108, in Richards,

1986, p. 287).

The point here is this. Usually, one can decide whether to accept the terms of a given

“structured context” and that acceptance brings many ‘ought’-s with it. “If I am a

member of the University”, to quote Richards’ example, “then I ought to prepare classes

adequately” (ibid.). But one can always opt out from such contexts and thus all these

‘ought’-s are hypothetical. But not all contexts are like that. As Gewirth puts it: “[I]n the

inference ‘It is lightning, therefore it ought to thunder,’ the ‘ought’ means[…] ‘given the

occurrence of lightning, it is required or necessary that thunder also occur, this necessity

stemming from the law-governed context of physical nature’ ” (ibid.). So physical laws

are necessities that offer a context in which an ‘ought’ is still hypothetical, but in a

different way from the ought obtaining in the university member’s case.  Now, it  seems

that we can find similar ‘ought’-s deriving “from a context that the person cannot avoid,

cannot accept or reject” (ibid., p. 287) precisely because the “generic features of human

action impose a context that cannot be escaped” (ibid.)

Gewirth’s approach becomes especially productive when it comes to be combined

with evolutionary arguments: “Evolution provides the structured context of moral action:
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it has constituted men not only to be moved to act for the community good, but also to

approve, endorse, and encourage others to do so as well” (ibid., p. 288). Thus, “the

constructive forces of evolution impose a practical necessity on each man to promote the

community good” (ibid.). It follows from this, together with Richards’ account of the

basic features of human evolution, that: “[j]ust as the context of physical nature allows us

to argue ‘Since lightning has struck, thunder ought to follow’, so the structured context of

human evolution allows us to argue ‘Since each man has evolved to advance the

community good, each ought to act altruistically’ ” (ibid.).

Now it is important to handle the above result carefully. Richards does not assert that

we ought to act altruistically because evolution turned us into altruists.  If  that  were the

case, Richards stresses, then aggressive impulses would be equally encouraged. “Moral

‘ought’-propositions are not sanctioned by the mere fact of evolutionary formation of

human nature, but by the fact of the peculiar formation of human nature we call ‘moral’,

which has accomplished by evolution”29 (ibid.)

What this means is that the justification offered is not an all-embracing justification of

human nature. It attempts to justify only what indeed stands in need of justification,

namely morality itself. In short, only our moral nature is justified by virtue of its

evolutionary history and not the rest of our human constitution. To sum up, the first

justificatory argument accepts Gewirth’s inference rule to determine the meaning of

29 Richards here ascribes a central role to the ethical approach I have been referring to as the “ordinary
morality view” throughout this work. But it should be noted that if Richards fails to specify what morality
is except by pointing to what people ordinarily call morality, then his justificatory endeavour substantially
diverges from what it set out to achieve at the beginning. It will be remembered that Richards’ original idea
was to show that an evolutionary account of human nature offers a powerful justification of some basic
moral principles. Justification, that is, which is independent from what people mean when referring to
moral requirements in a concrete situation at a given time (since the “structured context” of evolution could
yield biological advantages precisely by virtue of its constancy and stability over time). But if Richards
does not manage to provide an independent account of the institution of morality other than by referring to
everyday moral practices, then he will have to admit the relevance of historical and sociological facts and
the original project will no longer be realizable.
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‘ought’ and then uses this rule to elaborate a peculiar evolutionary understanding of the

moral nature of humans.

The second justificatory argument is less interesting and serves in essence to reinforce

the first. It goes like this: “the evidence shows that evolution has, as a matter of fact,

constructed human beings to act for the community good; but to act for the community

good is what we mean by moral. Since, therefore, human beings are moral beings – an

unavoidable condition produced by evolution – each ought to act for the community

good” (ibid., p. 289). On Richards’s view this second argument is important because it

traces the logic underlying the justification of the basic moral demand. This logic

involves going from “(a) the empirical evidence and theory of evolution, to (b) man’s

constitution  as  an  altruist,  to  (c)  identifying  being  an  altruist  with  being  moral,  to  (d)

concluding that since men so constituted are moral, they morally ought to promote the

community good” (ibid).

Nor is this conclusion question-begging, Richards insists. This is because the

“connection between being human and being moral is contingent” (ibid.): evolution could

have just as well turned out to be different.

This concession, however, seems to endanger the whole justificatory effort. When

examining the kind of ‘ought’ one obtains in an evolutionary context, Richards says that

“in the context of the evolutionary constitution of human moral behavior, ‘ought’ means

that the person must act altruistically, provided he has assessed the situation correctly and

a surge of jealousy, hatred, greed, etc. does not interfere. […]When conditions are less

than ideal[…], then we might be warranted in expressing another kind of ‘ought’-

proposition[…] In such cases, of course, the ‘ought’ is not a moral ought; it is not a moral

ought because the ‘ought’-judgement is not formed in recognition of altruism as the
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motive for behavior” (p. 290). But this move can hardly be called fair: Richards’s project

held out the promise of justifying moral behavior, whereas it now ends up saying merely

that sometimes we act morally and sometimes we do not.30

The third justificatory argument of the Revised Version is, if possible, even less

intriguing.  It  is  a  kind  of  negative  or  indirect  justification  based  on  the  claim that  most

traditional moral principles suffer from the lack of conceptually secured consent as to

what acts should be classified as moral. The Revised Theory, however, can help: “it

shows that the pith of every man’s nature, the core by which he is constituted a social and

moral being, has been created according to the same standard. Each heart must resound

the same moral code, acting for the common good” (ibid., p. 292).

My criticism of this argument concerns strictly its justificatory force. This is because

almost any argument appears to be better suited to justifying a moral principle than one

which has nothing to recommend it apart from the fact that it might help others to justify

their moral principles. The argument’s content, however, is fascinating. It seems to offer

the strongest possible case against relativism. It holds that the moral part of human nature

is shaped by natural selection and that, as a consequence, all humans strive for the same

moral good. In short, the argument claims that moral values are universally valid.31

4.3 Rottschaeffer and Martinsen

30 Woolcock (1999) may be voicing the same criticism in his analysis of ‘descriptive ought’: “An
evolutionary ethicist who claims to have shown us how to deduce a descriptive ‘ought’ from a descriptive
‘is’ may well have avoided the naturalistic fallacy, but will not thereby have shown us how evolutionary
theory can guide our actions” (p. 285).
31 It may be worth recalling here the point made in the introduction, namely that evolutionary ethics
generally seeks to base the universalizability of moral requirements on the uniformity of human nature
(which in turn is the result of ubiquitous evolutionary processes), cf. Sections 1.3 and 2.6.
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In a sense, Rottschaeffer and Martinsen make a more general claim than did Richards

(who limited his inquiries to the justification of what he regards as the basic moral

requirement). Rottschaeffer and Martinsen contend that human survival and reproduction

(called  S/R  by  the  authors  who  appear  to  be  somewhat  obsessed  with  abbreviations)

constitute an important normative value. Moreover, they argue that food, shelter,

companionship, etc., i.e. all the things relevant to human S/R, have objectively valuable

properties. What this objectivity amounts to needs, of course, to be specified first and

justified second.

First, Rottschaeffer and Martinsen specify what they mean by the objectivity of values

as follows. They begin by offering the allegedly analogous case of colours by way of

illustration: “the realist can argue not only that there are objective sources for, but also

objective referents of, the perception of colors. Micro-physical surface characteristics and

electromagnetic radiation are the realities with which our visual perception system

indirectly puts us in contact. Objectivity has not been abandoned; rather, naïve realism

has been replaced by scientific realism. Similarly, in the case of moral properties, a

Darwinian can argue not only that there are objective sources, but also objective referents

of, the perception of values” (Rottschaeffer and Martinsen, 1990, p. 160). According to

Darwinian theory, or in fact that of Rottschaeffer’s and Martinsen’s, these properties are

“the properties of the natural and social environment to which the person is adapted and

in  terms  of  which  one  can  claim  that  the  person  is  fit.  As  such,  they  are  relational

properties. […]One term of that relation is, indeed, the human subject and his or her

moral sentiments and actions. The other is the natural and social environment. For a

robust [as opposed to minimalist – see below – V.B.] Darwinian the terms of the relations

and the relations are objective” (ibid).
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Rottschaeffer and Martinsen further clarify their understanding of the notion of

objective value by arguing that moral properties “supervene on other natural properties of

persons and things. Moral properties are properties of the other natural properties of

persons and things just as, for instance, biological fitness is a supervenient property of

organisms” (ibid., pp. 161-162). It is in light of this claim that I have chosen to describe

Rottschaeffer and Martinsen as supervenience theorists about moral properties (and about

the substantive ethical theories describing these theories) in opposition to Ruse’s

eliminativism and Richards’ reductionism.

This difference in approach explains, in my view, why despite the more general scope

of their theory (in comparison with Richards) Rottschaeffer and Martinsen do not claim,

as Richards did, that any evolutionarily emergent moral good would immediately become

the “supreme” value of morality. What they do maintain is only that among many others,

these evolutionarily emergent goods are morally valuable too. Thus they would not

hesitate to accept that the moral realm is not only biologically, but also culturally

emergent.

What is then the connection between moral values and evolutionarily emergent goods?

Rottschaeffer and Martinsen offer two ways of establishing this connection: “First, the

robust Darwinian includes among the multiple moral goods those things and states of

affairs that normally promote human adaptations, fitness, and survival and reproduction.

Secondly, following the lead of Ruse, she appeals to the moral sentiments as genetically

in-built cognitive, motivational and behavioral tendencies which as adaptations produce

fitness and S/R” (ibid., p. 163).

Once culturally emergent values enter the scene and the claim concerning the

“supremacy” of evolutionary goods is abandoned, Rotschaeffer and Martinsen think
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moral sentiments can be characterized as: “merely raw materials upon which socio-

cultural learning and reasoning work and from which, with learning and reasoning, moral

action ensues” (ibid).

In that case, however, Rotschaeffer and Martinsen argue, these adaptations, i.e. the

moral sentiments themselves, are morally good in so far as they promote actions that are

morally right or result in states of affairs that are morally valuable. Thus they conclude

that “part of human moral value is constituted by the relational triad of moral sentiments,

as evolutionary adaptations, the objects to which they incline us, and the fitness that their

achievement entails” (ibid.).

Now that the notion of objective value has been more or less precisely circumscribed,

Rottschaeffer and Martinsen’s proceed to justifying the objectivity of moral values as

constituted by this “relational triad” part of morality. Should this limited justification be

successful, evolutionary ethics could be shown to be valid.

In  general,  for  an  adherent  of  cognitivist  naturalism  there  appear  to  be  two  ways  to

justify the objectivity of moral values. First, it can be argued that “moral beliefs can be

true or false depending on the presence of good-making and right-making characteristics,

moral properties, in things” (ibid., p. 163). Rotschaeffer and Martinsen, who also choose

this strategy, call this form of justification objectivist naturalism. When combined with

the evolutionary approach, this position can be described, on Rotschaeffer and

Martinsen’s view,  as robust Darwinian ethical naturalism (RDEN).

Alternatively, one could also try to show that “moral beliefs can be true or false, but

they are so on the basis of whether they belong to the best coherent justificatory system

available for the practices, conventions and principles that we happen to embrace” (ibid.).

Rotschaeffer and Martinsen term this second type of justificatory strategy
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intersubjectivist naturalism. Combined with the evolutionary approach, it yields

minimalist Darwinian ethical naturalism (MDEN).

Ruse’s  system,  Rotschaeffer  and  Martinsen  claim,  is  a  good  example  of  MDEN.

Rotschaeffer and Martinsen grant that MDEN is compatible with a denial of the kind of

objectivism  RDEN  is  committed  to.  In  addition,  it  seems  that  MDEN  allows  one  to

maintain the supremacy of behavioural traits prior to justifying them. Whether or not

Ruse would object to being classified as an adherent of MDEN is a question I will look at

shortly.  In  any  case,  it  will  be  seen  that  Rottschaeffer  and  Martinsen  are  critical  of  all

forms of MDEN. They believe that only RDEN constitutes a viable justificatory strategy

for moral requirements.

In the Darwinian scheme, of course, an action is good provided “it promotes human

adaptations and, thereby, fitness leading normally to S/R. That is its ultimate justification.

A person who appeals to the ultimate Darwinian metaethical principle to justify his or her

action is using that principle as a justificatory reason. That reason can move the person to

act if she has adopted in a consistent manner a Darwinian ethics. And it can be used to

justify her actions” (ibid., p. 167).

In addition to the two direct justificatory strategy discussed above (of which

Rotschaeffer and Martinsen choose the first one, RDEN), one may have recourse to an

indirect justificatory strategy as well provided, of course, one is prepared to admit S/R,

fitness and the like as objective moral values: Our moral sentiments move us to act

according to these objective values. But it is evolutionary mechanisms which cause us to

entertain these moral sentiments. Therefore, “the Darwinian can also appeal to moral

sentiments as a justificatory reason since these sentiments as adaptations, would be

reliable mechanisms for the discernment of the moral ends involved” (ibid.). In other
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words, this indirect strategy rests on the suggestion that moral sentiments have been

evolutionarily selected because they helped humans to discover what was morally good.

Recall  the  analogous  case  of  colours:  Colours  are identified by means of our

perceptual apparatus. This perceptual apparatus has been shaped, however, by natural

selection which, therefore, enabled us to identify colours in the first place. Similarly,

moral values can be identified by means of our moral sentiments, which are in turn the

“products” of evolutionary mechanisms. In other words, if it can be shown that moral

properties are objective and supervenient on properties of the natural and social

environment,  then  we  can  also  show  our  moral  sentiments  to  be  reliable  guides  in

identifying what is right and what is wrong since these moral sentiments are invested in

us by evolutionary processes precisely to track these supervenient moral properties.

Whether this justificatory strategy is indeed tenable will be discussed in the following

chapter.

Rottschaeffer and Martinsen recognize the basic limitations of their justificatory

strategies (RDEN and the indirect strategy discussed above) which limitations derive

from the fact that human fitness, S/R, etc. are shaped not only by biological but also by

cultural processes. In fact, some culturally-specific moral values appear to be

independent of evolutionary processes and moral sentiments altogether.

Nevertheless, Rotschaeffer and Martinsen insist that “human S/R is a necessary

condition for both cultural human values and culturally specified biological human

values[…] Thus we believe that the value of human fitness can serve a justificatory role

for the value of the objects of the moral sentiments and must, as a necessary condition for

other above-mentioned values, be presupposed as valuable in any justification of these

values” (ibid., p. 168 – my italics, V. B.).
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In sum, Rotschaeffer and Martinsen arguments, if correct, have two major

implications for the present inquiry: First, they could confirm the intuition that

evolutionary ethics is justified at least in delimiting the scope of morality by being able to

winnow out moral values conducive to basic evolutionary goals: survival and

reproduction. Second, they suggest that no human values are entirely independent from

evolutionary history after all. No matter how we choose to justify a given set of moral

values, part of the justification must necessarily be that that set of values furthers – or

sustains -  human fitness: “As such”, Rottschaeffer and Martinsen declare, “human S/R is

not  a  mere  instrumental  value,  that  is,  one  that  can  be  set  aside  in  the  achievement  of

some goal” (ibid).

4.4 The naturalistic fallacy

It may be objected at this point that by drawing normative conclusions from factual

premises  all  of  the  above  contributions  to  evolutionary  ethics  commit  the  naturalistic

fallacy. In fact, many may already have the impression that evolutionary ethics as such

falls victim to this objection. Before going on to compare the particular theories discussed

above, this objection has to be dealt with.

Very broadly, the naturalistic fallacy is committed by those who violate what has

come to  be  referred  to  as  Hume’s  Law which  says  no  valid  normative  conclusions,  i.e.

‘ought’-s can be derived from purely factual, i.e. ‘is’ premises. Sometimes Hume’s Law

is expressed in terms of the putative distinction between facts and values. No knowledge

of  facts  would,  on  its  own,  entitle  us  to  make  statements  concerning  the  value  of

anything, it is argued. Incidentally, the term ‘naturalistic fallacy’ was coined by the
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Cambridge  philosopher  G.  E.  Moore  who  put  forward  the  influential  claim  that  ‘moral

good’ cannot be defined by any property of the natural world.

Clearly, the naturalistic fallacy poses a challenge to evolutionary ethics. It is exactly

their close reliance on the findings of evolutionary biology about the development of

human nature that invests evolutionary ethics with special authority with regard to

traditional moral theories, or at least so it is claimed by evolutionary ethicists themselves.

In fact, these authors argue that evolutionary ethics succeeds in deriving morally-relevant

conclusions from facts about human evolution and nothing else. Thus, provided of course

the naturalistic fallacy is indeed a genuine fallacy, all conceivable forms of evolutionary

ethics appear to fall prey to it. Perhaps somewhat surprisingly evolutionary ethicists,

instead of trying to deny the validity of Hume’s Law, prefer not to admit to having

committed the naturalist fallacy at the first place.

At first sight, Ruse’s radical eliminativism stands better a chance to avoid the

naturalistic fallacy than rival accounts discussed above. Ruse can ungrudgingly concede

that no valid normative prescriptions can be made on the basis of facts concerning

evolutionary processes. This is so, of course, because nothing will qualify as the

foundation of normative requirements since, if morality is indeed an illusion, there can

be none: “it is indeed true that you cannot deduce moral claims from factual claims

(about origins). However, using factual claims about origins you can give moral claims

the only foundational explanation they might possibly have” (Ruse, 1995, p. 100). But

the foundational explanation Ruse is referring to here will establish precisely that

morality as such is eliminable. Since the denial of moral objectivity was supported by an

Occam’s razor type argument, Ruse claims to be innocent of the naturalistic fallacy: no

‘ought’-s are drawn from ‘is’-s, or in fact from anything at all.
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Richards also tries to rebut the charge of having committed the naturalistic fallacy. His

defence is more complicated than Ruse’s. This not surprising since Richards does draw

moral conclusions to the effect that the pursuit of community good is of superior moral

significance.

On Richards’ view, there are two ways in which an evolutionary ethicist may fall

victim to the naturalistic fallacy. Either by holding that anything evolution may have

brought about is right, or by thinking that at the very least long-term evolutionary

processes have to yield moral values. He argues, however, that the Revised Version is

committed to neither of these positions: “It does not specify a particular social

arrangement that appears best to enhance the community good. The conception of what

constitutes such an ideal pattern will change through time and over different cultures.

[…]The theory maintains that the criterion of morally approved behavior will remain

constant, while the conception of what particular acts fall under that criterion will

continue to change. RV, therefore, does not derive ethical imperatives from evolutionary

facts in the usual way” (Richards, 1986, pp. 280-281).

Meanwhile, the Revised Version does arrive at normative ‘ought’-s even if in what

appear to be somewhat unusual ways. The question is whether the Revised Version

indeed proceeds in a sufficiently “unusual” fashion to steer clear of the naturalistic

fallacy. In fact, Richards suggests a new inference rule: “Appeal might be made to the

fact that moral authorities within our society have condemned or praised certain actions.

Such an appeal, of course, would be empirical. Yet the justifying argument would meet

the usual criterion of validity, if the contending parties implicitly or explicitly agreed on a

meta-moral inference principle such as ‘Conclude as sound ethical injunctions what

moral leaders preach’” (ibid., p. 282). Using this inference rule, Richards insists, “one
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would have a perfectly valid argument that derived morally normative conclusions from

factual propositions” (p. 283).

A further argument Richards supplies in his defence is this: for its ultimate

justification, any ethical system would need to refer to intuitively clear cases, shared

beliefs and common practices. The more established the consensus about these cases and

the more extensive and definite the “reference class” of those who share this consensus,

the less relativistic the pertaining moral justification will become. In the Revised Version,

however, the reference class is that of “moral men”, “and that we can count on this being

a  rather  large  class  because  evolution  has  produced  it  so.  …  [W]e  have  evolved  …  to

recognize and approve of moral behavior when we encounter it” (p. 285).

This argument seems to suggest that if we take the naturalistic fallacy too seriously, all

philosophical accounts of morality will fall foul of it. This is because they all need to

appeal to beliefs and practices of human beings and this necessarily amounts to drawing

in empirical matters. (On this see Sections 7.11, 7.13) We are better off, Richards seems

to imply, if this empirical appeal does not count as a naturalistic fallacy at all when what

we are concerned with is the ultimate justification  of  an  ethical  system.  In  sum,  the

Revised Version is a better ethical system because it offers a different inference rule than

its rivals (this was Richards’ first argument) and also because it specifies a definite and

relevant reference class (that of “moral men”) thus ensuring that the consensus about the

inference rule (determining ‘ought’ from a structured context) will be as large as possible.

Thus Ruse claims to have avoided the naturalistic fallacy by denying to have derived any

‘ought’-s altogether, while Richards insists that the naturalistic fallacy is irrelevant at the
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level  of  ultimate  justification.  Rottschaeffer  and  Martinsen  also  take  up  the  problem of

the naturalistic fallacy, but they offer a different solution.

First of all, they severely criticize Ruse for venturing too far just in order to pre-empt

the naturalistic fallacy. Rottschaeffer and Martinsen reject Ruse’s suggestion according to

which either moral properties are identical with natural properties, or else there are no

objective moral properties at all. They claim that there is a way to assert the objectivity of

moral values are objective and still avoid the naturalistic fallacy (or NF, as they call it).

The definitional form of that fallacy can be read, Rottschaeffer and Martinsen contend,

as saying that “moral properties ought not to be reduced to non-moral properties. And if

moral  properties  are  not  to  be  identified  with  non-moral  properties,  they  cannot  be

defined in terms of these properties” (Rottschaeffer and Martinsen, 1990, p. 161). Since

Rottschaeffer and Martinsen believe moral properties to be supervenient on natural

properties, they clearly reject the identification of moral properties with natural

properties. Thus, the definitional form of the naturalistic fallacy can be avoided and

Ruse’s overcautious approach, which yields radically eliminativist conclusions, dispensed

with.

Rottschaeffer and Martinsen then proceed to assessing the derivational form of the

naturalistic fallacy (DerNF).

They claim that an argument such as the one below would indeed commit the DerNF:

“(B1)  a) Natural selection results in moral sentiments.

b) The community’s ends are the ends of the moral sentiments.

c) So the community’s ends ought to be sought.”
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(B1) derives a moral conclusion solely from factual premises and thus commits the

DerNF. But according to Rottschaeffer and Martinsen the problem in (B1) can be

remedied as follows:

“(B2)  d) The moral good is what ought to be sought.

  e) The ends of the moral sentiments are moral goods.

  f) So the ends of the moral sentiments are what ought to be sought.

g) Natural selection results in moral sentiments.

h) The community’s ends are the ends of the moral sentiments.

i) So the community’s ends ought to be sought.

(B2) does not commit the DerNF because it does not derive moral conclusions solely

from non-moral premises” (Rottschaeffer and Martinsen, 1991, p. 441).

In other words, the justificatory principles are moral principles themselves: “We

derive oughts from oughts and values from values, and postulate that among basic human

values is the value of human fitness leading to S/R [survival and reproduction]. On that

basis we argue that the activities toward which the moral sentiments as fitness-inducing

adaptations incline us can often be morally justified” (Rottschaeffer and Martinsen, 1990,

p. 166).

It seems then that evolutionary ethics may have numerous different answers to the

charge of its committing the naturalistic fallacy. Whether these answers are successful

needs further discussion, but before entering into that, let us see how the three different

approaches assess each other.
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4.5 Internal debates

Clearly, Richards as well as Rottschaeffer and Martinsen fundamentally disagree with

Ruse as to whether objective moral properties and values exist or not. In addition,

Richards believes that one of the very first steps of Ruse’s theory is already mistaken. On

Richards’s view, it is not true that it is reciprocal altruism that has led to the emergence of

moral sentiments in evolution. But since Ruse assumes this to be the case, it is not

surprising that he ends up denying the objectivity of moral values. In fact, Richards

concedes, if reciprocal altruism did play this role (as it does not), then even Richards’s

model could issue in a similar denial.

The reason for this is that the expectation of reciprocity is not a suitable basis for any

genuine other-regarding morality. Moral sentiments growing out of reciprocal altruism

cannot justify a system in which evolutionarily emergent goals constitute an unselfish

moral good. In opposition to Ruse, Richards argues that kin-selection in combination

with some form of group-selection (extended kin groups, etc.) have shaped human moral

sentiments. This is a far more promising basis, he claims, upon which to ground a

justifiable morality.

Richards himself is criticized by Rottschaeffer (Rottschaeffer, 1991). Even if

somewhat reluctantly, Rottschaeffer does grant Richards’ empirical hypotheses, but he

objects to Richards’ justification of the principle that community welfare is the highest

moral good. Through the introduction of his inference principle (“From the structured

context of human evolutionary history conclude that the activity appropriate to the

evolutionary context ought to occur.” ibid., p. 342), Richards claims to have met the two

necessary conditions of a naturalistic justification. These are, first, that adequate reasons



Part I, Chapter IV: The Challenge 99

should be empirical (i.e. facts about human evolution and its consequences), and second,

that the empirical basis must appeal to morally relevant causal factors.

By contrast, Rottschaeffer argues that these two conditions are fundamentally

insufficient for a naturalistic justification. “[W]e are still left with the question of how,

using IP [the inference principle], we can move from an antecedent concerning the causal

facts of moral formation to a consequent about moral obligation” (p. 344). Richards

responds to this, in Gewirth’s footsteps, that a more general inference principle can solve

the problem. The more general inference principle would be this: “From a particular sort

of structured context, conclude the activity appropriate to that context ought to occur”

(ibid.). In other words, Richards’ ‘ought’ is a must and entails causal necessity: “the

phenomenon must be or occur if there are no intervening factors” (ibid.).

Richards,  however,  does  not  deal  with  another  objection,  namely  that  even  if  we

accept the causal account in other contexts, a specifically moral justification demands a

different kind of account: “[A] mere appeal to the causal context of moral formation,

even if it singles out a relevant causal context, is insufficient to bring out the logic of NJ

[naturalistic justification]. Why should these causal facts morally obligate us?” (ibid.). In

this connection, Rottschaeffer points to the distinction between explanation and

justification. Only teleological causal laws can yield justificatory explanations, he insists.

Richards’ appeal to “mechanistic” or “efficient” causal laws are, therefore, not suitable

for justificatory purposes which is why his justification must remain incomplete.

Finally, let us examine what Rottschaeffer and Martinsen make of Ruse’s theory.

Ruse’s account, they contend, is “guilty” on three “Darwinian” counts: the distortion,

overextension and weakening of Darwinism. Ruse distorts Darwinian metaethics (DME)

through an undue limitation of the scope of morality by restricting morality to other-
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regarding dispositions and actions. There should be room, Rottschaeffer and Martinsen

object, for self-regarding moral considerations and deeds such as keeping up good health

or protecting oneself from harm.

At the same time, Ruse overextends Darwinism by attributing “to moral sentiments the

full-fledged moral modalities of prescriptivity and universality. Ruse suggests that,

during childhood, biologically based epigenetic rules lead automatically to the

development of what he calls moral sentiments which possess both the content and

structure of morality” (Rottschaeffer and Martinsen, 1990, p. 153). Thus, Ruse ignores

the fundamental role learning and reasoning play in the development of morality. To

remedy this mistake, Rottschaeffer and Martinsen regard moral sentiments (epigenetic

rules) as only raw materials that provide the basis of a full-fledged morality. A full-

fledged morality which, they insist, will be affected by parental guidance, socialization,

and individual cognitive capacities.

Finally, Ruse weakens Darwinism in an effort to avoid the naturalistic fallacy. Ruse

relies  on  two  different  senses  of  objectivity  and  two  different  senses  of  subjectivity,

Rottschaeffer and Martinsen claim: “Values are objective either (1) if they exist

independently of humans in some non-physical way or (2) if they are externally imposed.

Values are subjective either (1) if without human nature there is no right and wrong or (2)

if there is no source of morality independent of human nature” (ibid., p. 158).

Rottschaeffer and Martinsen show, however, that the objectivity criteria (1)/(2) and the

subjectivity criteria (1)/(2) are each different enough to merit separate treatment.

Thus for objectivity: “values may be independent of human nature in a physical way

and be externally imposed” (ibid., my italics – V. B.). And similarly for the two different

criteria of subjectivity: “the second sense of subjective, if taken to mean that human
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nature is a necessary and sufficient condition for constituting what is moral, is not

implied by the first sense. Morality can be a function of human nature without being

constituted by it” (ibid). Moreover, subjectivity in the first sense does not exclude

objectivity in the second sense: “morality can be both a function of human nature and be

externally imposed” (ibid).

In order to deny the objectivity of moral values according to both criteria, Ruse has to

argue that morality is constituted by human nature. And indeed he does so. But then the

problem is that this particular claim contradicts his Darwinian account of moral

sentiments, Rottschaeffer and Martinsen insist: “Human nature is a necessary, but not a

sufficient, condition for the existence of moral sentiments since on the Darwinian account

human nature itself depends on both genetic and selective environmental factors” (p.

159).

They also examine a possible answer to this charge: Ruse could have claimed that he

merely denies the objective value of the judgements and actions which our moral

sentiments drive us to, while affirming the objectivity of these sentiments themselves as

well as that of the evolutionary forces that created these sentiments. Now the only reason

Ruse seems to have for denying objective moral properties is that not doing so would

amount to committing the naturalistic fallacy. But, “this blunt rejection of objective moral

properties  seems  to  put  the  philosophical  cart  before  the  scientific  horse.  A  Darwinian

naturalist ethicist, it seems to us, has prior commitment to naturalism and Darwinism. If

these commitments lead her to claim, for instance, that food, shelter, and companionship

have objectively valuable properties, then she must face Hume’s Law straightforwardly”

(ibid).
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Rottschaeffer  and  Martinsen’s  last  two  criticisms  against  Ruse  are  of  the  utmost

importance. They lead to two difficult questions which I will discuss at length in the

following chapter: If morality really is more than what Ruse claims it to be, is it not also

more than what other evolutionary ethicists claim it to be? And conversely, if these other

evolutionary ethicists do indeed give morality its due, doing justice to what morality

really is about, can they afford not to leave the terrain of evolutionary or biological

explanations?
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Chapter V

Answers to the challenge

In the previous chapter I introduced three different theories of contemporary evolutionary

ethics. As was seen in that chapter, the three theories differ in many crucial respects. In

fact, they even disagree with regard to the biological foundations on which to ground

evolutionary ethics. For this reason, in answering the challenges these theories pose for

“traditional” morality, I will discuss them more or less separately. My strategy will be to

start with Michael Ruse and then go on to consider how the other two theories could meet

various criticisms.

Ruse, unlike the others, does not hold that ethics can be justified by the findings of

evolutionary theory. His account is based on the less ambitious (but possibly more

radical) assumption that (the belief in) moral values can be explained on the basis of facts

about human evolution. By contrast, it will be recalled that the other authors discussed,

Richards as well as Rotschaeffer and Martinsen, have presented views to the effect that

moral values can also be justified by reference to what evolutionary theory tells us about

human nature and development. I ranked contributions to evolutionary ethics in the

introduction  in  terms  of  the  ambitiousness  of  their  objectives,  i.e.  whether  and  to  what

extent do they believe it to be possible to draw normative conclusions on the basis of the

empirical data collected by evolutionary biology. I argued that in this ranking Ruse’s

theory, despite the radically eliminativist conclusions it ends up with, is less ambitious

than either Richards or Rotschaeffer and Martinsen.32 Of course, it is also true that in this

hierarchy the weakest position would be one which maintained that human moral

32 See Section 1.5.
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behaviour and capacities can be given an evolutionary explanation but refrained from

drawing any conclusions from this explanation with regard to moral values.33 (On such a

view see Sections 3.3, 6.5)

5.1 The objection from transparency and the epistemic objection

Ruse argues that moral values are illusory and that we act in accordance with these values

only because this is the best way to ensure biologically crucial co-operation. Also, for the

very same reason, epigenetic rules make us think that moral values and requirements are

objective. If we took these values less seriously, we would be worse co-operators.

This view raises the following difficulty: For a long time humanity has gone about its

business tending to moral requirements of all kinds unaware of the workings of human

genes. But then Michael Ruse has come along and unveiled the secret of moral values,

requirements, duties and obligations: they are all but a collective illusion of mankind!

The picture is deliberately exaggerated, but the problem remains. What is to be done if

Rusean radical eliminativism about morality turns out to be correct and comes  to  be

widely accepted by people as the right view concerning the nature of moral ties? After

all, Ruse himself insisted that without morality human co-operation would be insufficient

or non-existing altogether. Worse still, without co-operation genetic proliferation would

be insufficient or non-existing altogether. And what would happen to humankind without

human genetic proliferation…? In view of these grave consequences that might ensue “if

the word gets out on the streets” about the nature of morality, maybe we ought to keep

Ruse’s secret and hope that those confronted with his theory (and even the readers of this

33 For a more complete ranking of competing models in evolutionary ethics, see Barrett, 1991 and Collier
and Stingl, 1993.
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work) are sensible people who do not go about telling everybody that morality is not

objectively  valid  after  all.  For  who  would  allow  his  life  to  be  controlled  and  seriously

constrained by a set of illusory and ultimately unjustifiable rules? In other words, the

difficulty is this: Once a person recognizes that the moral obligations and requirements

she thought to be objectively binding are in fact unfounded, there will be no “reason for

her  to  act  contrary  to  her  own  wishes  when  she  wants  to  do  something  that  harms  the

interests of others” (Woolcock, 1993, p. 424). I will refer to this criticism of Rusean

radical evolutionary eliminativism about morality the objection from transparency.

Ruse believes the objection to be refutable. People will not abandon the institution of

morality,  so  he  argues,  even  if  they  realize  that  the  objective  validity  of  moral

requirements is but a mere illusion foisted on us by genetic evolution. Morality has

become part of human nature in the course of evolution, comparable to our instinctive use

of  our  eyes  or  hands.  Morality  is  just  as  useful  in  evolutionary  terms  as  these  other

“features” of human beings. To give up acting morally altogether would be no different

from deliberately putting our eyes out, Ruse  concludes (Ruse, 1998, p. 253).

In addition, our psychology and basic moral sentiments are shaped by evolution and

will not easily change: “I think that morality is truly binding on me – and even the fact

that I can recognize its base does not alter the psychological feelings that I have – I am

led to continue in moral ways” (Ruse, 1991, p. 508).

Critics have questioned Ruse’s optimistic rebuttal of the objection from

transparency.34 At a closer look, we find that Ruse relies on two independent arguments,

34 Not insignificantly, Ruse himself seems undecided whether his optimistic prediction about the
psychological embededness of moral behaviour is as sound as he suggests in the above quote. Thus in
several passages he can be read to forecast just the opposite: “[…] if we recognised morality to be no more
than an epiphenomenon of our biology, we would cease to believe in it and stop acting upon it” (Ruse,
1991, p. 507). Or elsewhere: “[…] there are good biological reasons why it is part of our nature to objectify
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not always keeping them apart, in support of the view that people will continue to behave

morally even when after learning that morality has no objective foundations. First, Ruse

says that people will also understand that it would be irrational to give up morality being

as it is a useful product of evolution. Second, Ruse also seems to be arguing that given

our psychological constitution we could not stop behaving morally even if we tried.

Unfortunately, however, both of these arguments fail.

The problem with the first argument is this. If Ruse is right to claim that it would be

irrational to give up behaving morally even after having found out about the illusory

nature of morality, then it is doubtful to the extreme what right he has to argue that our

belief in the objectivity of morality is essential for making us co-operators. If we stick to

our moral ways even while doubting the objectivity of morality and the validity of

ensuing obligations and requirements, then the complicated story of our genes making us

think morality was objective is at best superfluous.35 This is because if we are good co-

operators regardless of our opinion about objective morality, then it must be because of

some other human characteristics. Ruse asserted that it is our evolution that prompts us to

act selfishly and take advantage of the co-operation of others. Believing in objectivity

was argued to be important exactly because it helped us to overcome these selfish desires

enabling us to keep up the co-operative game.

Ruse might not have to deny this charge. He could argue that even if nobody thinks

herself personally obliged to behave morally any longer, we would still continue acting

morally. But this will only be the case if our behaviour is thoroughly policed all the time.

If, however, we do not think morality objectively binding, on the one hand, and we have

morality. If we did not regard it as binding, we would ignore it. It is precisely because we think that
morality is more than mere subjective desires that we are led to obey it” (Ruse, 1995, p. 102).
35 See Woolcock, 1993 for a similar remark.
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strong selfish desires, on the other, then we will predictably act immorally whenever we

can get away with it.

To put it differently, “endorsed morality”, i.e. morality taken seriously, would never

be consciously chosen by agents who pursue purely egoistic goals. There would always

be numerous choices available, each holding out the prospect of increased egoistic

benefit. The best option for any agent would of course be to have all the rest go on

playing by the rules of an endorsed morality except the agent herself. It is, therefore,

blatantly wrong that putting out our eyes is comparable to the choice to abandon

morality: “There is hardly a goal I can consciously have that will not be better achieved if

I have eyes, including my egoistic goals. The exact opposite is the case with an endorsed

morality” (Woolcock, 1993, p. 427).

Moreover, it is logically impossible for one to deliberately choose to adhere to an

“endorsed morality” qua endorsed morality after having learned that there is no such a

thing. By the same token, one may well choose to go to church regularly without

believing in the existence of God, but one cannot choose to go to church because God

wants one to. In sum, Ruse’s first line of defence against the objection from transparency

must be rejected. It is not true that it would be irrational to give up morality upon learning

that it lacks objective validity since there may be very rational reasons not to behave

morally which reasons of course cannot be dismissed as immoral if morality itself is an

illusion. And, as I concluded in this paragraph, one may nevertheless choose to continue

to adhere to moral requirements, but it would be self-contradictory to seek to justify this

decision by reference to the independent authority of morality.

Ruse’s second line of defence was based on the claim that people could not give up

moral behaviour even if they tried. But this sounds rather implausible: I see no difficulty
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in imagining somebody who manages, with some effort, to train herself out of morality.

Secondly, whether one could in fact do so or not is an empirical matter. In any case, this

issue  cannot  be  settled  by  referring  us  to  the  evolutionary  premises  of  the  selfish  gene

theory on which Ruse’s reasoning is grounded. Thirdly, and most importantly, if Ruse is

right in claiming that people behave altruistically no matter what they think of the status

of morality, then we do have genetic hard-wiring of certain patterns of moral behaviour

after all! For social insects, genetic programming ensures co-operation at the expense of

losing flexibility. Ruse argued however, as the reader will recall, that given the high

biological costs involved in the procreation and proliferation of human beings,

behavioural flexibility is a better solution for human beings than genetic hard-wiring.

Therefore, Ruse’s optimistic prediction concerning the impossibility of opting out of

moral behaviour runs counter to his initial distinction between genetic hard-wiring and

genetically-encoded behavioural flexibility.

All in all, neither lines of defence appear to vindicate Ruse’s hope that people will

continue to act morally even after accepting the illusory nature of moral objectivity. The

objection  from transparency  is  still  to  be  answered.  Now it  seems that  the  only  way to

meet this objection would be to modify the evolutionary premises and accept the

importance of group-selection as introduced by Richards. Proceeding in this fashion, it

could be argued that human beings possess “genuinely” altruistic desires which have

evolved  in  such  a  way  that  people  would  cling  on  to  morality  even  if  they  cease  to

believe in its objective validity. This step of course would lead to even greater troubles.

For then the crucial Occam’s razor argument that first led Ruse to argue for the illusory

character of morality would have to be renounced. Moreover, this step would also be

unjustified because, as at a different point Rottschaeffer and Martinsen claimed in the last
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chapter, it would amount to putting the “philosophical cart before the scientific horse” by

choosing an alternative empirical account in order to get out of an apparent difficulty in

philosophical argumentation.

The objection from transparency considerably weakens Ruse’s theory. It seems, however,

that it leaves the other two evolutionary theories of ethics intact. Neither Richards, nor

Rottschaeffer and Martinsen deny the objectivity of ethics. There is no “cat in the bag” to

be  let  out.  On  the  contrary,  they  look  for  an  evolutionary  basis  to  justify  the  objective

validity of moral values and requirements. But we reach an even more fundamental

problem  at  this  point  that  touches  all  three  theories.  I  will  call  this  the epistemic

objection.

All three theories ought to give at least a provisional answer to the following question:

to what extent do our genes determine our thinking in general and our specific beliefs in

particular? There are three possible answers. First, Ruse’s reply: yes, genes do influence

our thinking completely or almost completely. Arguably, however, any theory holding

this view will be self-destructive. This is because as long as we take the claim seriously

that genes wholly determine what we think, we will also have to agree that we accept any

given theory, thus Ruse’s theory as well, not for whatever its scientific merits may be but

because  we  are  determined  (by  our  genes)  to  do  so.  In  short,  if  the  thesis  of  genetic

determinism is true, then any discussion concerning the truth of evolutionary theory (of

whatever persuasion) will be vacuous. No matter how the discussion develops we will

accept a theory not because it is true (or appears to be true) but because we are

determined by our genes to do so.
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Another  possible  answer  to  the  above  question  is  this:  No,  genes  do  not  control  our

thinking, but they tend to influence it in one way or another. This answer gives rise to the

same objection as before. Either human beings are, at least occasionally, capable of

overcoming genetic influence or they are not. If they are not able to do so, then we end up

yet again with the problem of genetic determinism. If,  by contrast,  humans are (at  least

occasionally) capable of overcoming genetic influence and are thus in a position to accept

or refuse theories according to their epistemic merits, then we could indeed say that we

accept evolutionary theory because it seems to us to be true. But then it is unclear why we

could not say exactly the same thing about moral requirements: we accept them not

because we are genetically determined to do so, but simply because we have good

epistemic reasons to regard them to be (objectively) valid. This shows that at the very

least further argument would be required to show that gene-independent biological

knowledge is possible while gene-dependent independent moral theory is not. No such

argument has been offered so far by Ruse or others.

The third possible answer to the above question: genes do not influence our thinking at

all. In that case however, it is to be explained why an evolutionary approach to ethics is

any more useful than an evolutionary approach to mathematics.36

I have to note in closing, however, that while the objection from transparency,

although not irrefutable, does appear to have a bite on radical evolutionary eliminativism

of  the  Rusean  sort,  the  epistemic  objection  discussed  above  can  easily  be  dismissed  by

evolutionary theorists. They can choose among several rejoinders: Firstly, they can point

out that the challenge of determinism constitutes a general problem in both ethics and

epistemology and is no way restricted to evolutionary theory. Secondly, it seems not
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wholly implausible or ad hoc to maintain that our genes have indeed a greater or more

direct influence on our behavioural patterns (and a fortiori on practical deliberation for

action) than on purely intellectual theorizing. Thirdly, and somewhat less effectively, it

may even be argued that the fact genes determine our acceptance of evolutionary theory

does not show evolutionary theory to be wrong and that we have therefore no immediate

reason to discard it as false.

5.2 Complexity

I have noted already that by focusing exclusively on behaviour, Ruse unduly simplifies

the complex relationship of behaviour, psychological motivations (desires) and human

cognitive capacities (reasons). By doing so he lays himself open to have the tables turned

on him.

It will be remembered that Ruse advocates a gene-centred evolutionary model roughly

along the following lines: The behavioural trait of co-operation has crucial survival value.

To ensure that this behavioural trait in fact appears, natural selection favours biological

mechanisms (kin selection, tit for tat, reciprocal altruism, etc.) that increase the likelihood

of co-operative behaviour. As co-operative behaviour was gradually evolving, biological

altruism was selected for at a certain point. Biological altruism, however, has appeared in

different forms and degrees in different species. In the case of humans, biological

altruism  took  the  form  of  what  Ruse  calls  “moral  altruism”  (and  he  equates  this  with

morality) since human cognitive capacities could best cater for co-operative goals by

following “moral duties and obligations”.

36 On these points see: Flanagan, 1991., pp. 295-297; Woolcock, 1993, pp. 434-436; Nagel, 1979, pp. 203-
204.
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Now Ruse’s theory stands or falls with his equation of biological and moral altruism.

He is fundamentally opposed to distinguishing between biological and moral altruism as

their  similarity  enables  him  to  use  Occam’s  razor  for  his  radical  evolutionary

eliminativism in the first place. In other words, Ruse clearly believes that moral altruism

is nothing more than an effective way for the human race to realize biological altruism

and hence co-operation. Had other dispositions, attitudes, thoughts or feelings ensured

human co-operation more effectively than moral sentiments and beliefs, those would

have been selected for. Morality is with us because it just happens to be the most

effective way of making humans co-operate.

To put it differently, Ruse regards the course of development: co-operation

biological mechanism  biological altruism  moral altruism route as theoretically

more  or  less  reversible.  I  will  refer  to  this  as  the  thesis  of  reversibility.  The  thesis  of

reversibility holds that there is no substantial or qualitative difference between these

successive stages of development. Without the reversibility thesis, it is impossible to

argue that evolutionary theory offers a sufficient and parsimonious explanation of the

phenomenon of human morality and deny on this basis its objective foundations.

Rottschaeffer and Martinsen would most probably also endorse the reversibility thesis,

even if only in a less general form. To recall, their central argument was that moral

sentiments are evolutionarily-emergent psychological drives towards human reproduction

and survival. Now moral dispositions, judgements, requirements, etc. are either rooted in

these moral sentiments or they are independent from them. Rottschaeffer and Martinsen

are prepared to allow for both options maintaining that some aspects of the morality

institution are evolutionarily emergent while some are cultural products. They are of

course primarily interested in evolutionarily emergent aspects of morality. If, however,
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moral dispositions, judgements, requirements, are rooted in moral sentiments which are

in turn evolutionary products, then the reversibility thesis must hold true for them as well

if the evolutionary explanation is to succeed. The reason is the same: unless evolutionary

explanations and explanations of moral behaviour coincide, an explanatory gap will

appear between evolutionary theory and ethics.37 I  will  return  to  the  explanatory  gap

below,  but  before  doing  that  I  shall  examine  what  is  wrong  with  the  thesis  of

reversibility.

First, as already mentioned, reversibility would entail that one could not train oneself

out of altruism, “even if he tried”. For reasons discussed above, this is rather hard to

believe (Woolcock, 1993).38 But there is also a more fundamental issue at stake here: The

reversibility thesis implies that a rigidly hierarchical and one-way relationship obtains

between basic motivational states of the human psyche and cognitive capacities of all

kinds. The idea seems to be that our patterns of thought and ways of reasoning, which we

falsely believe to rely on when making moral judgements or deliberating for action, in

fact human intellectual activities in general, are to be treated no differently from

behavioural patterns characterizing human action in that they are directly informed by

rudimentary psychological urges (which in turn have been shaped by natural selection).

Even someone occupying an out and out physicalist stance with respect to the mind-body

problem would be likely to have qualms about such a blunt equivocation. In any case,

there is little scientific evidence available to support it.

Meanwhile, the only explanation Ruse offers in support of this behaviouristic

treatment of all kinds of cognitive activities in humans is an indirect one. This indirect

37 To use the terminological distinctions introduced in the previous chapter, whether or not they opt for
evolutionary reductionism or supervenience theory instead of Rusean-type radical eliminativism,
evolutionary theorists will have to take a stand with regard to the reversibility thesis.
38 See Section 5.1.
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explanation resembles Dawkins’s memes: we have the thoughts we have because they are

psychologically “attractive”, Ruse suggests. But what about unattractive thoughts? What

about the powers of persuasion, the ability to reflect upon one’s thoughts critically, the

ability to scrutinize evidence for and against what we believe to be true and what about

our readiness to change our views at least some of the time? And even more importantly:

how come we appear to be so different in what we think while our basic psychological

make-up appears to be rather uniform (at least as far as rudimentary motivational states

are concerned)? If we indeed differ to a large as to what we think, where do these

differences stem from39? Surely not from human evolution, because from a purely genetic

point of view we are remarkably similar to one another.

Ruse could, of course, also claim that evolution does allow for a much greater degree

of genetic diversity than hitherto assumed. But this would require a complete revision of

many of his basic scientific assumptions. In its current form, his theory crucially depends

on its “focus on features of genetic design that all people share” (Gibbard, 1993, p. 604).

Recent findings of evolutionary psychology reveal (though many doubts are around, see

Sections 2.6, 8.4) a remarkable unity among humans as far as their basic psychological

make-up is concerned. In fact, as already discussed above, evolutionary ethicists crucially

rely on these findings (see Chapter 4.) But even evolutionary psychology, though

committed to the tenet of basic uniformity of human psychological mechanisms, should

and does allow for significant cognitive differences among humans. This casts a serious

doubt on Ruse’s account. What the complexity of human cognitive functions shows is

precisely that “[…] human differences figure greatly in our lives and thoughts, and they

need discussion” (ibid).

39 Cp. Section 2.5
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But the most unpalatable part of the reversibility thesis is its denial of substantive or

qualitative differences between successive stages in the evolution of altruism: biological

as opposed to moral altruism. The wide-ranging and highly controversial normative

implications of this claim will be discussed in Part II. But, as we have seen in this section,

it is also questionable whether the reversibility thesis is tenable even from a purely

scientific point of view. For the reversibility thesis entails that neither cultural evolution,

nor the appearance of rationality, self-consciousness and intentionality made any real

difference, that only the form and effectors of any given behavioural trait have changed.

Since the default case is that this is not so, that moving from biological altruism to

morality is a huge step which cannot easily be taken back, biological evidence would be

needed to make the reversibility claim at all probable. It would need to be shown that the

phenotype (including the behavioural traits and in this case, thoughts) is very closely

determined by the genotype, that all our traits are shaped and defined by natural selection.

But such reductive or quasi-reductive biological claims are highly problematic and there

is no presumption in their favour.

5.3 Hyperselectionism and the genotype-phenotype gap

The central question in this area concerns the enormous behavioural plasticity of

mankind. Is this flexibility the proof that in the human case at least, genetic programming

has reached an end, that our lives are undetermined by the evolutionary history of our

species?  Or  should  we  think  of  the  freedom  that  we  have  as  an  evolutionary  tool

enhancing human survival and reproduction by allowing for a more effective adaptation

to changes in the environment?
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Consider the sunflower. It too shows flexibility when it turns towards the light,

wherever it may come from. “The real issue is whether our behaviors are caused. If they

are, than they seem as subject to evolutionary explanation as the behavior of ivy

plants[…] Science has lots of evidence that supports the claim that behavior, ours

included, is caused; there is no evidence whatever that supports the opposite claim”

(Sober, 1995., p. 145).

The fundamental shortcomings of Ruse’s account discussed in Section 5.2 above have

shown, however, that the rapid jump from the fact that our behaviour is caused to the

conclusion that it is subject to evolutionary explanation is ungrounded. Even if we set

aside traditional philosophical worries concerning the viability and implications of

determinism as a metaphysical thesis,40 there will be no direct route leading from

accepting that our behaviour is caused to accepting an evolutionary explanation of

morality.

It is of course true that human behaviour is subject to evolutionary explanation at least

in the limited sense that by and large we ought not to presuppose the existence of

behavioural patterns which have been tendentiously selected against in the course of

evolution. But this is not enough to sustain a specifically evolutionary explanation of

various forms of behaviour, including moral behaviour. It would also need to be shown

that particular patterns of behaviour have been selected for and/or have been shaped by

natural  selection.  In  the  absence  of  all  argument  for  that  claim no  parsimony argument

(i.e. Occam razor type argument) can succeed. “The statement that humans are animals

does not imply that our specific patterns of behavior and social arrangements are in any

40 An issue which lies, of course, entirely beyond the scope of this work.
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way directly determined by our genes. Potential and determination are different

concepts” (Gould, S. J. quoted in Flanagan, 1991).41

This issue gives rise to an important question that I will discuss at length in Part II (see

Sections 7.2, 7.14), namely, whether the fact that genetic factors have permitted the

actual  life human beings sets any limit to what behaviour counts as moral. If whatever

we do has to have been allowed by our genes, what normative conclusions, if any, follow

from this?

For the moment, however, let us get back to the problem of genetic determining. Are

there good biological reasons to accept that our evolutionary history not only allows (by

not selecting against) but also influences or controls our moral behaviour (by shaping it

via natural selection)?

Let us remark first that hyperselectionism, the idea that all traits of an organism

contribute to its survival, is blatantly false. All that natural selection can work upon,

however, are traits that affect the survival and/or the reproduction of organisms. The

rejection of hyperselectionism leads to further insights. A hyperselectionist will be

embarrassed for example when asked how inheritable diseases could ever be present

despite the benign workings of natural selection (see Section 5.5, n47) Inheritable

diseases,  of  course,  are  examples  of  inheritable  traits  that  do  affect  the  survival  of

organisms, but they appear later in life when the reproductive period is already over.

Moreover, some traits are simply irrelevant to survival. Thus they fall outside the ambit

of selective processes. Furthermore, some traits may be present not because they

41 On the distinction between genetic allowing and genetic determining, see also: Rosenberg, 1991, Ayala,
1987, Flanagan, 1991.
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themselves are adaptive but rather because they are associated with other traits that are

favoured by natural selection.42

Those like Ruse who want to explain human morality exclusively in evolutionary

terms should begin by offering some scientific – evolutionary – evidence to support the

claim that moral behaviour (thoughts and feelings) are all fine-tuned by natural selection

rather than simply allowed by genes. This is not an easy task. There are good reasons to

think that evolutionary ethics tries to cut a very long story very short by assuming a direct

match between the genotype and the phenotype. “The break in our understanding

between the genes themselves and the organism and its functioning[…] Waddington

called the ‘great gap in biology’ ” (Alexander, 1993, p. 168). This is the explanatory gap

evolutionary ethics assumes to be all too easily bridgeable.43

A possible strategy for one who would urge a tight fit between the genotype and the

phenotype is Ruse’s implicit suggestion that higher-order phenomena (such as culture or

moral  thoughts)  are  not  really  significant  after  all.  Their  only  substantive  role  is  to

enhance the transportation of genes from generation to generation. This idea, of course, is

rooted in Richard Dawkins’s vehicle-concept according to which genes build more and

more complex vehicles in order to prevail in the gene-pool. But, as Gould and many other

thinkers have made it quite clear, this a highly improbable idea. Why reject the

appearance of a substantial difference between genetic pre-programming and human

thinking, for example? “The central feature of our biological uniqueness also provides the

major reason for doubting that our behaviours are directly coded by specific genes. That

feature is, of course, our large brain[…] Flexibility may well be the most important

42 On traits not effected by natural selection, see: Gould, 1980; Gould, 2000; Ayala, 1987; Ayala, 1995;
Flanagan, 1991; Collier-Stingl, 1993; Alexander, 1993; Bateson, 1989.
43 “[A] common practice among sociobiologists and population geneticists was to refer to a ‘gene coding
for a character’” (Bateson, 1989, p. 294).
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determinant of human consciousness; the direct programming of behavior has probably

become inadaptive” (Gould, quoted by Flanagan, 1991. p. 275).

Sometimes cross-cultural universals are consulted in order to decide whether a social

trait  is  genetically  predetermined  or  not.  If  some  social  trait  or  custom  is  found  in

different, isolated cultures, then it is a prima facie evidence for strong genetic influence.

But, “nothing is proven until the relevant genes have been identified, and to date that has

almost never been done” (Flanagan, 1991, p. 275). Also, it is far from obvious what

constitutes a human cultural universal. We shall find plenty of basic traits that are

universally present in all human groups and cultures, and many we share with other

mammals. Here, however, we get back to the previous problem of genetic allowing vs.

genetic  determining.  If  exploration  reaches  down  to  a  very  basic  level,  such  as

“protection of offspring” or “co-operation”, then surely, universals will be found in great

number. But nothing is said about the content in this way.44 To deny that differences in

content are relevant and to take this as showing the genetic determination of these traits is

a brute form of question-begging.

Other attempts to close the genotype-phenotype gap issue in the fallacy of

hyperselectionism as well. E. O. Wilson, for example, assumes “that there are atomizable

phenotypic traits which are underwritten by atomizable genotypic configurations[…]

therefore any phenotypic trait (that lasts) must be adaptive, and its adaptiveness must be

explainable by the selection of the underlying genotype” (Flanagan, 1991, p. 278). In

addition  to  being  hyperselectionist,  this  idea  also  assumes  that  phenotypic  traits  are

atomizable without providing any convincing evidence in favour of this view.

44 See Flanagan, 1991, Bateson, 1989.
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A more promising strategy to fill the genotype-phenotype gap is the following. It can be

argued that even though there is no one-to-one correspondence between genetic

determinants and certain traits or characteristics, still, there must be some pretty direct

connection between genotype and phenotype. “If developmental processes were such that

genetic influences failed to lead to the same phenotypic outcome generation after

generation, then Darwinian evolution could not work” (Bateson, 1989, p. 295).

Sociobiologists have proposed the concept of “coevolutionary circuit” to resolve this

dilemma. “They [Charles Lumsden and Edward O. Wilson, 1981] propose to explain

social behavior by way of a circuit in which the genes build the rules by which the mind

functions; these rules bias their owners to make certain social and cultural choices over

others; these choices lead to differential genetic fitness of the choosers which in turn lead

to increased frequency of the genotype that built the rule system of the persons making

the most adaptive choices” (Flanagan, 1991, p. 280). Thus, “the mind is comprised of a

set of genetically determined rules that favor certain interpretations of the physical world

and certain social and cultural choices over others” (ibid., p. 281).

On this account, therefore, it is rules of learning that are shaped by natural selection.

This is the way in which a given genotype may be expected to yield matching

phenotypes, even though learning is in fact involved in the development of the individual.

The reference to learning processes can thus serve a double purpose: it both explains why

human behaviour displays such an unparalleled degree of plasticity while also spanning

biology’s by-now-familiar “great explanatory gap”. (We shall return to this issue in

forthcoming chapters.)

Let it be allowed that rules of learning are subject to natural selection and are heritable

traits.  This,  however,  does  not  in  itself  make  the  coevolutionary  concept  plausible.  For
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the problems discussed in connection with the genotype-phenotype gap arise once again

if only now with respect to rules of learning themselves (or “epigenetic rules”, or

“culturgenes”). “The rules for modifying behavior do not spring fully armed out of the

genome any more than patterns of unlearned behavior. The rules themselves have to

develop … [M]any features of the rules for learning are profoundly modified by

experience” (Bateson, 1989, p. 296). Even if there were epigenetic rules that were closely

determined by the genotype (like: memory, intelligence, etc.), it is improbable that all

would be like that. “It is often useful to distinguish between information-processing rules

that are innate and those that are acquired[…] acquired rules can enter the cognitive

processing system[…] the information-processing system itself can be dramatically

enriched by the acquisition of new rules and knowledge” (Flanagan, 1991, p. 284). It can

be added that, the remarkable human capacity of imitation is a crucial source of learning

and development. But imitation is, by definition, a way of reacting to environmental

influence.

Finally, one of the most frequently used sceptical arguments points out a fundamental

shortcoming in genotype-phenotype-fit theories. The argument is originally attributed to

S. J. Gould. “We have no evidence for biological change in brain size or structure since

Homo sapiens appeared in the fossil record some fifty thousand years ago[…] All that we

have done then – the greatest transformation in the shortest time that our planet has

experienced since its crust solidified nearly four billion years ago – is the product of

cultural evolution.” (quoted by Flanagan, 1991, p. 287).

To conclude, shifting genetic determination to rules of learning does not offer a

satisfactory basis for thinking that genes might directly influence specific beliefs  or

patterns of behaviour. The failure of this strategy, however, suggests that the genotype-
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phenotype gap cannot be bridged by means of the strategies discussed above. There is no

fit that is close enough to establish the scientific groundwork for eliminativist,

reductionist or even supervenience-based evolutionary arguments about morality. One

important aspect constantly overlooked by these accounts is “horizontal influence”, i.e.

culture. It is to this topic that I will now turn.

5.4 The meme-meme

As  it  has  been  shown  (see  Section  3.4)  above,  even  Richard  Dawkins,  the  best  known

propagator of the selfish gene theory, stresses the enormous influence of culture on

human  evolution.  He  offered  the  concept  of  the  “meme”  to  account  for  this  gene-

independent evolutionary process. Elliott Sober pointed out that the advantage of the

meme theory lies in not flying in the face of biological explanations. On the contrary,

biological plausibility is one of its strengths precisely because it is perfectly similar to the

concept of the gene. Memes, just like genes, are replicators making more or less exact

copies of themselves (imitation) and are subject to a selection-process (attention,

memory, etc). Some memes are more successful than others and therefore persist. In

short, memes are modelled exactly on genes as Dawkins conceives them.

The God-meme is Dawkins’s favourite example. He conjectures that the most

probable reason for the success of memes, such as the God-meme, is their psychological

attractivity. Consequently, psychological factors play a key role in the meme-story. We

imitate memes that have a greater psychological appeal more readily than those that have

less.

Let us also take note here of the background hypothesis according to which human

psychological and motivational structure is shaped by natural selection. This reference to
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psychological appeal should, however, give us pause. It indicates that memes, in one way

or another, are subject to genetic influence as well. Genes render some memes more

attractive than others, and those will persist that are attractive. This influence cannot, it

seems, be eliminated. Nevertheless, its impact will greatly be reduced by the fact that

cultural evolution is much faster than genetic evolution. Thus some memes are selected

for that actually impede biological proliferation. Contraception would be an illustrative

example.

Needless to say, the different pace of development cannot in itself account for the

power of cultural over genetic evolution. After all, babies will need to be indoctrinated

with successful memes. Also, their indoctrination will take almost as much time as a

generation shift. In addition, “[b]acteria can reproduce genetically as fast or even faster

than humans can successfully transmit ideas culturally; nevertheless, humans, in

medically skilled cultures, have learned to control infectious diseases with much success”

(Holmes, 1995., p. 230).

Despite the obvious difficulties involved in relating meme-based development to

gene-based development, meme-theory promises to establish vital ties between culture,

on the one hand, and evolutionarily shaped human psychology, on the other. If meme-

theory really succeeded in doing so, then room could be made for strong theses of an

evolutionary ethical kind. In that case, we could account for apparently gene-independent

evolutionary processes, such as cultural development, and yet trace these processes back

to the genetic foundations of human evolution.

Let us now examine whether psychological attractiveness could really be the crucial

factor in memetics. It should be clear that merely stating that some thought or other is

psychologically appealing is not an explanation for why we have that thought. Not only
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do we often wildly disagree with each other on certain questions and thoughts we have,

often  also  various  and  conflicting  thoughts  are  present  in  our  own minds.  Are  these  all

psychologically  attractive?  Such  diversity  of  thoughts  gives  rise  to  a  central  doubt:  can

we  seriously  think  that  natural  selection,  so  much  admired  for  the  harmony  it  brings

about, has anything to do with the billions of thoughts and beliefs we have? It is quite

certain that human genotypes show a remarkably high level of similarity, so that we

could say that compared to the diversity of human thought, we have just one shared

genotype  (with  important  but  not  huge  variations.)  It  is  hard  to  see,  therefore,  how

genotypes would account for the plurality of our thoughts and beliefs. (Cp. Sections 4.1,

5.3)

This conclusion is hardly surprising of course in the light of the genotype-phenotype

gap dealt with above. But the tension between the huge diversity of thoughts and the

unity of the genotype is so great that it enables us to venture even more ambitious claims.

So it is tempting to think the genotype-phenotype gap is so huge that psychological

attractiveness of thoughts cannot be linked to genetic influence at all. Even if it were true

that memes such as the God-meme existed, this would tell us absolutely nothing about

the thoughts “God is almighty”, “God is dead”, “There is no such thing as God.” Whether

such basic memes exist or not is simply irrelevant to the truth of certain thoughts or

beliefs.

This takes us to a second objection to meme-theory: If we consider the modern history

of  “memes”  (i.e.  thoughts  or  ideas),  we  find  that  scientific  “memes”  have  proved  to  be

singularly successful and persistent. If nothing else, this fact may suggest that they have

been so successful not because of some dubious psychological appeal but simply because

they are true, or somewhat more modestly, because they appear to be true. In other
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words,  we  hang  on  to  these  “memes”  because  we  have  good  (epistemic  and  other)

reasons to believe that they “track the truth”45 and we replace them by alternative memes

only if it seems to us that these map and reflect features of our environment “out there”

even better: “[Memes] are supposed to be self-replicating ideas which virus-like seek to

propagate themselves by colonizing and taking over human minds[…] to the minds so

colonized, the memes must seem rationally persuasive. In so seeming, the focus of

explanation will move from the supposedly non-rational and purely evolutionary power

of the meme to replicate itself to the extent and nature of the rationality of the individuals

who accept the memes and who have a critical freedom in regard to them” (O’Hear,

1997, p. 156).

Would Dawkins at this point say that scientific memes are just like pop-song-memes

and hairstyles? Or would he even go as far as saying that the success of scientific memes

is due to some obscure psychological need as in the case of the God-meme? Unlikely.

But if there is a difference, then further argument has to be supplied by evolutionary

ethicists to show to what extent memes about morality differ from scientific memes. If

the persistence of some memes cannot be accounted for by reference to psychological

needs, what about other memes?

One answer to this objection might be this. Scientific memes are successful because

their “truth”, their exact mapping of the environment increases biological fitness. The

same holds true, it could be argued, for memes about morality. But these increase

biological fitness not because they are true, but rather because they promote human co-

operation.

45 In Bernard Williams’s (1985) sense. See his “Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy”, esp pp. 142-15.
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This answer faces two grave problems. First, if we accept this analogy between

science and morality, why can we not grant the same treatment to both? The truth of

scientific claims (which results in increased fitness) should be examined independently

from evolutionary advantage (see: Nagel, 1979). Why cannot we say the very same thing

about morality memes? Why should it be better to explain moral thoughts or beliefs by

referring to their survival value than to their “truth”? In other words, even from a strictly

evolutionary viewpoint it remains unclear why explanations concerning moral thoughts

or beliefs ought to focus on the evolutionary consequences of having these thoughts (i.e.

enhanced co-operation) rather than on the evolutionary cause for having these thoughts

(i.e. their ability to track the truth).

Second, by connecting scientific or moral thoughts/memes to fitness we find ourselves

once again saddled with the problem of the genotype-phenotype explanatory gap. But the

meme story was put forward precisely in order to try and bridge this gap in the first place.

The application of the meme-concept to science leads to a further objection, similar to

the epistemic objection discussed in connection with Ruse’s account (in Section 5.1). If it

were true that psychological appeal explains why some memes spread and others do not

rather than whether these memes track the truth or not, then any talk of the truth of

meme-theory  itself  will  be  vacuous.  After  all,  meme-theory  itself  is  a  scientific  meme!

“[I]f want to know why people have faith in something – for instance, why Western

people today often have faith in the pronouncements of scientists – we ought not to ask

what reasons, good or bad, these people for that confidence. Instead, we should simply

note that the idea of faith is an efficient parasite. But how would that get us any further?”

(Midgley, 2000, p. 80).
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So paradoxically, if Dawkinsian memetics were true, then it would predict that memes

of Dawkinsian memetics successfully persist and rapidly spread because they are

attractive to most people and not because they are true. For all we know, they might

happen to be true, but this would be something we could never establish with a sufficient

degree of certainty.

The biological background of the meme is equally troublesome. First of all, the very

idea of splitting culture into units in order to turn into the subject-matter of a putatively

scientific approach is dubious, to say the least: “[T]hought and culture are not the sorts of

things  that  can  have  a  distinct  unit  at  all.  They  do  not  have  a  granular  structure  for  the

same reason that ocean currents do not have one – namely because they are not stuffs but

patterns” (Midgley, 2000, pp. 67-68).

Moreover, memes do not constitute a biological substance in any sense and thus are

entirely  different  from  genes.  What  are  memes  then?  On  Dawkins’s  account,  cloth-

fashions, tunes, ideas and so on are all memes. Dennett (1995) even argues that the

Odyssey or deconstructionism are memes. But the items on these lists do not seem to be

constant or well-circumscribable units at all. “What is now the point of the proposal? If

memes really correspond to Dawkinsian genes they must indeed be fixed units – hidden

unchanging causes of the changing items that appear round us in the world. But all the

examples we are given correspond to phenotypes. They are the apparent items

themselves. Moreover, most of the concepts mentioned cannot possibly be treated as

unchanging or even as moderately solid” (Midgley, 2000, p. 76).

Thus, the analogy that makes memes scientifically interesting seems itself to break

down. I conclude that meme-theory has failed to offer a tenable explanation of the link

between gene-based and meme-based evolution. Moreover, it has even failed to supply a
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substantive and non-question-begging definition of memes. It is, therefore, incapable of

filling the phenotype-genotype explanatory gap.

5.5 Consciousness and the by-product argument

Despite  the  serious  shortcomings  of  meme-theory,  for  us  its  main  importance  has  been

the concession that it makes by accommodating the so-called “horizontal influence”, i.e.

culture. Richard Dawkins and other advocates of the theory accept that there is a set of

highly  significant  phenomena  (whether  one  calls  them  memes,  cultural  evolution  or

something else) specific to human evolution.

Cultural evolution is based on the peculiar characteristics of the human brain. The

capacity to imitate and copy different ideas (or memes) presupposes the ability to think

about those ideas in the first place. It is unnecessary to enter into the enormous

complexities of the question of human consciousness in this inquiry. It will suffice for

our  present  purposes  to  treat  consciousness  roughly  as  the  ability  to  entertain  thoughts

with distinctive cognitive content. This step, however, may prove to be a crucial one. To

accept the proposition that human consciousness is a unique phenomenon in biology

points to a radically different line of argument about the evolution of ethics from those

discussed so far. I will turn to this argument in this section.

The objection from transparency in Section 5.1 above required Ruse to give up his

claim that we would retain our motivation to behave morally even if we knew that

morality  was  just  an  evolutionary  tool  natural  selection  has  equipped  us  with.  That

argument presupposes the existence of self-conscious beings who are in a position to

reflect upon their own thoughts and actions rather than act upon unmediated rudimentary

motivational states.
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This ability, possessed exclusively by human beings, may well turn out to be the very

foundation upon which morality is grounded. Thus one possible line of argument

(O’Hear, 1987; O’Hear 1997) consists in showing that human beings strive to be

recognized as self-conscious creatures precisely because they are endowed with self-

consciousness.  Why  should  not  the  mutual  recognition  of  the  other  as  a  self-conscious

being  then  result  in  publicly  accessible  actions  and  norms?  In  this  way,  members  of  a

human community become public agents whose actions are approved or disapproved by

others. Moral terms become publicly shared terms of approval or disapproval.

This  line  of  argument  is  not  without  difficulties  either.  Unless  in  the  hands  of  a

philosopher of Hume’s ability, it all too easily collapses into vulgar cultural relativism46.

Its basic idea is clear, however. The appearance of self-consciousness automatically

offers  a  way  out  from  conceptions  of  genetically  determined  morality  and  of  the

evolutionarily shaped rules of actions.

In fact, this mode of escape is compatible with the “genetic enablement view”, namely

that our genetic endowment does not directly influence moral behaviour but sets limits to

human freedom in general and available patterns of moral behaviour in particular. Self-

consciousness itself can be described as having a high “survival value”. Remaining

within the bounds of the evolutionary approach one could say, for instance, that self-

consciousness and empathy offer an insight into what motivates others and how they can

be expected to behave. Such insights may be of considerable import in the struggle for

survival. “[T]heir price, if one may so put it, of this potential for insight is submission to

mutually acceptable standards of evaluation so that my sense of my self can be endorsed

and corroborated.” (O’Hear, 1997, p. 130)

46 On vulgar cultural relativism see Williams, 1972, pp. 14-27.
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So, whatever we think of the merits of meme-theory, it is the recognition of uniquely

human mental capacities that made it possible for Dawkins to describe an evolutionary

process which is similar in its workings to natural selection but is nevertheless

considerably  different  from  it  as  well.  The  same  insight  has  led  Francisco  Ayala  to

propose an alternative theory about the evolution of human morality. This is an account

which plainly contradicts Rusean radical evolutionary eliminativism. If correct, this

theory disqualifies radical evolutionary eliminativism and possibly even evolutionary

reductionism and supervenientism.

Ayala argues like this: “[S]ome traits may have come about not because they are

themselves adaptive, but rather because they are associated with other traits that are

favoured by natural selection”47 (Ayala, 1995, p. 117). He mentions in this connection

pleiotropy, i.e. the phenomenon that one particular gene can influence several different

organs  or  anatomical  traits.  “It  follows,  that  a  gene  that  becomes  changed  owing  to  its

effects on a selected trait will result in the modification of other traits as well” (ibid.).

Stephen J. Gould expresses the same criticism of radical evolutionary approaches, such as

that of Ruse: “[E]ven the strictest operation of pure natural selection builds organisms

full of non-adaptive parts and behaviours[…] All organisms evolve as complex and

interconnected wholes, not as loose alliances of separate parts, each independently

optimised by natural selection. Any adaptive change must also generate, in addition, a set

of sprandels or non-adaptive by-products. These sprandels may later be ‘co-opted’ for a

47 There are several further evolutionary mechanisms to account for the presence of traits and behaviors that
are evolutionarily disadvantageous. This is a crucial discussion in evolutionary psychopathology. There, in
order to advance evolutionary explanations about any psychic disorder (like schizophrenia or depression),
the theorist should be able to tell how evolution has not selected against these traits. The problem there, I
think, is that the more efficient and credible this first account (referring to the by-product argument,
exaptation, or the appearance of some diseases after the reproductive age, etc.) the less relevant the
evolutionary explanation seems to be. This problem is probably revealing in our discussion too… (for more
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secondary use. But we would make an egregious logical error if we argued that these

secondary uses explain the existence of a sprandel” (Gould, 2000, pp. 103-104).

Ayala examines the possibility that ethics is a pleiotropic product of traits evolved

solely in humans. He contends that “humans exhibit ethical behaviour by nature because

their biological makeup determines the presence of the three necessary, and jointly

sufficient conditions for ethical behaviour: (a) the ability to anticipate the consequences

of  one’s  own  actions;  (b)  the  ability  to  make  value  judgements;  and  (c)  the  ability  to

choose between alternative courses of action. Ethical behaviour came about in evolution

not because it is adaptive in itself, but as a necessary consequence of man’s eminent

intellectual abilities, which are an attribute directly promoted by natural selection”

(Ayala, 1995, p. 118).

It is not hard to notice that the three conditions of ethical behaviour are grounded on

abilities  which  are  not  exclusive  to  human  beings.  But  all  three  constitute  different

aspects of human intelligence. There may or may not be credible evolutionary stories to

tell about each. Our ability to anticipate future consequences of our actions, for example,

is connected, at least Ayala thinks it is, to the evolutionarily valuable capacity to

differentiate between means and ends. This might have its evolutionary origin in the erect

position  of  hominoids  and  their  anterior  limbs  being  transformed  “from  organs  of

locomotion into organs of manipulation” (p. 121). This transformation has enabled the

making of tools which would have probably been rather difficult without the distinction

of means and ends. Similarly, the “ability to make value judgements depends on the

capacity of abstraction” (ibid.).

on evolutionary psychopathology see: Gilbert, 1998) For a brief introduction to further doubts see: Weiss-
Lane & Luchins, 1988)
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These capacities are of course crucial for natural selection. Thus evolutionary

biologists are quite right, Ayala suggests, to suppose that they have been favoured and

formed by natural selection. Intelligence, so far, has proved to be a capacity of the highest

survival value. Clearly, intelligence makes ethical behaviour possible at the first place.

But this, and here is Ayala’s point, is not to say that ethical behaviour has been shaped by

natural selection. That would only be the case if the trait that made intelligence so

valuable for natural selection was ethical behaviour. But, as the phenomenon of

pleiotropy shows, this has not necessarily been the case. On the contrary, it was because

it enabled tool-making, abstract thinking and other such functions that intelligence has

played such a crucial role in the evolution of man. Consequently, the emergence of ethics

need only be a mere by-product of our genetically based intelligence. In this way those

difficulties also disappear that have tempted sociobiologists to offer such tortuous

explanations for why, despite a multitude of examples to the contrary, being moral will

necessarily contribute to survival.

But, of course, there is only so much a by-product can do since the limits of the

effective scope of a by-product are clearly drawn by natural selection. If a pleiotropic

trait appears that starts to diminish to its host’s chances of survival, it will immediately

become the target of natural selection itself. Only traits, therefore, that are more or less

neutral to survival are valid candidates for being by-products. It follows that even if

Ayala were right, the by-product argument would not invalidate the genetic enablement

view.  This  is  the  view  discussed  above  according  to  which  genes  do  not  influence
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morality directly but merely set the limits within which we may exercise our freedom –

e.g. in the direction of morality.48

5.6 Plausibility, just-so-stories and EEA

Steven Pinker “claims that (with the engaging exception of what he describes as ‘great

art’) humans show a universal propensity to prefer pictures containing green landscapes

and water[…] Pinker speculates that this preference may have arisen during human

evolution in the African savannah” (Rose, 2000, p. 251).

This explanation seems somewhat fishy. First of all, it leaves us without any hint of

how to understand why some of us also like non-figurative pictures of the 20th century, or

the dark portraits of baroque. More importantly, how can we know that this is the very

reason of our preference of landscapes? Pinker offers an evolutionary story about

landscape-preference, but we need to consider how probable that explanation is.

All evolutionary explanations are fraught with speculation. If “most we can expect of

any evolutionary account of chronology is plausibility” (Rosenberg, 1991, p. 89), then we

must  also  ask  how  plausible  the  story  about  morality  really  is.  If  it  appears  to  be  very

low, radical evolutionary eliminativism loses any residual force and so do other radical

evolutionary arguments.

48 Similar, still unconfirmed, accounts also relying on the by-product argument may considerably influence
future discussions of this issue. In his lecture at the Jowett Philosophical Society of Oxford University in
2000, Henry Plotkin introduced a novel theory on the emergence of human intelligence. On this account,
scientific evidence shows that the crucial evolutionary step, which involved a drastic increase in the size of
the human brain (the basis of biologically unique human intelligence), was brought about by accident as a
result of the human discovery of fire. Thus it is suggested that the crucial difference between apes and
humans in terms of respective brain size/stomach size ratios is to be attributed to the fact that apes need
more time to digest raw food – and thus their stomachs need much more blood and energy. By contrast, as
humans started cooking they needed much less time for digestion. Overabundant blood and energy were
channelled into supporting the development of the human brain bringing about the emergence of human
intelligence as we now know it today.
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What  evolutionary  theory  can  offer  is  a  plausible  story  of  the  very  distant  past49. Its

only starting point is the present, i.e. the results of an evolutionary history that must itself

be inferred from its end product. We must naturally expect there will be more than one, if

not many, stories to tell about how this or that natural trait or phenomenon evolved up to

its  current  state  of  development.  There  are  a  number  of  ways  for  evolutionists  to  rank

different  candidates.  First  of  all  there  are  fossils,  bones  and  other  vestiges  to  be

examined. These will readily exclude some just-so-stories, i.e. evolutionary accounts

which may sound persuasive at first but which are nevertheless based on insufficient

evidence. Such pieces of evidence are extremely valuable but unfortunately few and far

between.

Palaeontology scarcely determines even the very basics of human evolution. For

instance, one rival theory has appeared gainsaying all traditional ideas about our

ancestors living on terra firma.  The  “aqua  ape  theory”  is  a  story  about  our  emergence

from the great seas. Hence either this or the traditionally held account must be a just-so-

story.

Fossils  do,  at  least,  make  debate  possible  on  these  and  some  other  issues.  Many

evolutionary stories, however, cannot be checked in this way at all: “In the case of

explaining the evolution of behavior,  there are no bones,  no “hard parts” left  to help us

choose among competing explanations” (Rosenberg, 1991, p. 90). Unfortunately,

therefore, the evolution of morality is exactly the kind of thing where we cannot ask for

fossils.

In the case of humans, a further grave difficulty affects any extrapolation to the

evolutionary processes bringing about today’s status quo. As already mentioned (in

49 This also follows from the method itself: “The value of evolutionary generalization is difficult to grasp
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Section 2.6), there is no evidence of changes in the human brain occurring during the last

50.000 years. In fact, no relevant changes have taken place for an even longer period of

time. It follows that all adaptation, then, must have had happened before then. But since

adaptation involves fitting the environment, the evolutionary explanation of human

behaviour raises a theoretical difficulty. The environment to which humans had been

adapted to and the environment we live in now are radically different. Some millions of

years ago humans were hunter-gatherers, now they are sales managers and taxi-drivers.

Then they lived in caves, now in skyscrapers. Then human life expectancy was at around

25 years, now around 70, and so on and so forth.

In other words, if evolutionary arguments are to succeed, the evolutionary approach

must somehow deal with the discrepancy between our current environment and the

conditions human are supposed to have adapted to a long time ago. Nor has this

discrepancy remained unanswered by evolutionary theorists. With the rise of

evolutionary psychology in the beginning of the 1990s, the concept of an ‘Environment

of Evolutionary Adaptation’ (EEA) has emerged. This concept is not uninteresting

because EEA evolutionary theorists “need not postulate current utility to advance a

Darwinian argument” (Gould, 2000, p. 100). Thus they are well-positioned to confront

counter-intuitive evolutionary stories of human behaviour and can sort out just-so-stories

from credible accounts resting on at least some form of sound evidence. Moreover, EEA

can also accommodate apparently non-adaptive behaviours (e.g. psychiatric disorders as

discussed in Section 5.5, n47) without questioning the basic Darwinian description of

human beings.

because it consists primarily in suggesting hypotheses.” (Alexander, 1987, p. 19)



Part I, Chapter V: Answers to the challenge 136

But EEA has serious drawbacks as well. Evolutionary theorists attracted to EEA “have

made their enterprise even less operational, by placing their central postulate outside the

primary definition of science – for claims about EEA usually cannot be tested in principle

but only subjected to speculation” (Gould, 2000, p. 100). Of course, we do have some

evidence to support EEA (there is a limited find of bones and tools to be consulted), but

that is very little indeed. We cannot depend on what we know of “relations of kinship,

social structures and sizes of groups, different activities of males and females, the roles of

religion, symbolising, story-telling, and a hundred other central aspects of human life that

cannot be traced in fossils” (Gould, 2000, p. 101).

In addition, in order to tell a story about what changes occurred when humanity moved

from one stage of development to the next, one needs to have an in-depth knowledge of

both  stages.  Therefore,  we  might  well  wonder  how  our  severely  limited  knowledge  of

EEA could serve as an apt starting point for setting up a comparison with the current

stage of human evolution (which itself is difficult and ambiguous to describe, of course.)

I conclude that radical adaptationist accounts of human behaviour are fraught with a

massive explanatory deficit (the genotype-phenotype explanatory gap, the discrepancy

between EEA and current human development, etc). When, on the other hand, they try to

reduce this deficit, they are bound to leave scientific authority behind and trespass onto

the territory of implausible speculations and just-so-stories.

Despite these serious shortcomings, the evolutionary story of human behaviour would

still wield considerable explanatory power. They would wield considerable explanatory

power, that is, provided that evolutionary theory constituted a unified whole with a well-

defined set of basic assumptions and precise conclusions. In that case, although in light of
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the above some evolutionary arguments are less plausible than others, some form of the

adaptationist story may yet be a candidate for the existence of human morality.

The problem is that even basic assumptions of the evolutionary account have been

questioned and it seems that conditions of its plausibility are manifestly not satisfied. I

will close this chapter by reviewing the fundamental difficulties lying at the heart of the

evolutionary approach.

5.7 Basic troubles

“Genes are not self-replicating entities; they are not eternal; they are not units of

selection; they are not units of function; and they are not units of instruction[…] They co-

evolve intimately and interactively with each other through their protein and RNA

products. They have no meaning outside their interactions, with regard to any adaptive

feature of an individual: there are no one-to-one links between genes and complex traits”

(Dover, 2000, p. 47).

The above quotation is from Gabriel Dover, professor of genetics, in his essay called

‘Anti-Dawkins’, a title that sounds like a passionate cry that something has gone really

bad. All along it has been clear that the workability of the genetic level of natural

selection is the basis of the whole ‘selfish gene’ view. That view claimed to be the only

scientifically valid starting point in the explanation of altruism. It must be noted,

however, that there has always been a tension between taking the gene as the unit of

selection and holding at the same time that it is structures (e.g. eyes) that are adapted to

the  environment.  This  is  an  “improbable  perfection”,  Dover  warns.  Dawkins’s  reply  to

this has been the vehicle concept. That is to say, it is as if genes agreed on the optimum

state  of  all  aspects  of  the  phenotype.  They  selfishly  promote  that  optimal  form  for  the
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phenotype that best secures their own survival. In short, it is as if genes co-operated

because their shared fate depends on the individual’s survival. “Hence, the co-operative

gene-gene interaction now becomes the inevitable focus of Dawkins’s scheme, and the

interaction is, of course, the phenotype” (Dover, 2000, pp. 50-51).

If this is a correct diagnosis, then it becomes unavoidable to reinvestigate the role and

meaning of natural selection itself. For Dawkins, gene-centred natural selection meant an

active process that has realized the “improbable perfection” of living beings populating

the world today. This view, however, was found to be fundamentally flawed. It is rooted

in the idea that only those forms, structures, and particular devices are viable (i.e. capable

of survival) that we know to exist today. If this were true, the present outcome of natural

selection would indeed be highly improbable. But the argument for perfection or

optimum-stability is dubious. One important reason for this is that “immediate adaptation

may bear no relationship to success over immensely long periods of geological change”

(Gould, 2000, p. 90). The mass extinction of dinosaurs, for example, due to some

extraterrestrial impact, made room for mammals that survived that natural catastrophe.

Their survival, however, surely cannot explained by adaptation. Quite the contrary, a

possible reason might have been the smaller size of mammals.  Why does that show the

worse adaptation of the dinos, we may ask? In short, it all depends on what the adaptation

is adaptation to.

Bearing all this in mind, Dover proposes that “‘[n]atural selection’ is nothing more

than the one-off, never-to-be-repeated, passive outcome of a unique set of interactions of

newly established unique phenotypes with their local environment at each generation”

(Dover, 2000, p. 52). If this is right, then not only natural selection is passive, it is not

even a process as such. A fortiori it cannot be a gene-centred process either. It is pointless



Part I, Chapter V: Answers to the challenge 139

to talk about “probability” in this case, for it is illegitimate to assume probability for

singular events. Also, even if natural selection were the only factor in evolution, it must

have been possible that at one point or another during hundreds of millions of years for it

to take a ‘wrong’ step. In that case, evolution would not have had led to life as we know

it. But we have no reason to assume that it would have led to a disaster.

This criticism is supported by the recognition that there is no genetic blueprint, i.e.

there is nothing in the DNA specifying “the species-specificity of the form and behavior

of a newly developing individual[…] The final, multicellular individual, bristling with

Darwinian adaptations and much else is the product of piecemeal interactions of proteins

with  proteins,  proteins  with  DNA,  proteins  with  RNA,  and  RNA  with  DNA.  The

interactions are local and blind to everything that has gone on before and everything that

has yet to come during development” (Dover, 2000, p. 55).50

So, pace Dawkins, evolution by natural selection is neither improbable, nor perfect.

Moreover, recent research has also exposed several important evolutionary mechanisms

other than natural selection. Gould (2000), for instance, contains an introduction into

theories that either complement or even oppose natural selection (e.g. punctuated

equilibrium; neutral theory, etc). He stresses that it is essential to consider these

alternatives as well if one seriously intends to account for the remarkable diversity of

nature and human behavior. In the same essay, Gould subjects recent evolutionary

accounts with an adaptationist agenda to severe criticism.51 All  theories seeking explain

evolutionary phenomena by focusing exclusively on the uniformity of the biological or

50 On species-specificity see also: Gould, 2000, p. 89.
51 These theories were discussed in Section 5.3 on hyperselectionism.
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psychological constitution of human beings display the basic flaws of the adaptationist

approach.52

5.8 Problems of explanation in evolutionary ethics

All the above suggests that evolutionary explanations of human behavior, let alone of

morality itself, are to be handled with great caution. Some of the problems discussed thus

far indicate that the fundamental aspiration of evolutionary ethicists to give “scientific”

backing to their conclusions is not as straightforward a task as it may have seemed to be

at the outset. Thus many critics of evolutionary ethics stress that although some

evolutionary explanations can lay claim to a degree of plausibility, they equally well

allow in just-so-stories and false adaptational accounts. Given the scarcity of available

empirical  data  and  the  great  time-span  of  the  processes  examined,  empirical  testing  of

evidence and predictions is hardly possible in evolutionary science (Rosenberg, 1991;

Ball, 1988; Woolcock, 1993; Gewirth, 1986; Woolcock, 1999; Gould, 2000).

Furthermore, some of the findings of evolutionary science themselves question

explanations provided by evolutionary ethicists. As I have stressed repeatedly (in

Sections 2.6, 4.1, 4.2, etc.), evolutionary ethics is committed to a universalistic view of

human adaptations. We have also seen that available descriptions of what this uniformity

may consist in are of doubtful validity. This is because the implicit adaptationist

programme lacks scientific support.

But let us assume for the sake of the argument that some description of the uniformity

of human nature can be shown to exist. Even then, evolutionary ethics ought to provide a

52 Evolutionary psychology is no exception (compare and contrast with Section 2.5). Its claims concerning
psychic unity, the modularity of the human mind and the possibility of an all-inclusive adaptationary
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“purely factual, empirical, contingent, strictly biological property of organisms, which

could underwrite, explain, or justify their status as moral agents or loci of intrinsic value”

(Rosenberg, 1991, p. 88.). Unless it can do so, it will not be able to derive or justify moral

principles based on the evolutionary understanding of human nature.

Even if we set aside the philosophic worry that this derivation would amount to a

violation of Hume’s Law as it would involve deriving ‘ought’ from ‘is’ (a worry which

will be discussed in more detail in Part II), evolutionary ethicists are still faced with the

scientific  problem  that  their  endeavour  cannot  be  successful  as  long  as  they  fail  to

demonstrate that “this property [i.e. the property justifying their status as moral agents] is

common and peculiar to all Homo sapiens,  so  that  it  will  count  as  constituting  our

nature” (ibid).

But such essential properties, as evolutionary biology confirms, do not exist. It is true

that  certain  combinations  of  biological  properties  are  both  restricted  to  humans  and

universal. However, evolutionary ethics would need to be further refined to show that

such combinations strictly correspond to genetic control. But as I have argued in this

chapter, such strict correspondences cannot be established. In fact, evolutionary science

reveals that there is a substantial explanatory gap between genetic structure and

behavioral/phenotypic structure.

In addition, it has been found that the adaptationist/hyperselectionist programme

cannot account for the evolution of some human traits. Recall psychopathological

disorders (see Section 5.5, n47), by-products, exaptations and pleiotropic traits discussed

above. This need not be fatal for the evolutionist project, but it certainly reduces the

scope and overall explanatory force of evolutionary arguments.

account run counter to recent findings in areas, such as neurobiology and cognitive science, which
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It seems that evolutionary biology/psychology and related sciences are not in a

position to provide complete explanations of their subject-matter. It is not true that even a

well-confirmed account of a certain evolutionary phenomenon in evolutionary

biology/psychology ‘leaves nothing else to think about the subject-matter’. This is a

manifest difference to explanations of pertaining phenomena in chemistry or physics.

“selection cannot suffice as a full explanation for many aspects of evolution: for other

types and styles of causes become relevant, or even prevalent, in domains both far above

and far below the traditional Darwinian locus of the organism. These other causes[…] are

as directionless, non-teleological and materialistic as natural selection itself” (Gould,

2000, p. 89).

Given the difficulties enumerated in this chapter – traits unaccountable for by natural

selection, the lack of empirical data and testing, and a vast time-span – evolutionary

explanations can at best aspire to a certain degree of plausibility and to restricted scope.

Moreover, hardly ever can an evolutionary account claim to have described all relevant

mechanisms underlying the evolution and functioning of a given trait. What is worse, the

more  complex  the  trait  the  more  difficult  it  will  be  to  identify  relevant  causes  and

mechanisms. As morality is an exceedingly complex human phenomenon, the

functionalist-cum-teleological language and argumentation of radical evolutionary

eliminativism, reductionism or even supervenientism (the problematical nature of which

is often obscured by personification and odd metaphors) is neither complete nor

appropriate – not even by its own putatively scientific standards and not even when we

evolutionary psychology claims to crucially rely on.
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set aside all philosophical worries (to be discussed in Part II). Occam’s razor is just not

sharp enough in the hands of the radical evolutionary theorist.
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Part II

 Chapter VI

Predecessors of evolutionary ethics? Kant and Hume

“While the human heart is compounded of the same elements as at present, it will never be wholly

indifferent to public good nor entirely unaffected with the tendency of characters and manners” (Hume:

Enquiry, 222)

“Empirical principles are always unfitted to serve as a ground of moral laws.” (Kant: Groundwork, 442)

“The notion of morals implies some sentiment common to all mankind…” (Enquiry, 221)

“[T]he ground of obligation must be looked for, not in the nature of man” (Groundwork, 389)

6.1 Why bother?

The arguments reviewed in Part I are in any case strong enough to shake our faith in the

potential of the evolutionary approach to yield a unified, complete and well-confirmed

scientific account which could serve as the foundation of a revised system of morality.

Evolutionary theory is neither unified, nor completen or unequivocally corroborated by

scientific evidence. But this is not to say that the evolutionary approach can be ignored by

moral inquiries altogether. The principal task of Part II is to clearly delineate the

relevance of this approach.
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As already remarked in the introduction (see Section 1.1), the underlying question is

hardly recent: in what ways does all that we know about the nature of human beings

pertain to our moral views? Despite its weaknesses and shortcomings, it is clear that

evolutionary theory reveals crucially important findings about the psychological

constitution and behavioural patterns characteristic of humans and it is also clear that in

one way or another these findings must be considered by the moral philosopher.

I will examine these issues by concentrating on two positions which, somewhat

crudely, can be associated with the work of David Hume and Immanuel Kant.53 I  have

chosen to focus on these philosophers because they constitute the two most important

points of reference of the evolutionary ethicists discussed in Part I. The references to

these positions also serve to make clear the philosophical allegiances of these authors

who roughly divide into the “constructivist” and the “ordinary morality” camps. As noted

in the introduction (see esp. Section 1.2), the main distinction between “constructivists”

and “ordinary moralists” concerns their differing views about the source of justification

of moral requirements. Whereas the former, marked by Kantian sympathies, demand a

priori justification of such requirements, the latter of a more Humean predisposition,

argue that justifications must necessarily do justice to the actual constitution of human

beings, including their emotional set-up, psychological dispositions and so on.

Since  for  adherents  of  the  Humean  position  it  does  matter  a  great  deal  in  moral

discourse “what we are like”, their interest in the findings of evolutionary theory (or in

any empirical account of human nature for that matter) will come as no great surprise.

53 Leaving aside, quite unforgivably, Aristotle and Adam Smith, Plato and Nietzsche and many others who
said many important things directly related to these concerns. In defence of this restrictive choice, I would
only like to note that the purpose of Part II is not to locate evolutionary ethics in the context of the history
of ideas, but rather to examine the relevance of knowledge about human nature to moral discourse as such.
More specifically, I will try to show that evolutionary ethics is  entitled  to  some  attention  on  the  part  of
moral philosophers.



Part II, Chapter VI: Predecessors? Kant and Hume 146

Accordingly, in the following section I will try to outline Hume’s notion of human nature

not only as it contrasts with Kantian morality but also how it relates to specific

evolutionary models. The next task will be to show that evolutionary theory does indeed

inform us about features of human nature in a way that is, or might be, relevant to

morality.

At first sight, it appears far more questionable whether an aprioristic, Kantian account

can be combined with evolutionary theory. And it seems in fact rather obvious that any

moral  theory  strictly  refusing  to  admit  empirical  considerations  as  relevant  to  moral

requirements will not be compatible with the evolutionary approach either. But if one is

prepared to ease the criterion of apriority, then evolutionary theory may even become

pertinent to broadly Kantian views of morality as well. Most importantly because

evolutionary  theory  may have  a  great  deal  to  say  about  the  nature  and  scope  of  human

rationality. Perhaps not too many Kantians in this broad sense would protest against the

claim that what distinguishes their position is their emphasis on reasons as having strong

and independent motivating as well as justificatory power. If that is correct, then

evolutionary theory may indeed be found to contribute even to this position by throwing

some light upon the kinds of reasons entering into practical deliberation for action and

moral judgements.

In sum, my discussion of views associated with the work of these two great thinkers

serves a double purpose. First, it can help to identify some of the worst misconceptions

entertained by the more radical representatives of evolutionary ethics with regard to the

nature, content and justifiability of moral requirements. As will be seen, certain authors

are all too ready to seize upon terminological coincidences (e.g. “benevolence”, “shared

nature”, “altruism”, etc.) hoping thereby to demonstrate the continuity of their work with
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great philosophers of the past. Second, however, this discussion could also serve to

clarify the nature of what the actual input of evolutionary theory to moral thought may

be. As I will argue the most significant part of this input is evolutionary theory’s

specification of “natural constants”, i.e. uniform and universal characteristics of human

behaviour.

6.2 Hume

Let us now recapitulate how Hume54 derives a “shared public standard” of morality from

“shared human nature”. He says that we all come to this world endowed with the strong

sentiment  of  self-love  and  the  weak  sentiment  of  benevolence.  In  addition,  we  also

possess faculties of sympathy, reason, and imagination (enabling us to treat similar cases

similarly and different cases differently). Thus constituted we find ourselves in “constant

converse” with our fellow human beings. To render this “converse” intelligible, a “public

language” is developed and upheld into which private individual concerns are translated

so that others will  be able to comprehend them. “When a man denominates another his

enemy, his rival, his antagonist, his adversary, he is understood to speak the language of

self-love and to express sentiments peculiar to himself and arising from his particular

situation. But when he bestows on any man the epithets of vicious, odious or depraved,

he speaks another language than that of self-love and express sentiments in which he

expects all his audience to concur with him.” (Enquiry, 222 – italics in the original)

54 My summary of the relevant aspects of Hume’s theory and the comparison with the Kantian position
relies heavily on the work of David Wiggins. Let me note again that the goal of this endeavour is not to
offer novel interpretations of classical systems of morality, but rather to examine the relevance of
evolutionary theory in this particular context. The points to be made here with regard to the compatibility
(or incompatibility) of classical positions in moral philosophy, on the one hand, and evolutionary ethics, on
the other, may remain valid even if the following readings of Hume and Kant will be found to be
impermissibly idiosyncratic.
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Acquiring and using this language teaches us to correct our view of certain acts and

character traits. We will gradually come to accept that our own point of view is not the

only point of view and that another one is available too, namely the shared perspective of

public language. This shared public perspective can help both to explain and, if need be,

to rectify our own view of the world. Thus the common language and perspective

constituting the shared public standard can little by little become our own standard just as

much as the private perspective standard is our own too.

Even though it is true that the private perspective is rooted in the strong sentiment of

self-love, while the shared public standard reflects “only” the weak sentiment of

benevolence, it is the latter that comes to be constantly reinforced by public consensus.

The availability of such a steady and reliable reinforcement of one’s individual

judgements in public discourse is essential. It reflects a general desire of humans as social

beings to concur with other participants of normative discussions. And it also shows how

public agreement may prop up and foster the weaker sentiment of benevolence.

At the same time, it is crucial to recognize that though the shared standard of morality

does reflect the natural sentiment of benevolence (and the desire to be in harmony with

others), it is not to be reduced to that sentiment. First, owing to the contribution of reason

and  our  capacities  of  analogy  and  generalization,  the  standard  can  become  entirely

general  or  “disinterested”.  In  other  words,  it  does  not  matter  who  the  person  is  whose

action or character are to be judged. Second, to quote David Wiggins, “the energy that is

mustered from fellow feeling and its allies (or mustered from these and self-love) can be

redirected and put at the disposal of concerns both different from and (Hume insists)

potentially utterly at variance with either simple or general benevolence, namely
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concerns with such things as loyalty, allegiance, justice or veracity” (Wiggins, 1995a,

304).

The work of explaining the aetiology of morals Hume promised is not yet finished,

however. So far, it has produced an account of a shared moral standard reflecting and

recognising as a norm what is already latent within human nature. But, not only is there

more to morality than that, a significant number of essentially important virtues also seem

to  hang  out  of  the  explanatory  pattern  offered  so  far.  “[T]here  are  some  virtues  that

produce pleasure and approbation by means of an artifice or contrivance, which arises

from the circumstances and necessities of mankind.” (Treatise, 477) The most telling and

explanatorily most fruitful example of these ‘artificial’ virtues is that of justice. “[w]e

have naturally no real or universal motive for observing the laws of equity, but the very

equity  and  merit  of  that  observance;  and  as  no  action  can  be  equitable  or  meritorious,

where it cannot arise from some separate motive, there is here an evident sophistry and

reasoning  in  a  circle.  Unless,  therefore,  we  will  allow,  that  nature  has  establish’d  a

sophistry, and render’d it necessary and unavoidable, we must allow, that the sense of

justice and injustice is not deriv’d from nature but arises artificially, tho’ necessarily from

education, and human conventions.” (Treatise, 483)

 So, in the light of the preceding account, the question of “great difficulty”, that yet

needs to be answered is this. Lacking of natural motivation why would we feel obliged by

the rules of justice or would appraise them as morally ‘beautiful’?

The Humean argument runs as follows. Man has many basic needs and few means to

meet them. On his own, he is hopelessly weak, unable, and insecure. “[B]y society alone

he is able to supply his defects, and raise himself up to an equality with his fellow-

creatures, and even acquire a superiority above them.” (Treatise, 485)
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It is also necessary that man must be aware of the advantages society offers. That

awareness comes about only by ‘study and reflexion’. This awareness is continuously

enhanced/developed by an involvement in ‘small societies’, i.e. smaller groups of family

and community. That understanding is extended eventually to custom and habit, that are

reinforced by the upbringing of children.55

However, regardless how much society is necessary for all, or how people are led to it

via their affections towards relatives, two great forces pose an obstacle to the formation

of society. The overwhelming selfishness of human nature is one. The other is found in

external circumstances: our industrial (material) goods that – unlike “internal satisfaction

of mind or external advantages of body” – might be taken away without loss of their

value. In addition, these goods being scarce in the world, others are motivated to take

them away.56

Now if  scarcity  and  instability  of  these  external  goods  is  the  cause  of  the  “principal

disturbance in society”, the solution must lie in putting these “as far as possible, on the

same footing with the fix’d and constant advantages of the mind and body. This can be

done after no other manner, than by a convention enter’d into by all the members of the

society to bestow stability on the possession of those external goods, and leave every one

in the peaceable enjoyment of what he may acquire by his fortune and industry.”

(Treatise, 489)

By ‘convention’ nothing more difficult is understood than something that if observed

by most, will work for the benefit of most people. Hume’s classic examples for such

55 Without pressing for any vulgar analogies with evolutionary theory, it is interesting to observe how often
Humean theory conjoins problems of evolution. Here, for example, one may wish to recall the evolutionary
significance of the enormous investment humans put into the upbringing of their offsprings.
56 It is here that it becomes evident that the moral standard so far established is insufficient for accounting
for justice and similar virtues: “[O]ur natural uncultivated ideas of morality, instead of providing a remedy
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conventions are the harmony achieved by people rowing in a boat when they recognise

the efficacy of co-ordinated action; or the unparalleled advantage for all reached by

sharing the convention of language57.  It  does  not  matter  how such  a  convention  comes

about,  be  it  by  accident  or  by  conscious  planning:  what  counts  is  the  common

understanding of the advantages the convention yields for everyone.

Surely, understanding all this cannot, in itself, give a motive to accept the limitations

society (or justice) places on our selfishness. The Humean solution is that this

understanding “alters the direction of this affection.” “[T]his alteration must necessarily

take place upon the least reflection; since ‘tis evident that the passion [i.e. self love] is

much better satisfy’d by its restraint, than by its liberty” (Treatise, 492) Thus,

surprisingly or not, the natural obligation to justice is found in (redirected) self-interest,

the most reliable human motive of all.

The moral obligation however, is to be found in sympathy with the public interest,

partaking in the uneasiness of someone who had been treated unjustly. This sympathy

results in our own uneasiness in such a case, and “uneasiness … in human action is called

Vice.” (Treatise, 499) Further, education and our regard to public reputation also

reinforce these sympathy-generated moral judgements.

At  this  point,  I  suggest  reconsidering  the  Humean  discussion  of  artificial  virtues  by

clearing up a few doubtful points. We have seen that the requirement of generality and

necessity is met by all natural virtues (on account of their being natural) and must be met

by artificial virtues as well. The need for living in a society is a natural demand: man

alone is weak and vulnerable. Further on, all human beings not only have this basic need

for the partiality of our affections, do rather conform themselves to that partiality, and give it an additional
force and influence.” (Treatise, 489)
57 Here again, these revealing metaphors recall important chapters of evolutionary discourse.
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for living in a society but are also aware of this. However, it does not follow from the

necessity of society and its connection with justice, that justice has the very same

characteristics as society.

The ‘principal disturbance’, the obstacle to a harmonious society comes from the

presence of external industrial goods. However, this seems to be an unavoidable problem,

for  these  goods  and  their  distinction  are  “the  most  necessary  to  the  establishment  of

human society” (Treatise, 491)

This untenable ambivalence between the general need for society and at the same time

for external goods is to be answered by justice. Rules of justice, however, must also

conform to the requirements of generality and necessity. Can justice provide the answer

demanded and also fulfil these requirements?

The argument should start with the explanation of external goods, since it is these that

call for justice. If it is indeed scarcity of resources that explains the general need for

external goods (see: 484, 488) than it is difficult to see why private property itself is

needed. People are quite different in their basic needs: some need more food and some

more clothes, etc. Scarcity would therefore invoke rules of justice that, quite in

opposition of being general, regard the different needs of different people. So in this case,

justice is neither general, nor necessary: the two aims (a. protecting society and b. saving

humans from misery due to scarcity) can be fulfilled without it.

Surely, Hume does not argue for this. He says that justice is motivated –indirectly- by

self-interest. Let us see where this leads us.

If self-interest simply meant the wish to have enough of scarce resources regardless of

others’ having enough or not, granted the presence of co-operation (society), justice

would still seem unnecessary for the same reasons as above. This is true also because
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where society cannot produce sufficient resources to cover the basic needs of its members

then what we are dealing with is exactly a case of extreme scarcity where justice cannot

arise in the first place.

The only way to ensure that the need for justice is general and unavoidable is the one

that Hume in fact follows. This is to define self-interest as the wish to have as much as

possible (“the love of gain”) Indeed, in this case we need society (to produce as much as

possible) and justice to protect what we already have.

At the same time, however, we face a grave difficulty concerning the persistence of

justice. In every single instance when somebody is faced with a choice of behaving justly

and loosing some benefit or behaving unjustly and gaining it – he will be motivated to do

the latter. And knowing that I myself act on this motivation, I can be quite sure that

others would choose similarly – a perfect reason for me to give up acting in accordance

with the requirements of justice.

Hume would insist that the moral obligation to justice would stop me from doing so.

And where would moral obligation come from? From “sympathy with public interest”.

But public interest – if self-love is unlimited – becomes not much more than my interest

in a society to exist and produce goods that I can thus enjoy. Then the same insight that

led to the formation of society will now motivate its members to take as much out of it as

possible. For if self-love is my only and unrestricted motive, I loose trust in other people

being motivated in my favour.

The reformulation of the thesis of justice in the Enquires is milder. The argument

builds on two basic assumptions: on moderate scarcity of resources on the one hand and
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on moderate benevolence on the other.58 These two together constitute a driving force

towards the creation of society. Naturally, justice is again committed to usefulness but the

other way round. Instead of justice being useful to me and hence indirectly to society; it

is  useful  for  society  in  the  first  place,  and  hence,  indirectly  to  me as  a  member  of  that

society.  “[T]he  rules  of  justice  and  equity  …  owe  their  existence  to  that  utility,  which

results to the public from their strict and regular observance.” (Enquiry, 149)

‘Public interest’ is hence changed from being my interest – that I can make use of

indirectly – to a direct interest to the public, or society as a whole. On this account, the

individual benefits from public interest not because he can grasp some of it for himself,

but  because  he  is  committed  to  society:  “which  each  man  feels  in  his  breast,  which  he

remarks in his fellows, and which carries him, in concurrence with others, into a general

plan or system of actions, which tends to public utility.”  (Enquiry, 257)

This approach offers a more credible sense of mutuality in the interest of accepting the

rules of justice. It gives back the trust in others that overwhelming self-love took away.

The differences in formulating self-love and benevolence will become of crucial

importance soon, when the more suspicious notion of “altruism” enters the picture, in

history many years, but, in our case, only a few pages later. (See Section 7.7)

The Humean ideas concerning morality which could be directly relevant to the

evolutionary endeavour can therefore be roughly summarized as follows: Human beings

are endowed with characteristically human moral and non-moral sentiments such as

benevolence or self-love and with characteristically human faculties such as reason. On

the Humean account, these sentiments and faculties are “natural constants” common to

all  of  humanity.  This  is  not  to  say,  however,  that  the  working  of  these  sentiments  and

58 As far as I understood, “confin’d generosity” in the Treatise is a synonym for self-interest, whereas in the
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faculties could not be shaped and modified in a non-contingent fashion through (public)

criticism and reflection. This is because at least some of our natural capacities and innate

mechanisms propel us towards finding and adhering to public criteria of judgement

shared by all or almost all. But given that we are endowed with such capacities and

mechanisms our non-self-regarding individual judgements can be importantly reinforced

through public sanction. Consequently, morality is firmly rooted and motivated by our

empirically given sentiments, in particular, and characteristics of human nature, in

general.

Furthermore, “[m]ankind is an inventive species; and where an invention is obvious

and absolutely necessary, it may as properly be said to be natural as any thing that

proceeds immediately from original principles, without the intervention of thought and

reflexion.” (Treatise, 484) By association and co-ordinated effort, humans gradually

recognise the inevitable need for society and its useful conventions, self-love and

confined generosity can become redirected to yield and sustain virtues of justice and

property. “[T]he passions are restrain’d in their partial and contradictory status. Nor is

such a restraint contrary to these passions; for if so, it cou’d never be enter’d into, nor

maintain’d; but it is only contrary to their heedless and impetuous movement.”59

(Treatise, 489)

And yet morality “raises in a manner a new creation” (Enquiry, 246) and is in no way

reducible to the “given” of human nature. This is because, on the Humean account, our

ability both to continuously redirect and to refine these sentiments and characteristics

enables us to extend the scope of morality far beyond empirical limitations.

Enquiries it is a limit to self-interest.
59 As these extensive quotes suggest, it is hard to resist the temptation to point to the significance of these
ideas concerning evolutionary accounts. The “inventiveness” of humans giving way to treat artifice of
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6.3 Kant

As with Hume, I will refer only to those strategically-chosen aspects of Kant’s project in

moral philosophy which I judge to be directly relevant to the evolutionary endeavour.

Moreover, I am going to focus almost exclusively on the Groundwork of the Metaphysics

of Morals.60 My main reason for doing so is this. The following unavoidably sketchy

examination of the Kantian position is by no means intended to be an exercise in Kant-

scholarship. My aim is solely to consider the relevance of an idea to evolutionary ethics,

an idea which is commonly – whether rightly or wrongly, superficially or correctly, I

will not presume to say – has come most characteristically to be associated with Kantian

moral philosophy. The reason for concentrating on the Groundwork is that this idea is

articulated most clearly and succinctly in that particular work.

 The idea, in  brief, is that moral requirements are to be justified a priori. All references

to human nature, inclinations and needs are not only superfluous, Kant argues (or has

been taken by many to argue), but represent in fact inadmissible considerations with

respect to the validity of a given moral requirement. To prevent misunderstandings, this

need not imply that Kantian ethics as such cannot admit empirical input or yield

empirically applicable output of any kind. There is considerable disagreement among

Kant-scholars themselves in what sense Kant himself understood the constraint that a

metaphysics of morals is to exclude “anthropology” altogether. Can, for instance, a

characterisation of the faculty of reason proceed without letting in any kind of

empirically-obtained notions concerning how the human mind works? And of course,

reason and judgement as a natural property, resembling basic passions and sentiments; the explanation of
origin relying heavily on the observations about the present; etc.
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Kant does seek in later works to connect his metaphysics of morality with his theory of

virtues and duties which include thoroughly anthropological concepts such as inclination,

obligation and happiness.

 At the same time, the aim of the Groundwork is clear, namely the “search for and

establishment of the supreme principle of morality”. This principle of morality will have,

according  to  Kant,  at  least  the  following  features.  First,  it  is  to  be  exclusive,  i.e.  Kant

assumes that there is one and only one supreme principle of morality. This means that this

principle is supposed to constitute a sufficient basis for all derived moral requirements

and notions. Second, the supreme principle of morality is to be necessarily valid for all

rational beings who are capable of forming volitions. This implies that on pain of self-

contradiction, no principle of action (maxim) can be adopted by a rational being which

runs counter to this supreme principle. Third, and most important for our present

purposes, moral philosophy is to establish this principle on a wholly a priori basis. In

other words, the supreme principle of morality can contain no empirical references or

include empirical considerations of any kind.

 There is, of course, much that would have to be clarified and elaborated both as

regards the internal connections among these three features and as regards their overall

plausibility. At the same time, and this is what I would like to emphasize here, they give

rise to a characteristic conception of morality according to which valid moral

requirements based on the supreme principle of morality apply to rational beings not by

virtue of the natural constitution of these beings, nor by virtue of any kind of convention,

but because these beings are rational. And precisely because they apply by virtue of the

60 All references to Kant are to the academic edition of the Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals.
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rationality of these beings, moral requirements will be valid for all rational beings

whatever their empirical differences may otherwise be.61

Let  me  then  know  review,  more  specifically,  some  of  the  Kantian  objections  to  the

Humean understanding of morality based on the conception detailed above.62 The

immediate Kantian objection could be this: why should the demands posed by a shared

public standard, whatever they may be, generate moral duties or moral requirements of

any kind? It is important to see that the objection is not based on a mere epistemological

difficulty. The worry is not that we can never establish with ultimate certainty whether or

not the public standard in fact caters to more particularized interests, desires or needs.

The problem, on the Kantian view, is rather that a public standard cannot serve as a

justificatory basis for moral requirements just because it is public – no matter how well

established, venerable and commonly accepted this standard may in fact be. The sole

justificatory basis of moral requirements and standards, according to the Kantian

position, will be the supreme principle of morality. As already discussed above, only

requirements based on this principle are truly and universally moral. The public and

shared nature of the standard has nothing to do, so the objection, with its applicability or

admissibility.

“But the Humean may reply, why should it not? The standard is after all our standard”

(Wiggins, 1995a, 307).63 In other words, the suggestion here, admittedly vague and

61 From which it also follows that moral requirements based on the supreme principle of morality will be
able to motivate agents to act without the interference of any kind of inclination or desire. In fact, only such
a rational motivation will be morally permissible. That is to say, only if the agent is moved on the basis of
such a motivation will the action be carried out of a sense of duty rather than merely in accordance with
duty.
62 In doing so I will once again draw heavily on Wiggins, 1995a. On why I believe it  to be acceptable to
stick to one particular interpretation of these authors, whose work has of course been subject to endless
exegetic debates, see note 54 above.
63 See also Annette C. Baier (1990): “For Hume[…] Anything we obey is something we together have
made into a thing of authority, a superior over us. This holds as much for moral rules as for legal rules – we
formulate, accept, or reject them as adequate declarations of our moral sentiments” ( p. 27.)
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overly general in its present form but nevertheless sufficient for the purposes of this

discussion, is that the shared public criteria can ground moral requirements precisely

because such criteria are shared and thus regarded by (almost) all of us and precisely

because they are public. Their being shared and being public means  that  they  are

necessarily exposed to a never-ending process of piecemeal correction and readjustment.

If this is true, then it is, at least logically speaking, always open to the individual as well

to insist on the need to diverge from the public criteria which are in place at any given

time and thereby seek to change the content of the shared standard or extend its scope.

Famously, Kant describes agents as inhabiting two worlds: the noumenal and the

phenomenal.  The  distinction  between  these  two  worlds  is  of  course  one  of  the

cornerstones of Kant’s philosophical project and plays an important role in the

Groundwork as well. Of importance for our present purposes, however, is only the way in

which Kant brings this distinction to bear upon the problem of our commitment to moral

life.

Thus in the noumenal world “‘I ought’ is properly an ‘I would’, valid for every

rational being, provided only that reason determined his actions without any hindrance”

(Groundwork, 449). In the phenomenal world, however, the agent is subject to the laws

of nature which are deterministic on Kant’s conception. This is why the agent is depicted

as only being “his proper self” in the noumenal world where the dictates of reason reign

supreme directly informing one’s will and without the contaminating influence of desires

and contingent inclinations: “[Morality] interests us because it is valid for us as man,

inasmuch as it had its source in our proper self, and what belongs to mere appearance is

necessarily subordinated by reason to the nature of the thing in itself” (Groundwork,

461). In other words, Kant grounds the validity of moral requirements on his notion of
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the proper self in the sense that it is in the noumenal world, on his view, that we are able

as rational creatures to choose our reasons for action.

Needless to say, problems abound in connection with this conception and a lot more

needs further clarification. It is common, for instance, to point out the difficulty in

understanding how dictates of reason in the noumenal world translate into the

deterministic causality of the phenomenal world. In fact, it is not clear in what sense the

“proper self” can be said to decide in the first place before even such decisions could play

a causal role in the phenomenal world. I will not be concerned here, however, with

problems causal overdetermination, agent-causation and the like. What I would like to

concentrate here is that part of the Kantian conception which concerns the alleged

universal validity of moral requirements. Kant’s derivation of the universal validity of

these requirements may or may not be based on a suspect metaphysical distinction, but it

could still be true that the requirements thus obtained are universally valid even if for

different reasons than assumed by Kant himself.

As noted above, according to this conception the supreme principle of morality is

universal if and only if necessarily valid for all rational beings. Kant makes it very clear,

however,  that  the  supreme principle  of  morality,  which  from the  second chapter  of  the

Groundwork on is identified as the Categorical Imperative,64 is purely formal in the sense

that it does not in itself prescribe any substantial moral requirements but is the means

rather to differentiate between valid and invalid moral requirements. Nor does the

Categorical Imperative prescribe that we should try to get rid of our desires and

inclinations. Kant insists rather that our desires and inclinations, whatever may actually

turn out to be, ought to be governed by morality and hence our faculty of reason. Given
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this formal specification of the Categorical Imperative, the converse of the statement

made  at  the  head  of  this  paragraph  will  also  be  true:  rational  beings  can  only  accept  a

supreme moral principle which is universally valid.

Human  rationality  commits  us  therefore  to  a  certain  view  of  others  and  ourselves:

“[…]it applies to everyone who can understand it and is rationally available to everyone

who can understand it” (Wiggins, 1995a, p. 326). A view that conceives of our own

actions as well as those of other rational beings as actions “under the idea of freedom”,

which means that I view myself and others as agents acting upon reasons. This view of

others and ourselves flowing from the nature of human rationality, and not from the

adherence  to  any  given  substantial  moral  requirement,  makes  us  all  citizens  of  the

Kingdom of Ends.

In Wiggins’s reading of Kant’s conception of morality this amounts to saying that “the

commitment to morality so conceived is founded … in a special and glorious solidarity.

This is the solidarity of all beings that partake in the noumenal, the solidarity of all

rational beings.” I propose furthermore to interpret the term “solidarity” in this quotation

as pointing to human beings’ aspiration to populate a moral world, or to use Kant’s own

words, their ambition to “create a Kingdom of Ends”. But since this ambition is founded

on the fact that human beings are rational beings, this solidarity is based on an important

kind of uniformity. Not, as I pointed out above, on the uniformity of desires and

inclinations, and not even the uniformity of moral requirements putatively applying to all,

but rather on the uniformity of human rationality.

64 I will not discuss here the complex relationship among the various formulations of the Categorical
Imperative.
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This very rough summary of some of Hume’s and Kant’s pertaining ideas may have

succeeded in establishing at least this much: first, both assume a considerable degree of

uniformity of whatever it is that they believe human beings to share, and second, they

both assume that such uniformity will be necessary in order for moral talk to get off the

ground. Moreover, both philosophers seem to agree that this uniformity enables the

creation of a moral community and, to some extent at least, this uniformity grounds the

(near) universality of moral requirements.

The differences are, of course, enormous. Hume strives to demonstrate the uniformity

of the psychological dispositions and sentiments constituting human nature. Human

beings come to the world, he says, endowed with sentiments and faculties they all share

(to  certain  extent).  This  is  why  they  tend  to  have  similar  preferences  (moral  and  non-

moral), tend to agree on many issues (moral and non-moral) and to seek co-operation

with one another (for moral and non-moral purposes). Kant, by contrast, rejects any

attempt to tie morality to appearances of the phenomenal world where deterministic

causality holds. Uniformity of human beings is to be sought, he maintains, in the

noumenal self and their appreciation of the demands of reason. No wonder, therefore, that

Hume and Kant have different views on altruistic attitudes in humans: “solidarity of

rational beings qua rational” in Kant is opposed to the “solidarity that Hume describes of

human beings qua human” (Wiggins, 1995a, p. 326).

It is to be examined, however, what could make these different claims to uniformity

true. Thus it seems quite straightforward that Hume’s moral psychology, in particular,

and his anthropological vision about our shared nature, in general, stands in need of

empirical confirmation.



Part II, Chapter VI: Predecessors? Kant and Hume 163

Kant’s case is more complicated. First, there are all the stock objections (which I will

not discuss here) to Kant’s assumptions about the putative aims of a pure moral

philosophy as well as to his theory of the noumenal self mentioned above. Second, it is to

be seen whether the Kantian notion of rationality can accommodate a plausible theory of

motivation in order to explain “what interest man can take in moral laws” (Groundwork,

460).65 If nothing else, this second problem ought to make Kantians attentive to different

accounts of unity (or diversity) of human nature. It is here that the evolutionary approach

may play a certain role for the Kantian position as well. The following quotation sums

this point up rather well: “[…]there are three progressively stronger positive positions on

the relevance of evolution to morality. The weakest holds only that moral behavior and

capacities can be given an evolutionary explanation[…] but says nothing about moral

values themselves. This position is compatible with Kantian ethics. A stronger position

holds that moral values themselves can be given a biological explanation. This position

conflicts with Kantian ethics rendering it either false or superfluous. An even stronger

position holds that not only can evolutionary theory explain fundamental moral values,

but it can also justify them” (Collier-Stingl, 1993, p. 48).66 I tried to make it more precise

in Part I how one is to understand the reference to the “strength” of various evolutionary

theories (see Section 1.5 and Chapter 4.) I have also argued and will argue in the next

chapter as well that what we mean by “explanation” needs to be carefully examined (see

Section  5.8).  I  believe  nevertheless  that  Collier-Stingl  offer  a  suitable  starting  point  for

assessing the compatibility of the evolutionary approach and traditional moral

philosophy.

65 Cf. footnote 53 above.
66 For an alternative categorization of evolutionary theories in terms of their compatibility with traditional
views in moral philosophy, see Rosenberg, p. 87.
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Needless to say, evolutionary theory will only be able to provide an input to traditional

moral philosophy as long as its subject-matter is indeed the same as that of moral theories

proper. The next task is, therefore, to consider whether or not this is the case.

6.4 Moral philosophy and evolutionary theory

I will argue that there are compelling reasons to think that evolutionary ethicists do

indeed discuss similar questions in morality to those investigated by Hume or Kant (or

other great moral philosophers not discussed here). At the same time, I will also point out

that extreme care is to be taken to make sure that the notions imported from these

philosophers  of  the  past  are  not  misused  for  purposes  completely  alien  to  the  spirit  of

their work. In fact, it seems that many adherents of the evolutionary approach fail to do

so and therefore cannot live up to their promise of delivering new solutions to age old

problems of moral philosophy.

One reason for hypothesizing a continuity between traditional moral philosophy and

evolutionary ethics is that evolutionary ethicists themselves insist upon there being such a

continuity. Michael Ruse, for example, repeatedly emphasizes how important it is for

evolutionary ethics to reach back to the works of Kant and, especially to that of Hume:

“[A]ny philosophical view today which has a lien on our allegiance must show continuity

with the past[…] Inasmuch as the modern-day evolutionary ethicist can rightfully look

back to the giants as predecessors (in some sense), so he or she can thereby improve and

extend his or her own still-crude thoughts about the nature of morality” (Ruse, 1990, p.

60).

But this admiration for works of past masters of moral philosophy does not stop some

authors, possibly misled by certain contingent similarities of the respective terminologies



Part II, Chapter VI: Predecessors? Kant and Hume 165

used, from utterly confounding the notions used by Kant and Hume (and others) with

those of their own. For instance, we read in Ruse that: “Kant and the evolutionist think

that morality somehow emerges from and tracks some kind of reciprocation” (Ruse,

1990, p. 68).

Moreover, it is argued that given the continuity of theories “there are places here

where the evolutionist can put Kant right. He argues that sodomy is treating another as a

means and not an end, but his deeper objection is that it is ‘unnatural’. Sociobiology

suggests to the contrary that, paradoxical though it may seem, such acts can have highly

adaptive consequences” (ibid., p. 68). And with respect to the more general differences

the evolutionary ethicist feels entitled to say that “if Kantianism means indifferent

universalization, then biology is against it” (ibid., p. 69). Despite this self-avowed

continuity, however, Ruse contends that evolutionary theory cannot “put Kant right” to a

sufficient degree to save him from fatal errors among others because “a more serious

clash between the Kantian and the Darwinian arises over the intention/consequence

dichotomy” (ibid., p. 69).

Thus Ruse concludes: “[o]f my view of Hume I will make no secret, for I have argued

elsewhere that I regard him as a far more promising precursor[…] Hume’s moral theory

emerges from his analysis of human nature” (ibid., p. 70). This is why on Ruse’s account

“[t]here is a significant overlap between the ideas of the great British empiricist and those

of today’s evolutionary ethicists[…] My point, which is surely made, is that Hume is

basically trying to express views very close to that of the Darwinian” (ibid., pp. 72-3).

I think Ruse’s text is a good example of how it is wrong to argue for the relevance of

biology to moral philosophy. It is simply unacceptable to start comparing the two

approaches at a substantial level and even attempt to ‘correct’ moral theories prior to
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establishing the subject-matter is indeed the same. Without defining what the discussion

is about such nonsensical notions may go unchallenged as the following: “I take it, going

on the way, that the Darwinian agrees that morality does basically come down to some

kind of sympathy or fellow-feeling” (ibid., p. 72).

Note that the issue here is not with whom evolutionary ethicists wish to take sides in a

putative  Kant  vs.  Hume  debate.  The  bone  of  contention  is  the  extent  to  which  the

evolutionary approach can contribute to moral philosophy at the first place. Thus, as

noted  in  Section  6.2  above,  for  Hume  morality  is  in  no  way  reducible  to  a  “kind  of

sympathy or fellow-feeling” (or benevolence). On Hume’s conception the weak

sentiment of benevolence is indeed a natural constant of human psychology and possibly,

at least in some cases, the motivating force behind moral behaviour but nowhere is it

claimed in Hume that morality would “basically come down” to this sentiment. On the

contrary, Hume gives us a rich and detailed account of the multifaceted interactions

within morality.

Consequently, even if Ruse indeed warns us that he “lay[s] out the central

philosophical ideas so starkly as to be almost a parody”, simplicity is no excuse for

equivocating on the basis of mere terminological overlaps. Even if one comes across

passages in Hume’s Enquiry or Kant’s Groundwork which sound close to some

utterances in evolutionary ethics, this in no ways warrants the relevance of the

evolutionary approach to traditional moral philosophy.

I believe that Ruse’s overhasty interpretation of Hume is rooted in a basic assumption

of his account, already discussed in previous chapters (see esp. Sections 3.1, 4.1), namely

that morality is co-extensive with altruism. Many have disputed this claim. Thus, for

instance, Elliot Sober argued that although the possibility of (genuinely) altruistic
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behaviour is indeed a necessary condition, it is not all there is to morality (see Sections

3.2, 3.3, 6.5.) I share the view that this impermissible limitation of morality to altruism is

a  significant  shortcoming  of  Ruse’s  theory.  But  I  think  on  the  basis  of  the  above

considerations  one  can  conclude  that,  even  if  we  set  aside  this  implausible  assumption,

Ruse’s reading of Hume lacks sufficient support.

6.5 The input of evolutionary theory to the ordinary morality view

Naturally, there are more careful investigations around concerning the relation between

evolutionary ethics and Humean or Kantian moral philosophy. These present feasible

interpretations of classical moral theories,67 or  limit  themselves  to  the  discussion  of  a

particular issue within moral philosophy (e.g. “ought implies can”), or else refer to the

opposition of broadly speaking Humean and Kantian positions by way of metaphor only

(e.g. rule of reason vs. passion, etc).68

But the crucial issue remains: are we entitled to assuming any continuity between

traditional moral philosophy and evolutionary ethics? I will try to answer this by focusing

now on the question whether altruism, the central concept of evolutionary ethics, has

anything to do with benevolence, the key notion of Humean morality. If we manage to

discover any important connection between these two notions, we can show that

evolutionary ethics could indeed be a relevant input to moral philosophy.69

Let  us  first  return  to  radical  representatives  of  the  evolutionary  approach.  In  the

previous section, I expressed criticism of Ruse’s interpretation of Hume’s moral

philosophy. At the same time, the reader may well wonder how Ruse’s sympathies for the

67 See for example Ball, 1988 or Tennant, 1983.
68 See Collier-Stingl, 1993.
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ordinary morality view, whether or not based on a mistaken Hume interpretation, are

compatible with his position which I have described before as radical evolutionary

eliminativism.  To  recapitulate  briefly,  Ruse’s  argument  consists  of  two  parts.  First,  as

already mentioned, that morality is nothing over and above altruism, and second, that

‘altruistic behaviour’ can never be genuine (hence the scare quotes). In other words,

radical evolutionary eliminativists argue that ‘altruistic’ behaviour is a more or less

disguised way of pursuing one’s self-interest. By contrast others, Elliot Sober for

instance, not only deny the thesis of co-extensionality but also maintain the possibility of

genuine altruism.

Ruse himself sees no contradiction between his radical eliminativism and his

sympathies for the Humean ordinary morality view because he believes himself to have

salvaged the descriptive part of Hume’s moral psychology. But we have seen above that

even his reconstruction of descriptive Humean moral psychology is based on a serious

misunderstanding of the relationship between the respective conceptual frameworks of

evolutionary ethics, on the one hand, and traditional moral philosophy, on the other. In

spite of Ruse’s protests to the contrary, it seems rather obvious therefore that all of

Humean morality would have to be abandoned, if Ruse’s two-stage argument went

through, i.e. if it was shown that (i) altruism was only apparent, and that (ii) morality was

co-extensive with altruism. In short, the two tenets on which Ruse’s radical eliminativism

rests are clearly unacceptable for any sensible Humean.

It  does  not  follow,  of  course,  that  Hume  (or  Kant)  is  right  if  Ruse’s  two  fundamental

assumptions are proved to be false. The powerful criticisms of radical evolutionary

69 Especially since the notion of altruism is not alien to Kantian morality either, see Williams, 1973, pp.
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eliminiativism (and reductionism) discussed in Part I (see Chapter 5) have succeeded

only in showing that evolutionary ethics cannot discard the considerations of traditional

moral philosophy as such. It is yet to be seen how evolutionary ethics may contribute to

our understanding of morality.

It  is  obvious  that  evolutionary  theory  is  about  universal  characteristics  of  human

beings as much as Hume’s moral discourse is. Recall Hume’s ideas about the shared

nature of all humans. It is an open question whether evolutionary theory can eventually

provide a unified and well-confirmed account of human nature, but we have no reason to

see a fundamental contradiction between Hume’s moral psychology and this branch of

empirical science. So a more careful reading of Hume’s moral philosophy may in fact

reveal important connections between Hume’s moral psychology and the notion of

altruism in evolutionary ethics. In the remainder of this section, I will examine this

connection.

“Benevolence is variously described by Hume as fellow feeling and as the spark of

friendship for human kind. The propensity to feel this sentiment is the propensity by

which we conceive disinterested desires that others (especially, in the first instance, that

close by, but then, by the working of sympathetic processes still to be described, that

others further away) should receive this or that benefit, or be relieved of this or that

evil[…] And from this original benevolence there springs the more general concern with

human interests as such, our own or others, including among others’ interests those

further away in space or time” (Wiggins, 1992). Now, as we have seen, evolutionary

theory defines altruism as behaviour that reduces the actor’s inclusive fitness and

increases that of the beneficiary of the act. In order not to get bogged down once again

250-253.



Part II, Chapter VI: Predecessors? Kant and Hume 170

with  different  views  concerning  the  notion  of  fitness  or  inclusive  fitness,  let  us  for  the

present think of altruist behavior in terms of clear examples such as ‘giving food away’

or ‘risking harm to oneself to defend another’, etc. Such altruistic behaviour can be

displayed equally towards kin and non-kin.

It  is  obvious  that  for  Hume as  well  as  the  evolutionary  theorist  a  crucial  conceptual

component of altruism/benevolence is constituted by ‘benefiting the other’. But this alone

is not sufficient to establish the notional identity of altruism, on the one hand, and

benevolence, on the other70. This is because Hume talks about (in Williams’s sense)

‘non-I’ desires, sentiments and concerns, whereas evolutionary theory talks about ‘non-I’

behavior. Can this duality be resolved?

The task here is to clarify the relation between desire and behavior. Natural selection

only ‘sees’ the phenotype: it operates at the behavioral level eliminating those behavioral

(or physical) traits that hinder survival in the given environment. This is why

evolutionary theory has to start by looking at behaviour first. But as I have shown in

previous chapters this point of departure does not exclude assigning a substantial role to

desires:  As  discussed  above  at  length  (Part  I.  Chapter  3),  desires  and  emotions  are

depicted in evolutionary theory as ‘commitment mechanisms’, i.e. means by which the

emergence of matching behavior is ensured (e.g. hunger  nourishment; sexual yearning

 intercourse  reproduction).

The link between desire and behavior is not always direct and obvious, some desires

may conflict with others, some repressed as inappropriate in the given situation.

Therefore, the mere fact of having a desire does not in itself generate matching behavior.

And here Hume would of course agree. Benevolence is a weak sentiment and although it
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is present in every human heart, it seldom produces disinterested other-regarding

behavior all on its own. Evolutionary theory seems, therefore, to concur with Hume not

only in seeing desire as a  ‘commitment mechanism’, but also in treating altruism as a

weak force of human nature.

We have also seen that contemporary evolutionary literature is fairly divided about

what constitutes a scientifically acceptable account of altruism (on this see Chapter 3.)

All parties agree on two things, however: first, that some level of other-regarding

behaviour is present in most species, and second, that such behaviour is severely

constrained by the influence of primary self-interest which is reinforced by natural

selection.

One objection to the attempt to assimilate evolutionary and (Humean) moral theory in

this way may be this. It could be argued that even if a link between desire and behavior is

successfully established in evolutionary theory, it is possible that altruistic behavior is

realized not by means of altruistic desires but in some other way. Most importantly, it is

possible that in fact some I-desire triggers altruistic behavior in which case the gap

between the Humean and the evolutionary approach would be wide open again.

This difficulty deserves to be taken very seriously as it restates a key problem already

addressed in previous chapters: is ‘altruism’ genuine altruism and ‘benevolence’ genuine

benevolence?  Is  it  the  case  that  as  long  as  we  are  prepared  to  dig  deep  enough we can

always debunk any ‘non-I’ desire showing it to be in reality an I-desire? How deep

should we dig and at what stage are we justified to stop? This question is central not only

to evolutionary ethics but to moral philosophy in general as well.

70 For an interesting contribution to the altruism/benevolence debate see Mackie’s description in Section
7.7
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A  further  problem  concerns  the  claim  that  benevolence  is  a  universal  feature  of  the

moral psychology of human beings. Can we indeed think of all human beings as

‘endowed’ by nature with the (weak) sentiment of benevolence? Was not Hume overly

optimistic about this? Or is perhaps benevolence, as we know it, a culturally-specific

feature?

Evolutionary theory can and should address these questions. In fact, ideally, it should

yield a complete description of human nature. And such a description could be highly

relevant to the questions arising in connection with Hume’s moral psychology. But even

if one remains sceptical of the possibility of such an ideally complete description,

evolutionary theory could shed some light on the workings of certain behavioral traits

such as altruism. This is because evolutionary models aim to capture universal

behavioural patterns. The very point of evolutionary theorizing is to identify uniform

mechanisms that underlie the behaviour of a given species (and thereby make the

constitution of the species possible at the first place). Consequently, if it can be shown

that altruism is evolutionarily advantageous, but at least not disadvantageous, then we

have reason to think that we all (or at least most of us) are altruistic. And if, furthermore,

it  can  be  shown  that  altruism  and  benevolence  stand  for  more  or  less  the  same

psychological and behavioural phenomenon, then we may have gained an important

insight into the empirical basis of Humean moral psychology.

But let us return to the objection above, namely that apparently altruistic behavior may

always turn out to be generated by a self-centred mechanism after all. In other words, all

may agree that the act of giving food away (say) is altruistic as it reduces the actor’s and

increases the beneficiary’s fitness. But one could nevertheless argue that this act is yet
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again only the product of a mechanism (e.g. a wired-in strategy such as the expectation of

reciprocation or TIT-for-TAT; see Section 2.4) designed to enhance the actor’s fitness in

the long run.

The problem with this argument is that it never seems to stop. For let us dig deeper

once again: Those believing in the existence of genuine altruism could respond to the

above objection by saying that reciprocation or TIT-for-TAT are merely intermediate

stages. Their true purpose at the group level is to enable an even more efficient promotion

of communal interest. This is because fruits of co-operation can only be harvested

through  what  appears  to  be  genuinely  altruistic  behaviour  (but  in  reality  is  not),  more

efficiently that is than through individual efforts with or without reciprocation. In other

words, co-operation on this objection is not the ultimate aim of seemingly altruistic

behaviour. Co-operation and public goods matter only because they work towards

enhancing the fitness of the individual either by improving the accessibility of public

goods or by enabling her to free-ride and take advantage of other people’s labour.

One way to cut short the whole debate is to ‘slip’ all the way down to the level of the

“selfish  gene”  (see  Sections  2.3,  2.4,  3.1.)  But  this  would  amount  to  exiting  the  moral

domain. It may or may not be true that the gene is selfish but this will hardly interest the

moral philosopher. What we would need to decide in this matter is in any case not more

moral philosophy but more science. In other words, more scientific evidence would be

needed to elucidate the behavioural implications of the selfish gene theory. How does this

theory account for desires, benevolence, love and hatred, etc.? If my genes are selfish, am

I selfish too?

Since, however, I have shown that the selfish gene type theories are fraught with

serious difficulties even when seen from a strictly scientific perspective (see Section 3.2,
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3.3 and Chapter 5) it seems not unjustified to lay them aside at this point. I would like to

try rather a more promising attempt to connect evolutionary ethics and traditional moral

philosophy.

The theory at issue is modest in aspiration: it does not aim to establish or justify any

normative  claims  within  the  institution  of  morality  proper.  This  account  belongs,

therefore, to the first group of the “least ambitious” evolutionary theories in terms of the

classification drawn up in Section 1.5 of the Introduction. As I argued there, this does not

mean that such theories are irrelevant to morality. In fact, their most important

contribution lies in presenting a credible evolutionary account of the dispositions

conducive to genuinely altruistic behaviour.

A  systematic  exposition  of  such  a  theory  was  published  by  Elliott  Sober  and  David

Sloan Wilson (1999). This account is particularly important because it may help to escape

the argument which debunks altruistic behaviour as a disguised form of pursuing one’s

self-interest. Above, I have left the question concerning the precise relation of altruistic

behavior and altruistic desire unanswered only noting that Hume seemed interested in the

latter, while evolutionary theory focused on the former. I also recalled the ‘commitment

device’ account of desires and the like dispositions in evolutionary theory, i.e. the theory

according to which the function of desires is to prompt the pertaining behavior in

appropriate situations (see Section 2.5).

Sober and Wilson’s most important contribution to the whole debate, I contend,

concerns exactly these two points. First and foremost, they insist that understanding the

concept of altruism requires us to distinguish between evolutionary and psychological

altruism (see Section 3.2): “An organism behaves altruistically – in the evolutionary

sense  of  the  term  –  if  it  reduces  its  own  fitness  and  augments  the  fitness  of  others.  In
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contrast, the concept of psychological altruism applies, in the first instance, to

motivational states, and only derivatively to the behaviors those motives may cause”

(Sober & Wilson, 1999, p. 199).

It seems that psychological altruism is perfectly possible whatever one thinks of the

possibility  of  evolutionary  altruism.  As  Sober  and  Wilson  put  it:   “[…]the  fact  that  a

motive produces a behavior that is evolutionarily selfish or altruistic does not settle the

question whether the motive is psychologically egoistic or altruistic. And the fact that a

behavior is produced by a given psychological motivation leaves open the question of

why the behavior evolved” (ibid., p. 205). Thus we seem to have obtained a firm foothold

on what appeared to be a slippery slope taking back all the way ‘down’ to the ‘selfish

gene’. If Sober and Wilson are right, then it makes sense to talk about genuine altruism

rooted in human nature, even if evolutionary egoism be true.

Two questions arise in connection with this account: First, does the fact of

psychological altruism, if it is a fact, support Humean moral psychology? Second, do we

end up with another similarly ambiguous and unstable account by separating

psychological from evolutionary altruism?

Let me start with the second question. Indeed, more work needs to be done to show

that there is no deep egoistic desire lurking behind every seemingly altruistic one. Sober

and Wilson themselves distinguish ultimate and instrumental desires. The question now is

this: “do people ever have altruistic desires that are psychologically ultimate?” (ibid., p.

201).

It is important to bear in mind that in order to answer this question in the affirmative it

is not necessary to find cases in which a certain pattern of behavior is caused by a single

altruistic desire that is psychologically ultimate. It is perfectly sufficient to show that
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among many other (possibly self-regarding) motives prompting a certain pattern of

behavior an ultimately altruistic desire is, or can be, present.71

Once again, we will have to rely here on the notion of ‘commitment devices’

triggering the right behavior in appropriate situations. It will be recalled that such

‘commitment devices’ (also known as proximate mechanisms) do not conflict with

ultimate mechanisms which govern in turn the emergence and preservation of a trait

(behavior) throughout the course of evolution (phylogeny): “The behavior evolved in an

ancestral lineage because it was favored by natural selection; within the lifetime of an

organism, the behavior now occurs because there is an internal mechanism inside the

organism that causes it” (ibid., p. 200). For human beings, as it was noted earlier, desires

and beliefs are such ‘commitment devices’ of exceptional evolutionary significance. The

question then is whether ultimately altruistic desires can be seen as such ‘commitment

devices’ as well.

Answering this question provides one with a nice opportunity to deploy the cunning

strategy of turning against itself the ‘slippery slope’ argument questioning the possibility

of genuine altruism. If it is true that altruistic behaviour may in principle always be

caused  by  self-centred  motives,  then  the  two  sides  must  agree  on  at  least  this  much:  a

given act can be caused by functionally-equivalent motives. What is at issue then is only

whether psychological altruism may ever be functionally equivalent to psychological

egoism.

71 For a more philosophically-oriented discussion of psychological egoism than given by Sober and Wilson
which, however, ends up with highly similar conclusions, see Kavka (1986, chapter 2). In addition, it must
be remembered that Charles Darwin (1871) also discussed the question whether helping behaviour would
necessarily be tied to some direct (hedonistic) payoff: “With respect to the impulse which leads certain
animals to associate together, and to aid each other in many ways, we may infer that in most cases they are
impelled by the same sense of satisfaction or pleasure which they experience in performing other
instinctive actions… In many cases, however, it is probable that instincts are persistently followed from the
mere force of inheritance, without the stimulus of either pleasure or pain. Hence the common assumption
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As shown in Section 3.2, no scientific evidence rules out the existence of ultimate

altruistic  desires.  In  order  to  show  whether  such  desires  in  fact  shape  human  (or  non-

human) action and deliberation, one has to do two things: first, provide a lot more

empirical support than presently available for the effective functioning of ultimate

altruistic desires. Second, these desires are to be placed in a larger evolutionary context.

This is precisely what Sober and Wilson do. In their groundbreaking work already

discussed in detail, they advance a pluralistic model of selection which includes locates

and assesses the significance of group-selection in human evolution (see Section 3.3). But

at  this  point  we  do  not  even  have  to  go  that  far.  All  that  was  required  here  in  order  to

demonstrate the relevance of evolutionary ethics to the ordinary morality view was to

show that there is a ‘scientific case’ to be made out in favour of the possibility of genuine

benevolence/altruism.

To conclude, let us revisit the question in what ways the Humean approach can draw

support  from  the  existence  of  psychological  altruism  (no  matter  how  the  case  of

evolutionary egoism may stand). I believe that psychological altruism can indeed be an

important input to this view of morality. Psychological investigations address questions

concerning our ordinary ways – genetics does not. Whether I am psychologically egoistic

when I give blood for the Red Cross is  a question on which a great deal turns in moral

philosophy. What my genes are doing at the same time is less interesting.

One needs reliable ways to separate these two levels of analysis or explanation. And I

believe that distinctions between evolutionary and psychological altruism, on the one

hand, and between ‘commitment devices’ (proximate mechanisms) and ultimate

mechanisms, on the other, do provide us with the means needed to effectuate this

that man must be impelled to every action by experiencing some pleasure or pain may be erroneous.” (pp.
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separation.  I  consider  this  to  be  an  important  finding  for  sensible  Humeans.  Thus  as

Hume himself says: “It is needless to push our researches so far as to ask, why we have

humanity  or  a  fellow  feeling  with  others.  It  is  sufficient,  that  this  is  experienced  to  be

principle in human nature. We must stop somewhere in our examination of causes; and

there are, in every science, some general principles, beyond which we cannot hope to find

any principle more general” (Enquiry, 178n). But it seems now that this “somewhere” is

not an arbitrary point any longer: the irreducibility of benevolence to self-love is

established – at least to our present knowledge of human psychology. Whether

evolutionary altruism is a scientifically feasible option is a different question and one that

need not interest Humeans that much. Hume’s view of morality seems not to lack

empirical backing, a solid foundation on which the “new creation” of morality rests.

79-80; quoted by Sober and Wilson (1999, p. 318.)
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Chapter VII

Construction or Reconstruction and the Role of Evolutionary Science in Moral

Theory

In this chapter, I am going to discuss two influential and relatively recent moral theories

which explicitly seek to accommodate the findings of evolutionary biology. Both of these

are based on a thorough understanding of the available empirical material and are not

insensitive to the difficulties which evolutionary ethics has to face. This discussion will

also provide an opportunity to compare these contemporary and self-avowedly ‘Humean’

accounts  with  the  classical  Humean  position  which  formed  the  subject-matter  of  the

previous chapter.

7.1 Coordination

I take to be the central tenet of Allan Gibbard’s much discussed book Wise Choices, Apt

Feelings the following statement: “[t]he key to human moral nature, I suggest, lies in

coordination, broadly conceived” (Gibbard, 1990, p. 26).72 This statement will certainly

ring a bell for all those who are familiar with accounts of evolutionary ethics discussed in

previous chapters. It will be recalled that theorists of evolutionary ethics (such as Ruse or

Richards) generally tend to stress the crucial  role of co-operation in the emergence and

constitution of human morality. Naturally, these authors would all agree that co-operation

is just a special case of coordination. Consequently, Gibbard’s insistence on the latter

term does not overstep the limits of the conceptual framework of the evolutionary

approach described in the foregoing chapters. The central importance of coordination
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(and more narrowly, that of cooperation) in the case of a social species as the homo

sapiens can be explained by evolutionary arguments in terms of fitness-enhancement and

other evolutionary gains.73

In introducing Gibbard’s moral theory, I will start off with the statement quoted above

and will attempt to reconstruct Gibbard’s argument in three steps. First, I will try to show

that Gibbard’s answer to the question how human social coordination/cooperation is

achieved has morally-relevant implications. Put differently, I will take up here the

consequences of the decision to give pride of place in a moral theory to the evolutionary

notion of coordination.74 Second, I will provide a brief overview of Gibbard’s account of

human morality. Third, I will look at the status of morality within the framework of

Gibbard’s evolutionary approach. I will pay here special attention to a by-now familiar

question: is the objective of realizing coordination/cooperation all we can and should say

about the moral domain?

7.2 The evolutionary context

Gibbard claims that interpersonal co-ordination is the function of the psychological

mechanisms that are necessary for the human “governance by norms” (should there be

such a thing).75 At the same time, he wants “to understand acceptance of norms as a

72 Unless otherwise specified, the following quotes will all be from Wise Choices, Apt Feelings.
73  See p. 66, 72, 107, 204, 225, 281, etc. on this topic. These passages clearly illustrate that Gibbard relies
on the entire range of available evolutionary literature on co-ordination/cooperation without significantly
altering the arguments therein contained.
74 In this I do not follow Gibbard’s own argumentative structure: he himself starts by drawing a picture of
human morality first and then proceeds to show how this picture relates to the evolutionary importance of
co-ordination. I have chosen instead to reconstruct the relationship between morality and co-ordination first
without giving a detailed account of the moral concepts referred to. I will introduce these moral concepts in
more detail as a second step only. By doing so, I hope to highlight the importance of the evolutionary
context.
75 On  Gibbard’s  view  a  norm  is  “a  possible  norm:  a  possible  rule  or  prescription,  expressible  by  an
imperative” (p 46). Gibbard fails to provide a more precise definition of norms, however. It suffices, he



Part II, Chapter VII: Construction or Reconstruction 181

natural, biological phenomenon” (p. 61), as a biological phenomenon, that is, for which

an adaptive rationale and evolutionary explanation can be given.

Gibbard turns, therefore, to the biology of coordination taking up some of the

pertaining ideas advanced by Thomas Schelling and John Maynard Smith already

discussed above (see Section 2.5). “Our emotional properties”, Gibbard says in

agreement with Schelling and Maynard Smith, “are largely the results of these selection

pressures [of those prompting co-ordination – V.B.], and so are our normative capacities”

(p. 67). A central range of our emotions forms the basis of moral behaviour. In fact,

norms governing our emotional states constitute the core of the normative system

Gibbard sets out to explain. The essential “moral” emotions are guilt and resentment.

Both of these are directly are directly related to co-ordination on Gibbard’s account:

“negative human emotions respond preeminently to threats to one’s place in cooperative

schemes” (p. 138).

Basic emotions as well as basic mechanisms of moral life, such as internalizing or

accepting a norm, sharing evaluations, etc. can all be traced back to evolutionary

advantages. More specifically, the ‘rationale’ for having these emotions and mechanisms

is that they allow us to harvest the fruits of social coordination/cooperation (pp. 68-72).

At this point Gibbard takes a crucial step by ascribing a central role in his

understanding of morality to a peculiarly human capacity, namely language. The reason

why language is made to play this role has to do once again with co-ordination: “[…] the

need for complex coordination stands behind much of the way language works in our

thoughts, in our feelings, and in social life” (p. 26). Language enables normative

discussions which yield shared evaluations of feelings, actions and beliefs: “That opens a

insists, to say what is it for someone to “accept a norm” and more specifically to describe the psychological
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great new scope for co-ordination, and so a capacity to shared evaluation would be

fitness-enhancing in a species with a complex social life” (p. 72).

It will be important to see to what extent Gibbard’s treatment of normative discussion

parallels Hume’s ideas. A discussion of this will have to be postponed to subsequent

sections of this chapter. But let us already take note of Gibbard’s concluding statement

reminiscent of previously quoted passages by Michael Ruse: “We need cooperation and

mutual restraint, and normative discussion helps us to get them” (p. 204, see also p. 225).

This is, admittedly is a very brief summary of the most important aspects of Gibbard’s

moral  theory.  I  hope  to  have  made  it  clear  that  all  of  these  aspects  are  directly  tied  by

Gibbard to the notion of co-operation, which notion he interprets in preeminently

evolutionary terms. I will now turn to Gibbard’s account of the moral domain.

7.3 Psychology and reduction

Morality, Gibbard explains, “concerns moral sentiments: the sentiments of guilt and

resentment  and  their  variants”  (p.  6).  Gibbard,  of  course,  does  not  equate  moral

judgements with these feelings, but argues nevertheless that moral judgements are always

about these feelings. This is because such judgements answer the question ‘what feelings

is it rational (that is, does make it sense) to have?’

The notion of rationality is obviously the cornerstone of Gibbard’s moral theory, so let

us now try and understand the place of this concept in his scheme. Although Gibbard

does discuss rationality in some detail,76 he is more interested in the question what it is to

state the acceptance of a norm involves (cf. p. 46).
76 I will not discuss here Gibbard’s other assertions concerning rationality, namely that (i) rationality is to
be understood as rationality under limited information, (ii) that an act can be judged to be rational or
irrational whether or not it is voluntary, and (iii) that desirability or advantages cannot be equated with
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call something rational than in what it is for something to be rational (p. 46). To call or

judge something rational is to endorse it in some way (judgements about rationality are

“judgements of warrant”), Gibbard explains.

More specifically, to call something rational is to express one’s acceptance of norms

that permit or even prescribe the emotion, act, belief, etc. at issue. Hence all norms (and

not only moral norms) are norms of rationality. To call something rational is best

described as a way of recommending that thing: “Not that a person will always do what

he thinks it rational to do, but settling what it is rational to do at least ends discussion.

The person who agrees and then acts otherwise has not been effectively governed by

what he himself has conceded” (p. 49).

The use of words such as “endorsement”, “recommendation” or “conceding” already

give us a good idea about Gibbard’s understanding of rationality. In fact, he seems more

concerned with exploring the relationship of rationality and interpersonal evaluations

than  to  define  the  notion  of  rationality  as  such.  It  is  also  important  to  note  how  this

emphasis on the interpersonal nature of rationality accords with the idea we found to be

so important in evolutionary accounts discussed above, namely that the putatively

objective authority of moral judgements serves primarily to establish the motivational

force of these judgements.77

The discussion of norms and moral norms proceeds along similar lines as the analysis

of rationality. Rather than define what norms in general and moral norms in particular

are,78 Gibbard states that the “acceptance of norms” is a particular state of mind and as

rationality since desirability or advantage would only apply to actions but not to beliefs, attitudes, etc.
which, on Gibbard’s view, are all subject to judgements of rationality as well.
77 See Gibbard, p. 9.
78 What we do know of norms is this. A norm is a possible rule or prescription expressible by an
imperative. All norms are norms of rationality (whether it is rational = makes sense to do, think, feel,
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such is to be examined psychologically. This psychologically-oriented theory should start

from the adaptive story about the human capacity of “norm-acceptance” in terms of the

evolutionary theory of co-ordination/cooperation. The psychological approach ought to

enable us to locate the “acceptance of norms” in the “peculiarly human system of

motivation and control” (p. 7). This system is “peculiarly human”, according to Gibbard,

mainly because it depends on language which in turns allows for normative discussion.

At this point, however, it is worth calling attention to a general tendency in Gibbard’s

approach. Instead of analyzing or providing definitions of key terms, he continuously and

sometimes confusingly refers the reader to yet another notion he believes to be important.

When we are interested in finding out more about “rationality” Gibbard refers us to

“judging something to be rational”, when it comes to the nature of “norms” he shifts to

discussing “acceptance of norms”, etc. As a result, most of these concepts are explicitly

‘traced back’ to psychological states of the individual.

In short, Gibbard assumes the link between feelings and emotions, on the one hand,

and norms and rationality, on the other, to be a very tight one. Now we know that human

emotional propensities have been shaped by evolution to ensure coordination and at the

same time we also know that norms and rationality are dependent on human psychology

which psychology has in turn its own evolutionary history. It follows, on Gibbard’s view,

that various systems of moral norms will reflect evolutionary teleology.79

“The analysis reduces the meanings of normative terms to psychology. Not that to call

something rational is to make a psychological claim; but we are to understand the term

believe this or that.) Moral norms are about the rationality of peculiarly moral emotions like guilt or
resentment.
79 This is not to say that an individual’s judgement on what it makes sense to do/feel/etc. will directly be
derived from his evolutionary telos. “Any link between evolutionary considerations and what it makes
sense to want will be subtle and indirect.” (p. 29) Understanding this “subtle and indirect” link will be an
important task later on.
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‘rational’ by understanding what it is for a person to think something rational – by

understanding what it is to make a normative judgement. Normative judgements are to be

explained psychologically[…]” (pp. 25-26). This understanding of rationality and

normativity firmly places Gibbard in the non-cognitivist tradition of Ayer, Stevenson or

Hare.

First, similarly to these predecessors, Gibbard is more interested in describing the use

of central concepts of morality than in defining them. And second, also in line with the

non-cognitivist tradition, Gibbard believes that judgements of rationality do not state

facts about the world ‘out there’ and in this sense they are neither true nor false. All that

there is to know about rationality, Gibbard says, we can find about by looking at the

norms we accept ourselves.80

In short, judgements about moral norms are at the same time judgements about

rationality, i.e. they are judgements of warrant and are “acceptance of permitting norms”.

But  if  that  is  true,  then  moral  judgements  also  require  psychological  explanations.  This

can be done, on Gibbard’s account, as follows: Moral judgements are about the

rationality of norms of a particular class. This class includes norms which are applicable

to specifically moral emotions such as guilt and resentment (and more broadly, anger).

In terms of this conception, what a person does is morally wrong if and only if it is

rational (“makes sense”) for him to feel guilty and for others to be angry at him for

having done it (p. 42). Although Gibbard subsequently concedes that this characterization

is too imprecise, it already contains the essential features of Gibbard’s evolutionarily-

based morality. It distinguishes entertaining an emotion from rationally entertaining an

80 Cf. pp. 7-8; 30-31. “The philosophical program I develop in this book rests on a human psychology. My
theory of the meaning of moral terms rests on a psychology of norms. Fundamental normative principles
may, for all I can establish, be accepted or rejected on the basis of psychological considerations.” (p. 30)
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emotion and hence rationally feeling or believing something from rationally wanting to

feel or believe something. That these psychological states can come apart is demonstrated

by the fact that I can rationally want to feel guilty for what I have done without feeling

guilty at all.81

In any case, if it is to be of real import, Gibbard’s theory needs to provide an account

of how we get from feelings and psychology to judgements of rationality and moral

norms.82 Suppose one finds oneself being angry at someone for having done Y. Now one

is  to  be  able  to  judge  whether  it  is  rational  for  one  to  feel  angry  or  for  the  person  in

question to feel guilty for having done Y. What enables one to make such a judgement is

the set of norms one accepts and endorses. If these norms indeed forbid Y under the

circumstances, then one can “endorse” one’s anger and judge it to be rational to entertain

that particular emotion. And this also implies that one believes it to be rational for the

agent to feel guilty for having done Y.83

81 The obvious problem with the above definition is that it cannot distinguish between “wrong” and
“blameworthy”.  “The  rightness  or  wrongness  of  an  alternative  does  not  depend  on  an  agent’s  motives.
Rather, conscientious motivation consists in trying to confine one’s actions to what is right. Blame, in
contrast, attaches to the agent in retrospect; the agent is blamed for acting with insufficient morally
desirable motivation. Rightness is prospective; blame is retrospective.” (p. 44.)
The way out of the deadlock threatening by confusing blameworthy and moral wrong is to separate them
like this: “to think an act morally reprehensible (or blameworthy – BV) is to accept norms that prescribe,
for such a situation, guilt on the part of the agent and resentment on the part of others.” Whereas “to think
an act wrong is to accept norms for guilt and resentment that, prima facie, would sanction guilt and
resentment if the act was performed.” (p. 47) Or, put differently: “[s]tandards for wrongness are such that
an agent is prima facie blameworthy if he does not use them to rule out acts that violate them. The reason
the blameworthiness is only prima facie is that facts about the person’s motivational state may be
extenuating.” (p.45.) This way of handling the question is by no means free of difficulties and circularities.
Gibbard is aware of this and attempts to give a more-or-less independent account of “responsibility”. “Our
problem is to untangle whether, because of his psychological peculiarities [that are not quite normal and
responsible for the act – BV].” Gibbard offers a test to get rid of this difficulty. This test makes us imagine
a hypothetical situation when the agent is stripped of the unbeatable influence of his particular
psychological propensities but knowing about them should judge about the rationality of his
actions/beliefs/etc.

82 See pp. 275-293, esp. pp.282-3.
83 The procedure would be quite the same in the case of any judgement other than moral. Only the feeling
should be a different (non-moral) one, like nausea or trust or dislike.
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Everything in this account seems to turn on what set of norms those judging the

situation accept. The evaluative-judging procedure unfolds almost automatically from

then on. But the crucial question Gibbard has to answer is this: How would any moral

judgement be more than a mere coincidence based on an arbitrarily-chosen set of norms

reflecting the whim of any given individual judge?84

The answer takes us back to notion of evolutionary pressure for co-ordination.

“Acceptance of norms” is a biological adaptation which is the direct result of this

pressure. Therefore, first, if our psychological propensities (our capacity of “norm-

acceptance”) have been shaped by evolution as Gibbard claims, we have reason to expect

a degree of similarity among accepted norms. At the same time, Gibbard admits that there

is a significant gap between our psychological capacity of accepting norms and the norms

we do in fact accept. In other words, the fact that these capacities can be shown to have

been brought about by evolution is only the first step towards establishing the similarity

of (co-ordinated) moral judgements. Evolutionary history alone does not guarantee

successful co-ordination/co-operation. If, therefore, co-ordination is to be realized by

means of evolutionary processes, then a degree of shared evaluation among those who are

meant to co-ordinate their actions is to be ensured.

As  I  see  it,  it  is  here  that  Gibbard  draws  most  heavily  on  Hume.  Gibbard,  I  would

argue, takes normative discussion or conversation to play a central role in achieving the

co-operative  goal  set  by  evolution:  “Conversation[…]  is  far  more  than  a  carrier  of

information. In talk we work out not only what to believe about things and events and

people, but how to live. We work out how to feel about things in our lives and in the lives

84 Here again, we should recall Ruse’s similar problem of arbitrariness. His answer to this problem has been
morality being a “shared illusion (see Sections 4.1, 5.1) Also, Mackie encounters the very same problem
will be introduced in Sections 7.7, 7.8.
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of others” (pp. 3-4). And even more concisely: “normative discussion co-ordinates and

co-ordination yields benefits” (p. 225).

Later  on  I  will  also  compare  Gibbard’s  approach  to  normative  discussion  to  the

original Humean account. I would like to note here, however, that if it is true that it is

decided in conversation how to “feel about things in our lives”, then conversation can

indeed promote the concordance of moral judgements and reduce the arbitrariness of

norms people accept.

7.4 The status of normative facts

Before examining Gibbard’s contribution to Hume’s idea of normative conversation,

however, I would like to turn to Gibbard’s assessment of morality’s status.

The most important conclusions are to be traced back to the fact that Gibbard tends to

see moral issues exclusively in psychological terms. I believe that this reductionist

approach parallels to some extent Ruse’s by-now familiar argument concerning the

peculiar nature of moral values.

Gibbard claims that there are three kinds of facts: (i) naturalistic facts (“us as a part of

nature, our acts and thoughts and feelings as they might be understood in a natural

science”); (ii) normative facts (“what it makes sense to do or feel”); and (iii) facts of

meaning (“what our words mean”). The resulting picture is this: “all strict facts will be

naturalistic. Facts of meaning will come out as genuine facts, and so also naturalistic.

Apparent normative facts will come out, strictly, as no real facts at all, instead, there will

be facts of what we are doing when we make normative judgements. It does make sense

to  do  some  things  and  not  others,  but  that  will  not  be  part  of  a  systematic  picture  of

nature. Our thinking about these things will” (p. 23).
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The above quotation sums up at least two basic characteristics of the evolutionary

approach: first, that issues concerning human thinking and judgements are couched

almost exclusively in psychological terms, and second, the belief that only by

approaching these issues in this, putatively scientific, way can we attain facts about them.

In short, it is suggested that only science (physics or evolutionary biology-cum-

psychology) has access to facts.

Thus Gibbard joins Ruse in applying Occam’s razor (Cp. Section 4.1): “Are there

normative facts?[…] A non-cognitivist agrees that some judgements are distinctly

normative, but not, he says, because they are judgements of normative fact. They are not

judgements of fact at all, and there are no peculiarly normative facts. The speculative

evolutionary account I sketched may help make sense of this dispute. If the account is on

the right track, then our normative capacities can be explained without supposing that

there  is  a  special  kind  of  normative  fact  to  which  they  typically  respond[…]  If  the

[biological – V.B.] hypothesis holds good, we do not need normative facts to explain our

making the normative judgements we do. Our making them is to be explained by the

rewards of co-ordination. To suppose normative facts is gratuitous” (pp. 107-108).85

Gibbard emphasizes that judgements of fact can themselves co-ordinate. Meanwhile,

he also appears to admit subsequently that normative judgements do represent facts even

if only of a special class. Of course, since scientific inquiry cannot identify normative

facts these cannot be natural facts. Still, they seem to be some kind of facts after all:

“normative judgements mimic factual judgements”, Gibbard grudgingly concedes  (p. 9).

Gibbard, however, also makes it clear that these normative facts can only be non-natural:

85 See also Ball (1995), pp 130 and 158
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“[n]othing in a plausible, naturalistic picture of our place in the universe requires these

non-natural facts and these powers of non-sensory apprehension” (p. 154.)

7.5 Endorsement and normative discussion

But if normative facts do not exist, what is all this talk about them? Gibbard puts up little

resistance to Ruse’s radically eliminativist answer: talk of normative facts is most

probably based on a fundamental illusion (cf. p. 153).

As for Ruse, the fact that this unfounded illusion plays such an important role for

human beings is a troublesome dilemma to be dealt with. Gibbard offers two arguments

to meet this dilemma. Both of these start from the “function” of moral behavior which is

evolutionarily-cum-psychologically (=“scientifically”) reinforced and consists essentially

in promoting co-ordination. The first argument is that moral norms and judgements will

only co-ordinate efficiently if they are taken seriously, if they are “endorsed”. The second

argument is that normative judgements will only co-ordinate human behavior if they are

not made arbitrarily by individuals but tend to be shared convictions at least within the

boundaries of a certain community. Nor are these two requirements independent from

one another. Endorsement is easier if socially reinforced. And conversely, social

reinforcement is enhanced if all concerned accept the “seriousness” of the judgements in

question (see p. 33 and pp. 172-174).

The first requirement is a central pillar of the non-cognitivist approach. Endorsement,

on this conception, is the essence of normativity: “What, though, of the special element

that makes normative thought and language normative? There is such an element, I am

claiming, and it involves a kind of endorsement” (p. 33). It is endorsement that renders a
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normative claim or judgement authoritative. Put differently, the more authority such a

judgement commands, the more reliable it is in affecting matching behavior.

As was shown above, in Gibbard’s scheme, endorsement is ensured by virtue of the

close ties between normative judgements and rationality. Normativity, in other words, is

endorsement, and endorsement essentially expresses turn the judgement that some action,

belief, etc. “makes sense”, i.e. that it is rational.

I mentioned before that the peculiar use to which Gibbard puts the notion of rationality

makes one wonder how we can avoid saying that normative judgements are completely

arbitrary. Judging a certain act/belief/etc to be rational, which amounts to endorsing it,

depends on the set of norms the judge already accepts. If there are no normative facts

available to guide these judgements, the normative judgements of different individuals

may in principle turn out be widely different.

The second requirement concerning normative judgements mentioned above, namely

that they should be “shared”, is introduced precisely to fend off this danger of

uncontrollable arbitrariness. Since normative judgements are primarily about the

rationality of certain emotions (especially that of guilt and anger), individual judgements

can be expected to display a considerable degree of convergence since the mechanisms

governing these emotions are surprisingly similar in all human beings. This similarity is

guaranteed by evolution: “Yet if guilt and shame are distinct biological adaptations to the

human condition, then they were widely present as human nature evolved, and they

should appear distinctly in a wide range of present cultures” (p. 140). This adaptational

similarity promotes the convergence of normative judgements, but even more

importantly, it co-ordinates individual emotive attitudes through imposing standards of
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rationality. In sum, the capacity to co-ordinate emotions as well as requirement to do so

are both brought forward by evolutionary processes (see pp. 280-1).86

Most importantly, however, shared evaluations and judgements are ensured by

normative discussion that “will smooth out emotional quirks, but it will still respond to

the broad shape of the kind of things that make us sad [or ashamed or guilty, etc. – V.B.]”

(p. 276). Evolution makes sure that our emotions will tend to be roughly similar, but

normative discussion is there to attune these emotions and corresponding attitudes even

better to one another. “What I think it makes sense to feel, then, responds to the kinds of

things I do feel, and it responds also to the kinds of things people around me feel: their

feelings are contagious, and their feelings work on the norms they accept and avow,

influencing me. We can expect, then, that in fact – in socio-psychological fact – my

feelings will move me to accept norms that endorse those very feelings. So will the

feelings of people around me” (ibid.). Thus not only do individual emotions and

normative discussion mutually reinforce one another but these also interact with the

desire to be rational and to have one’s views endorsed.

All these mechanisms serving to ensure efficient co-ordination have been produced

and adjusted to one another by means of evolutionary processes (which have shaped our

psychological make-up accordingly). We seem to have an in-built desire/need to

influence other people so that they accept the authority of normative judgements we

make. Claiming authority for one’s judgements amounts to exerting conversational

pressure and is tantamount to the demand that others succumb to that authority. Should

this desire remain unfulfilled, one is left with a feeling of discomfort, a state one wishes

86 On the similarity of approach with that of Hume in taking evolution to support the necessary uniformity
of humans see Ball, 1995, p. 137.)



Part II, Chapter VII: Construction or Reconstruction 193

to eliminate either by seeking further to influence one’s conversational counterparts or by

letting them influence oneself (see pp. 172-181).

7.6 Objectivity

Finally, on pain of repetition, let me review how Gibbard sees the objectivity of

normative judgements in light of these claims. The norm-expressivistic approach

addresses the problem by looking at what people ordinarily mean when using the term

‘objective’. Gibbard suggests that there are three broad questions at issue here. First,

people think objective normative judgements to be valid independently of anybody’s

acceptance of them. Second, they seem to connect objectivity to a deep existential

commitment. Third, a claim to objectivity is a claim to authority.

The first aspect of objectivity creates a difficulty which Gibbard illustrates through the

case of the ‘ideally coherent anorexic’. The ideally coherent anorexic person believes it to

be rational (in Gibbard’s sense) to starve herself to death just to have a trim figure. Put

differently, the norms she accepts permit this judgement. At the same time, it is obvious

that the issue here is not about a taste or preference many of us do not share. “The norm

we [that is those of us who are not ideal anorexic persons – V.B.] accept prohibit starving

for  a  trim figure,  regardless  of  what  one  prefers  or  what  norms one  accepts[…] It  is  in

this sense that we think that the prohibition against starving for a trim figure is valid

independently of our own accepting of it” (p. 166).87

87 Though it is not directly relevant for our purposes, it is here that serious doubts are to be expressed about
Gibbard’s theory. I think that Gibbard, on pain of consistency, cannot insist on the claim that the ideally
coherent anorexic can be judged irrational. If his mechanism of judging emotions/beliefs/etc by the “makes
sense” criterion is still rooted in the evolutionary/psychological (non-cognitive) structure of the human
mind, then this mechanism, taken to be central, does not seem to have anything to add to the theory. If, on
the other hand, the mechanism is not rooted there, then it has something really important to add to the
theory, but what it adds is so radically different from the theory itself that we seem to have an irreducible
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The second aspect of objectivity poses another problem: “people hold ideals for

themselves that they do not regard as matters of rationality” (p. 166). What is more, some

of these ideals may be so fundamentally important for someone that he may take himself

to be deeply – existentially – committed to them regardless of what he takes to be rational

otherwise.

The third aspect of objectivity in ordinary thought concerns the authority of normative

judgements. Now we have the following puzzle: “A person may find a norm credible,

fully or to some degree, independently of other norms that support it[…] Now suppose

someone else finds a norm independently credible[…] should that fact make me too

accept the norm, or in any way tend toward accepting it?[…] If so, why?” (p. 176).

These three problems are relevant because they show that, whatever one may think of

Gibbard’s handling of the concept of rationality, objectivity appears to be a different

issue. In addition, these aspects of objectivity are meant to give content to Gibbard’s

conviction concerning the essentially interpersonal nature of objective normativity.

We have seen that in making normative judgements the agent must always rely on

herself since emotions play a crucial role in forming one’s judgements. At the same time,

it has been noted that the agent will also have to trust, at least to some extent, the

judgements of others in conversation – if she is to trust her judgements at all (see pp. 180-

181). But since the set of norms one endorses does in fact reflect the influence of others

and this constitutes no reason to reject these norms, in order to remain consistent, under

appropriate conditions, one has to admit the relevance of future influences too. Thus,

conflict between the theory and one of its basic tenets. Reflecting on the same problem, Ball (1995) says:
“Gibbard’s version of the “objectivity” claim does […] pose a problem vis-à-vis his criterial “norms of
rationality. […] [I]t is not clear how these objectivity claims are supposed to be vindicated or validated, or
how disputes between people who make conflicting claims are supposed to be arbitrated – given that the
available criterial norms of rationality are so minimal…” (p. 153)
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Gibbard concludes, one cannot avoid according authority to normative judgements made

by others. Naturally, what “appropriate conditions” may mean is to be specified as well.

Gibbard also offers an alternative route to understanding objectivity. He says that “to

treat judgements as objective is to treat them as knowledge – as objective knowledge.

That means supposing their contents can be known, and can be known by anyone – in

principle at least. A person who treats his normative judgements as objective has an

epistemic  story  [that  tell  when  accepting  a  norm  is  warranted  –  V.B.],  and  the  story

cannot centre on him; it cannot treat him specially, just as himself and for no further

reason” (p. 181). This passage seems to specify a requirement of universalizability. The

suggestion is that as long as a judgement fulfils this requirement, it can lay a legitimate

claim to be being treated as objective.

But why would objectivity matter to anybody at all? Gibbard answers to this that

without objectivity one could treat one’s normative judgements as “whims of the present

moment” not requiring further investigation. If, however, one is to treat one’s normative

judgements as lasting through time, one gets to the demand of objectivity. And

“objectivity across time brings with it some objectivity across persons” (p. 183).

Subsequently, Gibbard introduces yet another distinction, namely between treating

something as objective (making a conversational demand) and “really thinking” the claim

to be objective: “The speaker thinks his claim objective, we might say, if he can treat it as

objective and do so sincerely” (p. 189). In fact, sincerity comes down to accepting a

standpoint-independent validity for the claim.

This leads Gibbard to consider the scope of the universalizability-requirement. If

treating a claim as objectively rational is to make a sincere demand on everyone in the

sense just specified, we may wonder who “everyone” is. To establish “grandiose”
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objectivity, Gibbard notes, “everyone” should mean “all conceivable rational beings”.

But, “what matters chiefly is not what we can say to strange beings who are merely

conceivable, but what we can say to each other” (p. 201). In that case, however, “for

crucial parts of our normative thought[…] conversational demands will be confined to a

group: perhaps to all of humanity or perhaps to some part. Let me call such a judgement –

a judgement demanded of a group smaller than all conceivable rational beings –

parochial to that group” (p. 203).

7.7 Mackie’s theory

John Mackie’s moral skepticism, of great importance in contemporary moral thought,

starts off from a rather similar position. Mackie pursues two important and

complementary  projects  when  putting  forward  his  theory.  First,  he  seeks  to  justify  the

opening statement of his Ethics – Inventing Right and Wrong: “There are no objective

values” (Mackie, 1977, p. 7.) Second, he is to explain why most people nevertheless

think that there are objective values.

The  two  projects,  that  of  justification  and  that  of  explanation,  are  distinct.  The  first

investigates a specifically moral and even metaphysical problem, while the latter is

devoted to an issue of largely empirical nature. At the same time, the two agenda

converge on important points. Should the explanatory project turn out to be successful,

Mackie could also use Occam’s razor in order to establish the subjectivity of values: “it is

in  the  end  less  paradoxical  to  reject  than  to  retain  the  common  sense  belief  in  the

objectivity of moral values, provided that we can explain how this belief, if it is false, has

become established and is so resistant to criticisms” (Mackie, 1977, p. 42). As far as the

subject-matter of this work is concerned, this junction of the explanatory and justificatory
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projects appears more interesting than the problem of justification in isolation.88 In other

words, I will be more concerned here with what would follow, on Mackie’s account,

from the subjectivity of moral values than with his way of trying to establish the

subjectivity of moral values at the first place.

First, although this is not as immediately obvious as in Gibbard’s case, Mackie also

believes that evolutionary and scientific knowledge is crucially relevant to ethics. Mackie

holds it to be trivially true that “moral behaviour is a human activity, so there is no need

to look for values that are prior to and logically independent of all such activities” (ibid.,

p. 30). This means that, like all such activities, moral behavior is also tied to desires,

attitudes, emotive responses etc. (ibid., pp. 33, 42, 156, 192).

In addition, Mackie seems to accept that morality is nothing but human moral

behavior characterizable in precisely such terms. It is not surprising then that he also

makes the following claim: “nearly all of us do have moral feelings and do tend to think

in  characteristically  moral  ways,  and  that  these  help  to  determine  our  real  interests  and

well-being. Why are we like this is in the first place a psychological question[…] but

more fundamentally it is a sociological and biological question, to be answered, as I have

said, by an evolutionary explanation” (ibid., p. 192).

Elsewhere89 Mackie provides an account of moral behavior and moral emotions

closely resembling the ideas of evolutionary ethicists and Gibbard (chronologically

88 Justification runs by two main arguments. First, the argument from relativity. This is to show that given
the wide variety of moral codes in different societies, this phenomenon is more easily explained by the
hypothesis that moral codes reflect ways of lives than by the hypothesis that they express perceptions, most
of them seriously inadequate and badly distorts, of objective values.  The second justification is the
argument from queerness, drawing attention to the extreme strangeness of objective values, should there be
such things. They would be utterly different from anything else in the world. Correspondingly, our
knowledge about these objective values would radically differ from our ordinary ways of knowing things.
Finally, connected to the queerness argument, one may ask about any objective moral qualities’ links with
their natural features. “The wrongness must somehow be ‘consequential’ or supervenient; it is wrong
because it is a piece of deliberate cruelty. But just what in the world is signified by this ‘because’?” (see
Mackie, 1977., Ch. 1 for all this in details )
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Mackie was first to expound these ideas, of course). In order to answer the question

“where […] the notion of wrongness comes from?[…] we have already sketched a

genetic explanation of hostile retribution and resentment of injuries. We have also seen

how cooperation can arise and be maintained either by genetic selection or by the

corresponding social evolution of a certain kind of ‘meme’, namely conventions”

(Mackie, 1985b, p. 159). Mackie, in short, attempts to explain moral sentiments such as

guilt or resentment within the evolutionary framework.

I will not introduce this explanation here in detail since much of it reiterates what we

have already been told by Gibbard and Ruse. In addition, Mackie also addresses the

problem of group selection and how it is related to altruism (1977, 1985a, 1985b), the

relevance of evolutionary stable strategies and other game theoretical concepts in

evolutionary theory (1985b) as well as other related issues.

Addressing the game-theoretical problems relevant both to evolutionary theory and –

indirectly – to Humean morality, Mackie (1985c) offers a highly interesting reassessment

of the troublesome concept of altruism as against the philosophical notion of

benevolence. Referring to Parfit, Mackie raises the question about “what sorts of norms

are needed to solve multi-person prisoners’ dilemmas involving public goods and public

harms – cases where if each of a large number of people rationally pursues his private

interst the result will be that everyone is worse off than he would have been if each had

acted  in  some  alternative,  more  co-operative  way.”  (p.  234)  Beyond  many  different

solutions presented to this question, one about altruism is of great importance to the aims

of this work. Mackie suggests to contrast the notion of benevolence to the related the

principle of altruism, based on its biological description (see Chapter 3). By this

89 See Mackie, 1985a.
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description, altruism amounts to the requirement that “one should aim directly at the

well-being of others and should choose, rationally and clear-sightedly, whatever actions

are most likely to promote this.” (ibid.) More often than not, this norm would require the

same action as that of benevolence, i.e. the pursuit of the “good of all, in which the

agent’s own good is included, equally with that of each other person.” Sometimes,

however, the principle of altruism can be self-defeating and produce multi-person

prisoners’ dilemma situations, the like Mackie calls “nolo episcopari or ‘After you,

Claude’ syndrome”. Mackie, referring and subscribing to Parfit’s account, suggests that

rational benevolence heeding public interest and shared benefit fare better in these

dilemmas than purely other-regarding altruism.

All this implies the possibility that the “moral player” in the various Prisoners’

Dilemma  situations  discussed  here  and  earlier  (see  Sections  2.4,  3.1,  3.2)  is  not

necessarily the helpless victim of the egoist “hawks”. If his “altruism” is defined in the

more complex manner Mackie proposes above (as against the strictly biological

understanding of “acting for somebody else at the expense of the agent”), the moral

player may be envisioned as quite a “tough guy”, fighting his way through the series of

PD situations encountered.

Be it as it may, it is not the task here to pass substantial judgement on this approach.

However, it is interesting to see how closely it resembles Hume’s account of natural and

artificial virtues and how it concords with the examination I offered of the competing

understandings of benevolence in this regard (see Section 6.2.)

Eventually, Mackie sums up the results of these inquiries as follows: “The content of

moral thought and moral conduct is complex, and an adequate explanation of morality

would have to cover much more than a bit of general benevolence and some rules about



Part II, Chapter VII: Construction or Reconstruction 200

sexual behaviour. But what I have outlined here is the beginning of such an explanation:

we  can  see  how  this  sort  of  approach  could  account  for  the  complex  reality  that  we

actually find. We have referred both to genetic (sociobiological) mechanisms and to

sociological ones. We have found self-referential altruism and reciprocal altruism, and of

co-operation within groups guided and sustained by various conventional norms,

including co-ordination norms, prisoners’ dilemma norms and norms of partiality” (ibid.,

p. 160). And the same goes for virtues: “We can certainly take[…] moral virtues[…] as

having the same sort of value and as open therefore to the same sort of evolutionary sort

of explanation as the moral sentiments” (Mackie, 1977, p. 114).

In addition to the fact that he makes extensive use of the evolutionary toolkit, another

central feature of Mackie’s endeavour also relates him to the evolutionary approach. As

remarked, he sets out among others to account for the apparent authority of moral values

and judgements. This is important, he says, because this authority is the reason why

moral requirements shape human interaction so strongly and centrally. The strength of

this moral ‘influence’ is required for the fulfillment of evolutionary objectives, especially

cooperation and it is made possible precisely by the “objectification” of moral values

(both in ordinary moral thought and in metaethics).

Thus, it is moral authority that needs to be explained by those theories that deny the

objectivity of ethics. And this is exactly what crude naturalism as well as non-cognitivism

are unable to do, according to Mackie. As the claim to objectivity is the source of moral

authority and the claim to objectivity forms part of both ordinary moral judgements and

the meaning of moral terms, Mackie’s moral skepticism is put forward “not as a result of

an analytic approach, but as an ‘error theory’, a theory that although most people in
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making moral judgements claim, among other things, to be pointing to something

objectively prescriptive, these claims are all false” (Mackie, 1977, p. 35).

Not  unlike  Ruse  or  Gibbard,  Mackie  subscribes  to  a  rather  straightforwardly

functionalist explanation of morality. This explanation does not only account for the

emergence of moral institutions but also for their sustained authority (couched in terms of

claims to moral objectivity): “there are motives that would support objectification. We

need morality to regulate interpersonal relations, to control some of the ways in which

people behave towards one another, often in opposition to contrary inclinations. We

therefore  want  our  moral  judgements  to  be  authoritative  for  other  agents  as  well  as  for

ourselves: objective validity would give them the authority required” (ibid. p. 43).

In sum, in order for the whole non-cognitivist endeavour to succeed the following

must hold true on Mackie’s account: (i) the evolutionary account must be correct about

the  motives  for  accepting  morality,  (ii)  it  should  be  also  right  in  claiming  that  to  make

this system work authority is required, and finally (iii) it has to be shown that authority is

best achieved on the basis of the shared belief in the objectivity of moral values. If (i)-

(iii) all go through, then objectivity is “explained away”. Or at least so Mackie says.90

Finally, there is a further point where Mackie substantially relies on scientific

explanations. Assuming for the sake of the argument that the problem of objectivity has

been taken care of, Mackie still has to show, as Gibbard above, why moral judgements or

are not completely arbitrary if they are not made true by facts ‘out there’? Mackie’s

answer is again similar to Ruse’s and Gibbard’s. Ruse holds that objective morality is an

90 To be on the safe side, Mackie offers further arguments explaining the wide-spread error of thinking
morality to be objective. He describes the “pathetic fallacy”, that is the “tendency to read our feelings into
their objects” (remember that these feelings have the same evolutionary logic as above); and some less
compelling proto-psychological arguments about suppression and desire-satisfaction. He also notes that
ethics might be taken as a system of laws from which the legislator has been removed (divinity-argument)



Part II, Chapter VII: Construction or Reconstruction 202

illusion, but not just any arbitrarily-chosen illusion: it is a “shared” one. Due to

evolutionary processes and the needs and emotions these processes have brought about,

human beings collectively come to believe in objective morality.

All in all, it can be concluded that Mackie’s account is remarkably similar to

Gibbard’s view of morality introduced above (though published later). It accepts that

evolutionarily-determined goals play a central part in defining the function of morality, it

treats  moral  sentiments  in  a  similar  fashion  and  also  focuses  on  the  problem  of  moral

authority. Both Mackie and Gibbard refer to two of the three possible sources of authority

mentioned in the introduction. First, they argue that human nature fits well moral

principles and second, they agree that without coordination, which is made possible by

moral authority, the loss would be too great for all. In addition, Gibbard also makes

limited use of the third possible source of authority, namely rationality.

Mackie  and  Gibbard  also  share  the  belief  in  the  direct  relevance  of  science  to

explaining moral behavior (and for both of them moral behaviour is more or less equal to

morality). They agree that the objectivists are either in “error” (Mackie) or are taken in by

some illusion (Gibbard).

There is a further important point of convergence between the two theories, already

implicit in the above discussion. Beyond assuming the relevance of science, they both

seek to locate their theories within the framework of the ordinary morality view. The

legitimacy of this attempt will form the subject-matter of the second part of this chapter.

But I will first review some of the direct criticisms of these two theories.

Interestingly, elsewhere Mackie suggests that “evolution by natural selection is the standard modern
replacement for divine providence” (1977, p. 113)
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7.8 ‘Outside Lookin’ In’

I do not intend here to offer a comprehensive overview of criticisms advanced against

either Mackie or Gibbard. I will focus only on those central features of these theories that

continue or reformulate the arguments put forward by evolutionary ethicists. Difficulties

abound even in this limited context.

Ronald Dworkin (1996) formulated what is probably the most interesting

philosophical critique of the view of morality shared by Ruse, Mackie, Gibbard and

others.  He  argued  that  the  strategy  of  these  authors,  namely  to  examine  morality  from

outside, is untenable. Accordingly, Dworkin distinguishes between “external and

“internal scepticism”, and claims that “any successful – really, any intelligible –

argument that evaluative propositions are neither true or false must be internal to the

evaluative domain” (p. 89). The complaint is that external theories “purport to stand

outside a whole body of belief [in this case, the evaluative domain – V.B.], and to judge it

as a whole from premises or attitudes that owe nothing to it” (p. 88). External moral

scepticism is “supposedly austere, in the sense that it does not rely even on very general

or counterfactual or theoretical positive moral judgements. And it is neutral in the sense

that it takes no sides in substantive moral controversies.” (p. 92).91

Neither neutrality nor austerity can be defended, however. In order to occupy the

neutral  position,  one  would  have  to  show  “that  the  target  of  his  criticism  is  something

altogether  distinct  from  the  ordinary  substantive  moral  claims  we  all  make,  so  that  we

may accept his arguments while continuing to judge and act, in the moral dimension, as

we did before” (p. 95). This cannot be accomplished, for many reasons, some of which I
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have already discussed above (see esp. Section 5.1.) Gibbard’s non-cognitivism, for

example, fails to show in a non-question-begging way that “morality is not a descriptive

project at all, but an entirely different, expressive, enterprise” (p. 109).92

Austerity,  something  which  Mackie  in  particular  appears  to  strive  for,  fails  as  well.

Mackie “was an external skeptic purporting to rely on independent, non-moral,

philosophical arguments” (p. 113). These arguments, actually, are the arguments from

queerness and the argument from diversity, as we may recall. The argument from

diversity does not work, however, because it is incomplete unless it is shown that moral

disagreement is analogous to scientific disagreement in that parties are similarly called

upon to identify physical objects ‘out there’. Yet moral disagreement is not necessarily

similar to scientific disagreement, even though Mackie sometimes refers to it as if there

was no such difference. “But once we reject that thesis, we are left with no connection

between diversity and skepticism” (p. 114).

The rather obscure and metaphoric queerness argument is also unsuccessful for a

number of reasons. Most  importantly because, as Dworkin makes it very clear, “the

absurd moral field thesis [the one about the existence of discernible moral objects – V.B.]

is not essential to morality” (p. 117). I believe this objection is indeed very powerful

against Mackie’s argument from queerness. In any case, since Mackie’s justificatory

project,  i.e.  his  defence  of  the  thesis  of  the  subjectivity  of  moral  values,  is  not  a  direct

concern of this work, I think we can rest content with Dworkin’s criticism here.

91 Neutrality seems extremely advantageous, Dworkin notes, as it accommodates the requirement of
accounting for cultural diversities without taking any party to a moral controversy be wrong (or: wronger
than the other).
92 This attempt begs the question because “if the distinction is illusory – if the view that the wrongness of
genocide is ‘among the facts of the world’ can only be understood as a baroque repetition of the simpler
claim that genocide is wrong – then the two supposedly different kinds of speech act [that is, the moral and
the “external”-BV] must stand and fall together.”
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But Dworkin’s attack on Mackie’s position has several important implications for the

‘explanatory’ project as well, i.e. for Mackie’s attempted explanation of why we entertain

illusory ideas concerning the validity of moral requirements.  Thus Dworkin’s arguments

help us to  understand what Mackie means by “objectivity” of values or moral principles.

What would moral objectivity be like if there were such a thing? From his more or less

detailed remarks scattered all throughout his work, one can gather that for Mackie

objective moral properties would have to meet per impossibile at least the following

criteria:  they  are  to  be  “in  the  fabric  of  the  world”;  they  are  to  be  independent  of  any

human activities; they are to constitute the object of (empirical) knowledge; there should

be “to-be-pursuedness” built into them; and finally, if they existed ethics would be

similar to a divine doctrine. Most of these criteria reflect the “moral field thesis” quoted

above which is, however, denied by even those who are sympathetic to the position

criticized by Mackie. Moreover, the “to-be-pursuedness” requirement which concerns the

‘immediate’ motivating force of moral principles is of interest only if taken in

combination  with  the  moral  field  thesis.  Otherwise  it  poses  the  same  problem  for  the

‘externalist’ skeptic such as Mackie as for the ‘internalist’ moralist (to use Dworkin’s

terms again). In sum, Mackie’s enemy is very hard to identify because few moral

philosophers would embrace the kind of objectivity he attacks so fiercely.

Devastating as Dworkin’s criticisms may be, Mackie93 and Gibbard could answer that

if their scientific stance is vindicated, the internal/external distinction collapses or

becomes irrelevant. In other words, the rejoinder is that with a complete and fully-

confirmed evolutionary/psychological explanation of moral behavior at hand the

93 Mackie actually briefly addresses the anticipated criticism about externality: “If we move to a
prescriptive interpretation, we shall be speaking from within the institution [of morality – BV]. But nothing
logically compels us to do so, and certainly nothing compels us to reinterpret the requirements of an
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objection from unwarranted externalism will have no bite.94 I will argue, however, that

Mackie and Gibbard cannot in the end refute this charge precisely because they are

wrong about the nature of scientific authority and the relevance of scientific findings and

therefore go astray in their application of scientific findings to the moral discourse.

Chapter VII – Part Two

7.9 The ordinary morality view

In the second half of this chapter, I will attempt to reconstruct the outlines of the ordinary

morality  view  (cp.  Chapters  1  and  6.)  In  less  detail  and  very  briefly  I  will  also  try  to

characterize what I have referred to previously as the “constructivist view” which seeks

to  build  and  justify  a  moral  system on  an  aprioristic  basis.  I  will  then  try  to  show that

evolutionary theory cannot serve as the basis for a constructivist justification of first-

order moral principles.

After this, I will return to Mackie and Gibbard in order to show that their reductionist

approach to evolutionary theory is flawed and is based on a misunderstanding of how

findings of evolutionary theory may be relevant to moral thought. I will end by stressing

once again that this failure is limited to these particular theories and that it is not in

principle impossible to reconcile the scientific stance and the ordinary morality view. But

institution, however well established, however thoroughly enshrined in our ordinary ways of thinking and
speaking, as objective, intrinsic, requirements of the nature of things.” (Mackie, 1977., pp. 79-80.)
94 Thomas  Nagel,  very  much  in  agreement  with  Dworkin’s  objection  writes:  “All  one  can  say  is  that
justification for actions is to be sought in the content of practical reasoning, and that evolutionary
explanation of our dispositions to accept such arguments may undermine our confidence in them but cannot
provide a justification for accepting them. So if evolutionary naturalism is the whole story about what we
take to be practical reasoning, then there really is no such thing.” (Nagel, 1997, p. 142 – my italics- V. B.)



Part II, Chapter VII: Construction or Reconstruction 207

in order for such a reconciliation to succeed, one should take both approaches seriously

and be aware of their limitations.

I portrayed David Hume in the previous chapter as the propagator of the idea that to

understand and eventually to justify moral principles, one should start by describing

ordinary morality: what people mean when they use moral terms and how they act and

demand others to act in terms of moral requirements. Many philosophers since Hume

have found this idea attractive.

David Wiggins (1998a) offers seven “observations” about ordinary morality (as I

noted earlier adherents of ordinary morality are more interested in observations and

descriptions than in analysis and definitions): “(i) In living together human beings need to

be able to see conflicts of interests as calling for arbitration by agreed procedures and as

demanding  the  kinds  of  outcome  that  would  not  strike  the  parties[…]  as  unfair.  (ii)

Human beings need norms of reciprocity and cooperation that can counteract the settled

tendency of things to turn out badly rather than well. (iii) Human beings need such

norms[…] also to embody principles of conduct that can take on a life of their own[…]

such principles must perpetuate themselves by being seen by those who try to live by

them as enshrining values and virtuous concerns that have a ‘moral beauty’ (in Hume’s

phrase) all of their own[…] (iv) Whatever may be the origin of moral concerns and

principles, unless it can become an end in itself to act in accordance with the claim of

reciprocity, gratitude, loyalty, veracity or whatever, and unless this can help to fill out the

picture of what it is constitutively for things to go well and happily[…] the prospects are

not good for the standard that requires these things. This standard can easily survive the

fact that all sorts of egoistic ends compete, and almost always compete successfully, with
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these values. What it cannot survive is the idea that such values are mere means to other

ends,  or  that  it  is  other  ends  that  force  them  upon  us[…]  (v)  The  social  morality  must

safeguard and uphold arrangements that specially protect whatever is vitally or centrally

important to the happiness of welfare of individual agents[…] (vi) a social morality must

require of its participants some however minimal and delimited respect towards other

participants – at least an acceptance of them as equally participants[…] In short, (vii) we

expect  a  point  of  view that  can  be  shared  between the  members  of  an  actual  society  to

give expression to a potentially enduring and transmissible shared sensibility” (Wiggins,

1998a, pp. 64-66).

Even without scrutizing these points in too much detail here, it is quite obvious that

evolutionary ethicists who also subscribe to the ordinary morality view would have no

difficulties with most of these observations. But there is one crucial point of difference:

Ruse, Gibbard and Mackie all fail to meet requirement (iv). It is exactly this “end in

itself” and “not mere means to other ends” of morality that these authors set out to deny.

Apart from this crucial difference, Mackie’s theory is remarkably close to the

approach described by Wiggins. When evaluating an existing moral system, Mackie

suggests, one should take up the question raised by Aristotle: what is the good life for

man? It is of course impossible to give a complete answer to this question, but one should

at least try to find out, Mackie contends, what elements a possible answer could

comprise.  “We can[…] say  firmly,  that  for  any  individual  a  good life  will  be  made  up

largely of the effective pursuit of activities that he finds worthwhile[…] Egoism and self-

referential altruism will together characterize, to a large extent, both his actions and his

motives” (ibid., p. 170). Thus, the good life is both informed and described by the “world

as it is” together with general human tendencies and emotions as well as physical and
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environmental characteristics. The world as it is obviously involves very different

motives (egoism and altruism are also discoverable), thus there is no reason to treat one

as being moral, the other as immoral. Also in line with Wiggins’s observations quoted

above, Mackie suggests the following strategy to reconcile conflicting interests we face

in practical morality. “The only approach to these intractable problems that is at all

hopeful is to acknowledge the reality and the probable persistence of the conflict of aims,

to try to get both parties to recognize their conflicting prima facie rights as such, and look

for a solution that can be seen as a reasonable compromise between these prima facie

rights, and which can therefore be defended morally, not merely practically” (ibid., pp.

179-180). Moreover, Mackie notes that the world as it is also includes existing or

conventional moralities and emphasizes that these should also be considered95 when

devising an account of morals.

In sum, this approach contains two basic ideas: first, that the “good life” is tantamount

to the successful pursuit of one’s own aims in harmony with the aims of others, and

second, that an accurate description of the “world as it is” will inform us about what

shape the “good life” is likely to take. The most important consequence of these ideas is

that a description of the world which includes evolutionary-cum-psychological,

sociological and other accounts of human nature and behaviour will impose a crucial

limitation on any speculative proposal about how to understand morality, namely that it is

to be workable or feasible under the circumstances specified by such a description. “All I

am insisting upon”, Mackie says, “is that we should advocate practicable reforms, that we

should look for rules or principles of conduct that can fit in with the relatively permanent

95 [T]here is at least a prima facie case for each person’s adopting those principles that conventionally
belong to whatever relationships he finds himself in, or enters more or less voluntarily, and in which he
hopes to remain.” (p. 173.)
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tendencies of human motives and thought”96 (ibid., p. 134). Thus we obtain a general and

formal justificatory requirement applicable to any given moral position: “Any plausible

view of the good for man, any viable concept of happiness, will, I believe, have this

general form” (ibid., p. 172).

To reiterate, there are two reasons why, according to ordinary moralists, moral

principles will not be completely arbitrary within this general framework. First, there is

the rough uniformity of the psychological make-up of human beings which uniformity is

ensured  by  all  the  evolutionary  and  related  forces  enumerated  above.  Second,  we  have

ordinary morality itself, that can claim two important relative advantages over any

alternative. On the one hand, its very existence demonstrates its feasibility. On the other,

since most people around us follow it anyway, our actions will be best coordinated with

theirs if we adhere to the same moral code as well.

From this point of view, Mackie’s preoccupation with explaining the emergence and

persistence of a fundamental error in ordinary moral thought is more graspable. It

obviously constitutes a problem for an adherent of the ordinary morality view that one of

the central features of ordinary morality has to be declared false for theoretical reasons.97

I will return to this problem when exploring the chances of combining the ordinary

morality view with the scientific stance (in Sections 7.11 and 7.12).

Gibbard expressly commits himself to the Humean approach to morality in declaring

‘morality as we know it’ to be his point of departure. He seeks to understand and describe

96 He also says: “Rival social and political ideals offer different ways in which co-operation, competition
and conflict [the three basic elements we are to expect in all human groups and societies – BV] may be
institutionalised and regulated, but every real alternative includes some combination of all three of them.”
(ibid., p. 171.) Actually, Mackie thinks that the only reason that is not all too obvious to be commonplace is
that the “Christian and humanist traditions have fostered an opposite view.” (ibid.)



Part II, Chapter VII: Construction or Reconstruction 211

the workings of ordinary moral thought, behavior and institutions as accurately as he

possibly  can.   The  idea  is  to  grasp  the  meaning  of  moral  terms  and  concepts  central  to

ordinary thought and to refine them and thereby achieve “self-conscious philosphizing”

(p. 5, 253).

At the same time, ordinary morality can also serve to check theoretical results: “If my

analyses are on the right track, the resulting picture of moral inquiry ought to be familiar.

The analyses, after all, were supposed to give an account of ordinary moral thought and

talk, and to paint large parts of moral philosophy as ordinary moral inquiry refined” (p.

253, see also pp. 4-6, 9, 154).

Finally, one crucial aspect of the ordinary morality view should be clarified.

Superficially, this view might be read as having the uncomfortable consequence that the

task of the moral theorist is to defend whatever moral codes and conventions there may

be around. This threat is ungrounded. Although existing moralities may play a special

role for those subscribing to the ordinary morality view, these moralities form the

subject-matter rather than the final objective of theoretical investigations. It will be

recalled that Mackie and Gibbard have sought to establish in similar ways why, despite

appearances to the contrary, certain moral principles are not arbitrary. Even Ruse’s cruder

approach held it to be important to explain why certain moral opinions are shared by very

large groups of people, sometimes even by all humanity.

More specifically, in Mackie’s reconstruction morality is depicted as a workable and

stable balance of basic human motivations (co-operation/self-referential altruism,

competition  and  conflict).  The  more  successful  and  stable  this  balance,  the  better.  It  is

always  possible,  for  example,  that  an  existing  system  of  morality  can  fulfil  a  social

97 “[O]rdinary moral judgements include a claim to objectivity, an assumption that there are objective
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function without offering mutual advantages for all the parties involved. However, the

balance achieved in this way could be upset should the less advantageous party find it

worth its while to fight for a better deal.98

As already mentioned, Gibbard makes use of the Humean idea of normative

discussion (see Section 7.5). This idea allows him to subject certain moral principles and

recommendations to criticism and to distinguish arbitrary and non-arbitrary moral

requirements without being forced to take them at face value simply as they are found

here or there.

Hume  himself  as  well  as  some  of  his  more  cheerful  heirs,  less  concerned  with  the

bleak struggle (if there is a struggle) to deny the objectivity of all moral values, believe it

to be possible to vindicate principles of ordinary morality by showing that it is not

surprising that one arrives to a certain conclusion in the reconstruction or explanation of

social morality because there really is nothing else to think but what one has in fact

found.99

It is not our task here to engage in the details of any of these approaches. However, it

is to be emphasized that the ordinary morality view is not necessarily committed to

“vulgar relativism” (Bernard Williams’s phrase), localism or conventionalism. At the

same time, the question of the “universalizability” of moral requirements in the ordinary

values just in the sense in which I am concerned to deny this.” (ibid., p. 35.)
98 “Game theory models […] can illustrate the acceptability, in some circumstances, of unequal agreements:
an unequal agreement may be better for each party than no agreement at all. … But [moral codes based on
such agreements] are viable only because most members of these societies do endorse them, whatever their
actual condition may be. Differences of rank or race or sex, and so on, are accepted as morally relevant
grounds for privilege not only by those who enjoy these privileges but also by many who do not” (Mackie,
1977, p. 153). Surely, this reading about morality’s role as balance would lead to serious difficulties
elsewhere, but again the point here is not to provide an exhaustive evaluation of Mackie’s theory.
99 A vindicatory explanation of a belief takes this form: “one comes to believe that p precisely because p
only if the best full explanation of one’s coming to believe that p requires the giver of the explanation to
adduce in his explanation either the very fact that p or something which leaves no room to deny that p.”
(Wiggins, 1995b, p. 243). For more on this inspiring endeavor see Wiggins, 1992; 1995b.
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morality view is a separate and important question to which I will return in the

concluding chapter.

7.10 Constructed morality

The main alternative to the ordinary morality view is to find a substantial foundation of

ethics from which the justification of moral principles can be derived. In the original

Kantian position, this foundation is constituted by “reason” which means that all moral

principles derived are universally valid in the “kingdom of ends” and for all rational

beings. I have not attempted until now to enter into intricacies of Kantian ethics.

Similarly, this section will also be limited to trying to establish key characteristics of the

constructive morality view100 and to finding out to what extent it may be compatible with

the evolutionary approach.

As opposed to adherents of the ordinary morality view, constructivists are much less

focused on either historical data or the relevance of existing moral behaviour and

institutions. Instead, they operate with definitions in order to sort out and identify their

proprietary subject (“kingdom of ends”, “reason”, , “community good”, or even, a la

Richards: “evolutionary advantage”) and derive either a priori moral principles (Kant) or

100 Bernard Williams (1995) writes: "It is very important […] that Kant's theory is 'constructivist' in spirit.
Kant rejected any dogmatic foundation of ethics which was supposedly derived from religion or from a
priori knowledge of some realm of values. In part, he was concerned with the distinction between fact and
value, but his insistence on the 'autonomy' of ethics involves a wider metaphysical conception [...] to the
effect that humanity had now reached a point of self-conscious development at which it must realize that it
is, so to speak, on its own and must construct its own values..." "The modern theories inspired by Kantian
ideas are less committed than Kant was to showing that morality is ultimate rationality, and they allow also
more empirical material into the construction than Kant did." (p. 555.)
In calling this set of approaches ‘constructivist’ I also imply the sense Darwall, Gibbard and Railton (1997)
describe: “Constructivism resembles Kantian rationalism on a number of counts: It claims a kind of
objectivity for morality, and at the same time holds that this objectivity is sharply different from the
objectivity of empirical judgements. It looks to the nature of practical choice as a basis for moral
judgement. Still, in most of its versions, it avoids the daunting rationalist claim that morality is demanded
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quasi-a priori moral dicta for a universally valid context (Richards). Both approaches

have a prima facie claim to moral relevance irrespective of the viability of rival moral

views.

Within the framework of the evolutionary approach, the ambition is to base the

validity of the general moral principle on the correct evolutionary account (about group-

selection and altruism as well as about the uniformity of human nature): “Since each man

has evolved to advance the community good, each ought to act altruistically” (Richards,

1986).

I  tried to show that the attempt to derive and justify moral principles on the basis of

evolutionary descriptions is seriously flawed (see Section 3.2 and Chapter 4). One

problem was  that  it  seemed not  possible  to  take  the  evolutionary  theory  as  a  source  of

justification without committing the naturalistic fallacy (see Section 4.4). In addition,

Gewirth’s ‘problem of specificity’ revealed that one could hardly separate ‘moral’ from

‘immoral’ in such a justification (see Section 5.8). And I also pointed out that if Richards

succeeds in steering clear of the naturalistic fallacy, he will hardly have anything

interesting left to say beyond the observation that people sometimes act morally and

sometimes they do not.

My present concern, however, is not about the failure of Richards’s approach. Rather,

I would in general like to assess the prospects of constructing a moral system of (quasi-)

a priori norms  on  the  basis  of  a  scientific  stance.  It  is  to  be  noted  first  of  all  that  this

appraisal  cannot  be  completed  at  this  point.  This  because  so  much  depends  on  the

strength and scope of the scientific findings this constructivist project would rely on. The

more precisely and completely science describes and explains human thought and action,

by practical reason independently of even the broadest, deepest contingent features of one’s concerns.” (p.



Part II, Chapter VII: Construction or Reconstruction 215

the more hope there is for such a metaethical endeavour. But we saw (in Part I) that

evolutionary biology and psychology cannot at present live up to these expectations. And

the less complete the scientific explanations of the (social) life of human beings, the more

severely incomplete an ethical theory based upon such explanations will turn out to be.101

I doubt whether such an endeavour could ever succeed. However, I do not think that

one could altogether write off such attempts. All that can be said at the moment is that

without a powerful and general scientific account of human action, deliberation,

cognition and emotions, any effort to derive and justify moral principles on the basis of

scientific findings is doomed to be fundamentally incomplete.102

7.11 Science and reduction

The other basic tenet of the analyses of evolutionary ethicists is their genuine

commitment to the ultimate relevance of scientific inquiries concerning human nature.

Normative life is just as much part of nature as any other aspect of human existence.

Gibbard states, for instance, that “my goal[…] (or one part of it), is to try out a way of

conceiving meaning and normative life as a part of nature, and to see how much that

might explain” (Gibbard, 1990, p. 35). Furthermore, not unlike Hume or Mackie, Gibbard

believes that it is important to retrace how morality as it is has emerged or evolved. It is

12.)
101 I will soon return to the problem of how all this is related to the legitimacy of scientific reduction.
102 Many are skeptical about the prospect of an aprioristic approach regardless of the special attempt to base
such a theory on evolution or science in general. However, the general symptom seems to be similar to our
conclusion about incompleteness. Hilary Putnam says (1990d): “Philosophers today are as fond as ever of a
priori arguments with ethical conclusions. One reason such arguments are always unsatisfying is that they
always prove too much; when a philosopher “solves” an ethical problem for one, one feels as if one had
asked for a subway token and been given a passenger ticket valid for the first interplanetary passenger-
carrying spaceship instead.” (p. 179.) The other well-known problem is also identified above in the
evolutionary case as well: “[p]art of what makes moral philosophy an anachronistic field is that its
practitioners continue to argue in this very traditional and aprioristic way even though they themselves do
not claim that one can provide a systematic and indubitable “foundation” for the subject.” (ibid., p. 180.)
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particularly  important  that  evolutionary  theory  comes  to  play  a  crucial  role  in  the  story

about morality for Gibbard precisely because of his insistence on morality being more-or-

less  a  psychological  issue.  There  seems  to  be  vast  scientific  support  for  the  claim  that

human psychological propensities have been shaped by evolutionary mechanisms. Thus,

“the philosophical program I develop in this book”, Gibbard says, “rests on a human

psychology. My theory of meaning of moral terms rests on a psychology of norms.

Fundamental normative principles may, for all I can establish, be accepted or rejected on

the basis of psychological considerations” (p. 30). Also, to be sure, “evolutionary

considerations provide a check on psychological hypotheses” (p. 256).

When scrutinizing these two basic arguments – i.e. the relevance of the genealogy of

morality and the relevance of empirical science – in evolutionary accounts of morality,

one has to pay attention to a further methodological issue as well. The scientific approach

as it is interpreted by Ruse or Mackie or Gibbard, presupposes the possibility and validity

of reduction. The logic of reduction is the following. Normative judgements (“to call

something rational”), Gibbard claims, are based on the acceptance of norms. But

“acceptance is a state of mind, and a good way to identify this state of mind might be to

exhibit its place in a rough psychological theory. The capacity to accept norms I portray

as a human biological adaptation, accepting norms figures in a peculiarly human system

of motivation and control” (p.7).

Whether this reductive method is viable or not is important for two reasons. First,

accepting the reductive logic, one seems perfectly entitled to engage in a scientific

(psychological/biological) discourse on morality in general and moral issues in particular.

Second, depending on the success of such a discourse and the level of reduction, one may

rely on Occam’s razor arguments and thus science may play a crucial role in deciding
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about the status of morality itself. If reduction is complete (that is, all normative life is

reduced to evolution-cum-psychology) and science sufficiently explains these

phenomena, then one may, as Mackie, Gibbard or Ruse in fact do, suggest that supposing

any further “facts” about normativity is superfluous.

Obviously, assuming this scientific stance yields important restrictions as well. If one

is to reject forceful objections such as the implausibility thesis discussed above, one will

have to do so within the framework of this stance. In other words, all explanations and

arguments within this framework are strictly required to meet scientific standards. In the

case of evolutionary explanations, for example, only indirect references to morality’s

function of improving human co-ordination are permitted. This is because evolutionary

biology does not offer explanations that could be directly applied to human behaviour let

alone to social interaction.103 Also, it should be made very clear where moral reasoning is

based on scientific arguments and this cannot be done in an arbitrary fashion. What is

more, wherever it seems appropriate, the moral theorist can make use of scientific

arguments to back up some of his assertions. The resolution of disagreement is thus

delegated to the scientific sphere.

7.12 The work ordinary morality view and the scientific stance do

The extensive reliance of moral theories on the evolutionary approach, as in the case of

Mackie or Gibbard, are intended to provide two distinct, though related, arguments

against possible lines of criticism. It will be instructive to evaluate these arguments in

detail.

103  See, for example, Gibbard, 1990, p. 222, 259.
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First,  in  the  Humean  tradition  of  dealing  with  morality  as  we  know  it,  the  moral

theorist may hope to eliminate criticisms raised by representatives of another tradition,

paradigmatically  associated  with  the  work  of  Immanuel  Kant.  This  is  the  tradition  of

“constructing morality” or of “genuine moral concepts” (see Section 7.10.) The crucial

worry is that evolutionary arguments or even moral sentiments discussed by ordinary

moralists such as Mackie or Gibbard are simply morally irrelevant when it comes to

assessing normative judgements. But this worry begs the question for those adhering to

the ordinary morality view since the task for them is exactly to find out what morality is.

Consequently, they will insist, one cannot rule out something as morally irrelevant from

the very outset, especially not something that constitutes such an important part of human

life as moral sentiments and evolutionarily-established dispositions.

Second, by insisting that morality is, in essence, a subject-matter of psychology and

evolutionary theory, evolutionary ethicists might wish to avoid another obvious way of

undermining evolutionary ethics. It has been argued that it is fundamentally impossible to

obtain the extremely complex set of phenomena constituting morality from simple

evolutionary/psychological mechanisms discussed by evolutionary theorists. But Mackie,

Gibbard and others can now insist that although we can surely go on forever speculating

about the moral nature of human beings, it is up to science to substantiate or dismiss

these speculations and to check the plausibility of these speculations. In short, objections

to the evolutionary approach are only of interest if they admit the relevance of science at

least as a check on the plausibility and feasibility of the moral theories advocated.

These two arguments focus the discussion by squelching some ways of attacking the

evolutionary approach. The combination of the ordinary morality view with the scientific

stance as described here can go a long way. Not only does this combination seem
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powerful enough to eliminate stock objections to this position, the ordinary morality view

and a reductionist-evolutionary approach seem at first sight to reinforce each other as

well. Thus evolutionary theorists can point to the long history of ordinary moral

practices. Moreover, it seems obvious that on account of their being centrally important

in enabling and improving co-ordination throughout this long history, these practices

have been influenced and shaped by evolution. Thus turning to scientific explanations in

understanding morality does not seem to require further justification – provided that the

moral theorist when appealing to the authority of science is sincerely committed to

viewing morality as having a history of its own in ordinary thought and language.

At the same time, questions of objectivity as discussed by some evolutionary ethicists

will also be relevant given evolutionary biology’s and psychology’s account of ordinary

morality. “Error theories” and explanations for the “shared illusion” are advanced and the

ordinary view is presented as something people ought to hang on to given the

evolutionary advantages of co-ordination.

In what follows I would like to argue, however, that no matter how well the ordinary

morality  view  and  the  scientific  stance  appear  to  complement  each  other  at  first  sight,

they cannot be held together in the way suggested by authors discussed and criticized in

this chapter.

7.13 Reduction and functional explanation

I  would  now  like  to  return  to  the  eminent  point  of  difference  between  Mackie’s  and

Gibbard’s position, on the one hand, and the description of everyday morality as

proposed by Wiggins (see Section 7.9) That description required that moral concerns and

principles ought to be ends in themselves so that a public standard which contains these
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concerns and principles can be established and sustained. Let me quote once again: “[…]

this standard can easily survive the fact that all sorts of egoistic ends compete, and almost

compete successfully, with these values. What it cannot survive is the idea that such

values  are  mere  means  to  other  ends,  or  that  it  is  other  ends  that  force  them  upon  us”

(Wiggins, 1998a, p. 64).

Unfortunately, however, this is exactly what evolutionary ethicists such as Ruse,

Mackie and Gibbard argue in favour of. Thus consider the following passages for

example: “We need morality to regulate interpersonal relations, to control some of the

ways in which people behave towards one another, often in opposition to contrary

inclinations. We therefore want our moral judgements to be authoritative for other agents

as well as for ourselves: objective validity would give them the authority required”

Mackie, 1977, p. 43). And also:  “The function of morality is primarily to counteract this

limitation of men’s sympathies. We can decide what the content of morality must be by

inquiring how this can be best done” (ibid., p. 108).

Similarly in Gibbard: “If there is such a thing as governance by norms, there must be

psychic mechanisms  that accomplish it, and we can ask about their biological function.

That  function,  I  want  to  suggest,  is  to coordinate” (Gibbard, 1990., p. 61). And also:

“systems of normative control in human beings, I am suggesting, are adapted to achieve

interpersonal coordination” (ibid., p. 64). Or: “We can even ponder whether it is a good

thing that we ourselves have a morality, when alternative kinds of norms could serve

many of the same purposes” (ibid., p. 128). And finally recall Ruse dictum: “To make us

co-operate for our biological ends, evolution has filled us full of thoughts about right and

wrong, about the need to help our fellows, and so forth” (Ruse, 1995).
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The question to decide in arbitrating this clash is this. Does the scientific stance

legitimate claims about morality having an independent existence and providing its own

point  of  view,  or  rather  does  the  authority  of  science  back  those  who see  morality  as  a

tool to accomplish further (here: evolutionary) ends? Wiggins warns us, however, that “if

morality is not a tool or instrument of human welfare whose function might just as well

have been served by other tools or instruments, there must be a strong presumption

against all theories that seek reductively to make rightness out of goodness and goodness

out of human well-being as specified independently of the content of the moral point of

view” (Wiggins, 1998a, p. 67).

This is where the hidden tension between the ordinary morality view and the scientific

stance comes to light. Let us remember that the original (Humean) idea was to describe

ordinary morality, grasp the meaning of moral terms and language and then refine them

in order to have more philosophical clarity. In the present context, however, the tools for

refinement would come from evolutionary knowledge and scientific experience. But this

scientific commitment of the evolutionary ethicists presupposes a radical reduction rather

than the refinement of ordinary morality as proposed by ‘sensible’ Humeans.

The success of reductionist enterprise is essential. The explanatory force of

evolutionary arguments crucially depends upon how directly they may explain their

explananda (in this case: moral behavior). As it has already been shown (in Section 5.5),

evolutionary biology offers interesting theories as to how evolution may allow for the

existence of non-adaptive features, especially in the case of homo sapiens (by-products,

memes, exaptation, etc). These explain why the presence of clearly non-adaptive or at

least not directly adaptive features does not threaten the validity of evolutionary accounts.

The problem is that  at  the same time they also show why evolutionary explanations are
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less interesting in accounting for these features or why they must be less directly applied

(cp. Section 5.5, n47).

This shows primarily that the proposed refinement of ordinary morality through the

incorporation of scientific knowledge is of interest only to the extent that the reductive

analysis can be completed. But this yields an odd mathematics: it seems that if we add

reduction to the ordinary morality view we get the position of those who are committed

to the scientific stance. If this is correct, however, then we end up with a fundamental

problem. It is this.

The validity of the thesis concerning the relevance of science to morality depends on

the feasibility and completeness of reduction. If reduction goes through in the way its

advocates argue, and to the extent it goes through, the ordinary morality view becomes

untenable. But if the ordinary morality view is untenable, then of course it cannot

function as a starting point for moral analysis of any sort and no longer does it present a

viable alternative to rival positions in morality.

The intermediate step in this argument concerns the problem of reduction. It is either

the case that reduction is complete and valid in which case ordinary morality no longer

represents a separate point of view at all. Or reduction is only partial (and valid), but then

what it does not cover are aspects (facts) of morality that require further – non-

evolutionary – explanation or can even be claimed to be objective without illusion or

error.

A  possible  answer  to  this  might  be  to  argue  that  in  the  process  of  refining  our

observations about ordinary morality by scientific means, we just reach the uncalled-for

conclusion that people simply get the nature of moral requirements wrong. But this

counter misses the point. As it stands, it does not connect between the ordinary morality
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view to the scientific stance, but rather assumes the scientific stance to be exclusive.

Taking the presuppositions of the ordinary morality view sincerely one cannot get to this

conclusion. If the starting point really is ordinary morality with a history and function of

its own, if it really is assumed that ordinary morality shapes social interactions and that

those who participate in it are truly committed to it, then it is impossible to get to a denial

of ordinary morality in the process of its careful examination or observation. Or, rather, it

might be possible only (and I doubt whether it would be possible even then), if it were

shown that ordinary morality is nothing more than a means to certain ends, one tool

among many in realizing various objectives.

What is more, I think the very commitments shouldered by the evolutionary ethicist

when accepting the authority of science, ought to prevent her from making such a claim

(indirectness requirement, etc). This is because the evolutionary ethicist may not be

permitted at all by the very scientific standards she  accepts  to  resort  to  the  strong

teleological arguments she nevertheless seems to be using. This, however, is a separate

question. For if she is entitled104 to her moral teleology from a scientific perspective, then

she does not need and is not allowed to rely on the ordinary morality view. If she is not

entitled to a teleological approach to morality, then she would be allowed to rely on

ordinary morality as a starting point. But, as we have seen, she cannot do so because her

reductionist commitment to evolutionary science is in irreparable conflict with the

ordinary morality view. To sum up, it seems that the very arguments offered in response

104 Actually, it is to be noted that Darwinian explanations are not teleological themselves. They do not refer
to any “goals” to be achieved by this and that adaptation. Sometimes, though, they may refer to some
explanation in a teleological form, but only as a short-hand for a more complex, non-teleological
explanation behind. On this see Richards, 2000, pp. 17-21.
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to objections coming from other moral traditions end up questioning the approach of

evolutionary ethics itself.105

There is a further important aspect of the clash between the ordinary morality view and

undue reductionism: Ruse’s  “thesis of reversibility”, Gibbard’s distinction between two

classes of facts (“naturalistic” and “normative” (see Section 7.4 above) and Mackie’s

“error theory” and “argument form queerness” all fiercely renounce the explanatory force

of “non-natural” facts. But, “if the cognitivist sticks his neck out anywhere, it is here.

What  he  refuses  to  allow is  that  non-natural  properties  are  explanatorily  inert[…] Non-

natural properties[…] are the properties that consciousness itself marks out in the world

and critically delimits and determines there[…] the explanation of moral phenomena

(beliefs and actions) essentially involves such properties” (Wiggins, 1998d, p. 355). In

fact, I would go even as far as to suggest that the insistence on the relevance of so-called

non-natural facts is in line with the scientific stance provided the latter is taken sincerely.

Evolutionary theory, as was shown in Part I, does not sanction the kind of crude

105 A way out would be to give up one of the two stances, of course. The problem seems to be a very central
one: giving up the scientific stance threatens evolutionary ethics identification as “evolutionary”, whereas
getting rid of the stance on ordinary morality threatens its identification as “ethics”. Without the first,
theorists could talk about “impartiality”, “standpoint-independent validity” and the like undisturbed by the
evolutionary implausibility of these concepts. Without the second, various further approaches would
suggest themselves. One may try to construct an independent moral theory based on the evolutionary
understanding of human nature (as a few theorists, Richards for example, have tried). Such an attempt
however, should first give a justification why this evolutionary understanding matters morally. This
challenge is not impossible to meet a priori, but it has certainly not been met yet.

Summing up: basically two major lines of answering questions about normativity are open for
evolutionary approaches. First, some argue that objective normative values reflect an illusion or error in
ordinary moral thought and language. This theory, as it is, is either deeply flawed, because of its unfounded
treatment of the two stances and primarily the reduction it applies. Or, if it keeps the rules set by his own
game  of  endorsing  the  two  stances,  then  it  is  incomplete  for  it  should  offer  a  good  lot  more  of
argumentation to make the reduction sufficiently complete.

Second, some authors would argue that evolutionary biology / psychology offers an understanding of
human nature that is a good starting point for constructing and justifying a moral theory. This is even more
obviously incomplete lacking answers to challenges both from the moral tradition taking ordinary morality
as a starting point and from another tradition of constructing moral theories independently of this scientific
discussion.
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reductionism which leads evolutionary ethicists to equal “non-natural” facts or properties

with psychological facts of “nature”. Consequently, it is not permissible – not permissible

even  in  the  very  terms  of  the  scientific  stance  –  to  treat  moral  thoughts  and  values  as

“explanatorily inert” non-natural properties.

Finally, before turning to evolutionary ethics in a friendlier tone, one last shortcoming

of this approach needs to be rectified. This shortcoming is most evident in Ruse’s –

scientifically ungrounded – insistence that no substantial, qualitative leap is involved in

getting from biological “altruism” to moral benevolence. A similar logic underlies

Gibbard’s  and  Mackie’s  reductionist  proposals  as  well.  Once  again,  since  the  scientific

stance does not support this claim, ordinary morality should not be seen as the mere end-

product of evolutionary/psychological processes aimed at the realization of evolutionary

advantage. The evolutionary account may be correct about the origin of morality, but it

cannot explain existing morality itself that “qualitatively transcends its reconstructed

starting point” (Wiggins, 1998d, p. 353).

7.14 Evolutionary theory as a check

Beyond the unfeasible ambition of either justifying or denying the objectivity of ethics

based on evolutionary/scientific findings, Mackie and Gibbard also seem to have a more

modest agenda. This is to show that both the scientific stance and the everyday

understanding of morality are able to function as a check on the results of a moral theory.

“Strangeness” or “surprise” is a reason for doubt from both perspectives.106 It is this more

modest agenda that I shall attempt to defend in the final part of this chapter.

106 See Mackie’s (1977) argument from queerness, esp. p.78, 152 and Gibbard, 1990, p. 229, 256.
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“Sociobiology and the theories of games and of collective action are […] relevant to

morality in two distinct ways. On the one hand they may help to explain already-existing

moralities, by outlining the contexts in which they have arisen and identifying some of

the forces and mechanisms that have produced them. On the other hand they may indicate

constraints on any workable moral systems, constraints which must be taken into account

in any intelligent advocacy of moral principles or any worthwhile proposals for the

reform of existing moral attitudes or ideas.” (Mackie, 1985b, p.153)

To defend this position, I would like to state first of all that Mackie is obviously

wrong about sociobiology and wrong about the science he is to advocate. Sociobiology’s

inherent reductionism has been shown to be illegitimately crude and mistaken. Mackie,

after careful consideration (see his Law of the Jungle – 1985a), dismisses the idea of

group selection and with it the idea of psychological altruism. We have also seen that this

dismissal is at least too hasty, if not basically mistaken (Sober, 1994, 1995; Wilson-

Sober, 1999). However, if the scientific stance is taken seriously, and its background

hypotheses about the possibility of psychological altruism and group selection are

accepted, and reductionism is rejected, Mackie may well be right about its role in ethical

theory.

Before going on to see the difficulties and advantages involved in this view I think

certain modifications of it are in order. The previous discussion of evolutionary theory

itself has shown, if anything, that evolutionary theory on its own is not an apt candidate

for playing any role in morality. Either it includes crude reduction, in which case it would

be interesting but untenable, or it respects the requirements posed by its scientific

commitment and does not include reduction and is therefore tenable, but than it has not
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much  to  say  about  morality.107 There  are  two  main  reasons  for  this,  as  we  may  recall.

First, many crucial features of morality cannot be accounted for by invoking the

adaptationist story (exaptations, by-products, pure luck, etc). Second, more interestingly,

the proximate explanations are more adequate and operate with more sophistication and

precision than rough concepts of evolution (the discussion on evolutionary versus

psychological altruism is especially illuminating in this regard (see Section 3.2).

So the question still open here is not about evolution but about the scientific stance. I

think  we  have  no  reason  to  doubt  that  with  due  awareness  of  their  limitations  relevant

scientific disciplines may indeed provide interesting and precise descriptions of human

nature and human environment (sociology, anthropology108,  psychology,  etc).  If  the

ordinary morality view is, as I assume, sound then these descriptions will not be just a

heap of contingent facts and will provide relevant input to the practical conclusions of

any moral theory. For example, to someone who wonders what she should do with a lost

child and who accepts the moral principle “do not harm the innocent”, science may tell

whether bathing that child in 85 °C rather than 30 °C constitutes an act of harm or not.109

107 Hilary Putnam described this applying the metaphor of fixing a computer with a huge hammer –
legitimate but not very operational.
108 On a recent approach aiming to harmonise philosophical and anthropological methods see: Edel & Edel
(2000). On the contrary position see: Farber, 1994.
109 The example stems from János Kis.
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“We are, and will remain for the foreseeable future, what biological evolution over

millions of years has made us[…] we obviously do not behave just in  ways  that  are

biologically determined. The interesting question is how much freedom of movement is

left[…]”110 (Mackie, 1985b,  p.164). Again, this is much overstating both biology’s and

even science’s power in general. However, it is not implausible to suppose that science

may inform us about certain characteristics of human nature which are directly relevant

to  moral  theory.  Also,  we  may  suppose  that  psychological  or  sociological  inquiries  on

human behaviour can yield increasingly precise and interesting results in this respect. The

question is not whether these results are substantial or only very marginal (which tends to

be the case today). The question is how moral theory may make use of whatever results

may be accessible at any given time.

Clearly, evolutionary theory as a check on ethics enters the scene through the

requirement of “workability” discussed above (see Sections 7.7, 7.9). If it is true, first,

that any moral system or single reform or principle should be informed by the “world as

it is” to become workable (thus offering prima facie reasons for its acceptance), and it is

also true, second, that evolutionary theory can reliably and efficiently assess the chances

of the feasibility of a given moral system/reform/principle, then its role as a check seems

acceptable.111

110 It is in this spirit that biologist Richard Alexander (1987) writes, as I have tried to show, mistakenly (see
Section 3.2 and Chapter 5): “If morality means true sacrifice of one’s own interests, and those of his family,
then it  seems to me that we could not have evolved to be moral. If morality requires ethical consistency,
whereby one does not do socially what he would not advocate and assist all others also to do, then, again, it
seems to me that we could not have evolved to be moral.” (p. 177)
111 It is important to see that the ‘workability’ requirement does not automatically lead to any scientific or
functional explanation of morality. “In arriving (i) - (vii)”, Wiggins stresses about his description of
morality above (in Section 7.9) “we incur no commitment to a reductive or functional view of social
morality or civil society and its institutions. These points are generated not by reference to the purpose or
aim of morality, but by reference to what such a thing must be like if the morality and the institutions and
mores that embody it concretely are to support one another.” (Wiggins, 1998a, p. 66.)
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Thus,  the  task  is  to  see  whether  or  not  the  requirement  that  a  moral  system  be

“workable” or “feasible” is a legitimate one. A standard objection against this

requirement is that insisting on this requirement is to commit the naturalistic fallacy. In

other words, assuming relevance of empirical knowledge as a constraint on moral

systems is to violate the is/ought barrier.

I would like to answer to this that this strict understanding of the naturalistic fallacy

yields a view that would crush virtually any moral approach (cp. Section 4.4). If ‘ought’

really implies ‘can’, what one should be interested in is what ‘can’ means. Also, as

Mackie says, “even if some ultimate or basic ethical principles are autonomous, the

derivation from them of practical moral precepts must take facts and causal relations into

account” (1985b, p. 152). And he adds “but their [facts, scientific information]

significance is much greater for someone who holds, as I do, that morality is a human

product, that it is a system of thought and evaluation and control of conduct into which

human feelings and desires and instincts and social interactions and reciprocal pressures

enter, along with knowledge and beliefs of various sorts” (ibid).

This also serves to defend the workability requirement against the possible claim

coming from constructivist morality that it is morally irrelevant. It is arguable that on an

aprioristic conception of morality any empirical check on moral theory is superfluous. If

the premises are correct and the conclusions follow, then there is no need to check the

results obtained any further. But if the above argument is acceptable, then such a

requirement may very well be pertinent to the “input”, that is, in phrasing the premises

one has to include.112 In fact, the contemporary “Kantian position” seems to accept that

112 Thomas  Nagel  says:  “I  think  the  right  way  to  react  to  the  cruder  suggestions  of  the  sociobiological
outlook is to consider the alleged biological causes of this or that motivational disposition, and then go on
to ask whether, if those are the facts, we are justified in continuing to act on it.” (Nagel, 1997., p. 141.)
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empirical knowledge about human nature has some relevance in constructing moral

principles. “We seek good reasons for acting, not merely for predicting or explaining how

people do behave. Nevertheless, what we learn from psychology is potentially important,

for in trying to decide what to do, we must set aside any alleged ‘oughts’ that we know

we cannot fulfil”. And also: “[b]eliefs vary about what we can do for others, and these

beliefs tend to influence in various ways views about what we should do for others” (Hill,

1993, p. 3. and 5).

Thomas Nagel takes a similar position by allowing for the consideration of

evolutionary/psychological knowledge in the moral discourse. There may even be

biological obstacles to the achievement of certain kinds of moral progress, but without

doubt  there  are  psychological  and  social  obstacles,  and  some  of  these  may  have

biological causes: “[…]they must be recognized and dealt with by any moral theory that

is not utopian” (Nagel, 1979, p. 146).

The advantages of the ‘workability’ approach have already been discussed (and will

be addressed once again in the last chapter.) It may be suggested that workability

indirectly enhances the reliability of moral behavior (it can reassure us that others would

most probably acknowledge moral requirements), thus it also fosters consensus, and

generally facilitates the general endorsement of moral prescriptions. In the closing

chapter  of  this  work,  I  will  consider  how  the  workability-requirement  relates  to

universalizability, a central concept of moral theory.



231

Chapter VIII

Universalizability

8.1 Universalizability and evolutionary ethics

In the previous chapter I argued that we ought not to deny the relevance of the

evolutionary approach to morality insofar as it acts as a constraint on the feasibility of

moral requirements. This is a rather modest role which more ambitious evolutionary

ethicists will hardly be satisfied with. I have also pointed out, however, that this modest

role still has the advantage of allowing for a degree of reconciliation between the

scientific stance and the ordinary morality view. In fact, when acting in this role the

evolutionary approach may even contribute to a less rigorously aprioristic Kantian

understanding of morality.

By way of conclusion, I would like to spell out in more detail what this role may

consist in by focusing on universalizability, one of the key issues in moral philosophy.

Admittedly, several other concepts, e.g. virtue, fairness or equality, offer themselves for

the purposes of a similar analysis (which is one way how this work could be further

pursued in the future). But I have chosen to concentrate on universalizabilility for two

main reasons.

First, because universalizability (or at any rate the method for universalization)

appears to be a crucial point of disagreement between the Humean and Kantian positions

in morality, broadly understood.113 Part of the appeal of an aprioristic constructivist

approach to morality lies undoubtedly in the fact that it appears so well-positioned to

113 For a characterization of these positions, see Sections 6.2 and 6.3 above.
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establish universally valid moral principles. As I already argued before,114 (the first

formulation of) the categorical imperative “Act only on the maxim through which you

can  at  the  same time will  that  it  would  become a  universal  law”,  specifies  that  rational

beings, insofar as they are rational, should only accept a moral law which is universally

valid. And the converse will hold true as well: a moral law is universal if and only if valid

for all rational beings. From which it follows that all moral principles (determining the

choice of lower-order maxims) passing the test of the categorical imperative will apply to

all rational beings as well.

At the same time, for a moral theorist subscribing to the rival ordinary morality view

(in combination with what I have referred to as the scientific stance), the

universalizability  requirement  of  moral  principles  appears  to  pose  an  embarrassment  at

first  sight.  This  is  because  it  in  fact  seems to  part  of  our  ordinary  conception  of  moral

requirements that they are universalizable. So if the ordinary morality view wants to live

up to its claim of closely adhering to our everyday moral notions, then it will have to do

justice  to  this  particular  assumption  of  ordinary  morality  as  well  offering  thereby  a

plausible alternative to the Kantian criterion of universalizability.

I will argue below that the ordinary morality view can meet this challenge. In

particular, I am going to discuss pertaining Humean ideas concerning normative

discussions.  Meanwhile,  I  will  also  briefly  consider  how scientific  considerations  relate

to alternative accounts of universalizability.

The second reason for focusing on the problem of universalizability is this. The

importance moral thinkers attach to this problem interestingly correlates with the

emphasis adherents of the evolutionary approach lay on the uniformity of human

114 See Section 6.3.
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nature.115 I will conclude this chapter, however, by stressing once again the limitations

which this correlation is subject to. While the evolutionary approach may indeed help us

to understand certain constant features of human nature, it cannot specify let alone justify

actual prescriptive requirements applicable in concrete situations.

8.2 Mackie and Gibbard

Mackie’s account of universalizability (1977) seeks to explain what the statement

“[m]oral judgements are universalizable” (p. 83) could mean. We ought to be able to

“rule out many of the inevitable differences as irrelevant” (ibid.), Mackie says, in order to

settle on a non-trivial and helpful reading of this statement. First, one should rule out

numerical differences between one individual and another as relevant to

universalizability. This is because no two cases can be identical tout court since even if

they are identical in all other respects there will of course be two cases rather than a

single one. By discarding numerical differences of this sort one can rule out judgements

restricted to a particular individual X only because that individual happens to be X, e.g.

Jones is permitted/obliged to  because (and only because) he is Jones. This minimal

universalizability-criterion blocks, therefore, pure egoism of the form ‘I am permitted to

do so because (and only because) I am I’.

This criterion still does not rule out, however, a more ‘enlightened’ form of egoism,

Mackie calls it self-referential altruism, which adopts the principle ‘everyone should seek

his own good – and of those close to him’. A second-order criterion of universalizability

takes care of this. It requires us to disregard differences in social status and resources or

115 See esp. Section 2.6 on the hypothesis of human uniformity advocated by evolutionary theorists and
Section 6.3 on why the assumption of a considerable degree of uniformity among human beings figures so
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in mental and physical qualities. Finally, at a third stage, an even higher-order criterion of

universalizability may require us to give up particular preferences, ideals and values thus

rendering our moral judgements capable of accommodating “all actual points of view”.

Note that Mackie expressly dismisses the possibility that the universalizability of

moral terms constitutes part of general logic and even that it constitutes part of some

special logic of the meaning of pertaining terms (ibid., pp. 87-89). On the contrary,

Mackie concludes that universalizability itself is a substantive moral (or at any rate

practical) principle. At the same time, as an ordinary morality theorist, Mackie is

interested in finding out to what extent these three stages of universalizability inform our

ordinary  ways  of  thinking  about  moral  requirements.  He  submits  that  “it  is  at  most  the

first stage, the ruling out of purely numerical differences as morally irrelevant, that is

built into the meaning of moral language[…] Perhaps we should say that [the] second

stage is traditionally recognized and persuasive pattern of moral reasoning, but not one

which has yet been clearly incorporated in the meanings of moral terms[…] Even the

third stage only approximates to the giving of equal weight to all interests; but it is

plainly not characteristic of moral thought in general” (ibid., pp. 96-97).

This conclusion should come as no surprise if we remember that Mackie conceives of

morality primarily in instrumental terms. In short, as remarked in the previous chapter,

morality according to Mackie is there to serve a purpose (see Section 7.7.) It is this basic

idea that determines his view of how the various criteria of universalization shape the

institution of morality as it is ordinarily practiced.

The first stage of universalization, “the denial of moral privilege for any individual

moral speaker or for what he belongs to is to fulfill the sort of function we discussed [that

importantly in the theories of both Hume and Kant.
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is, counteracting the bad effects of the limitation of men’s sympathies]” (ibid. p. 152).

But it is less clear, on Mackie’s account, that the second-order criterion of

universalizability also forms part of ordinary morality in the same way: “the history of

moral thought and practice make it all too plain that it is not a necessary condition for a

working moral system that it should pass this test” (ibid., p. 153). In other words, many

inegaliterian moral systems have remained remarkably stable over longer periods of time

and in fact many are with us today too. Third-order universalizability appears to be even

less  familiar  to  everyday  moral  thinking  as  it  “is  not  necessary  in  order  to  counter  the

evils  which  it  is  the  function  of  morality  in  the  narrow  sense  to  check,  nor  is  it

practicable” (ibid. p. 154).

Gibbard, as has been previously shown (see Section 7.6), also addresses the question of

universalizability. He does not of course believe that judgments are accepted or rejected

on completely arbitrary grounds (recall the case of the ideally coherent anorexic (in

Section 7.5.) In fact, Gibbard also accepts some form of the universalizability

requirement both on pragmatic and theoretical grounds: “A person treats his judgments as

objective matters of rationality, I have been saying, only if he can make demands on their

behalf” (Gibbard 1990, 199).

First, Gibbard shows that giving credit to one’s own judgements presupposes also

giving credit, at least to some extent, to normative judgements made by others. Second,

Gibbard takes up the Humean idea concerning the nature of normative discussions to

specify how a consensus of moral opinion may safeguard against the arbitrariness of

moral judgements. More specifically, Gibbard relates this idea to the assumption of

objectivity involved in ordinary moral claims. It will be remembered that ‘error theory’
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defended both by Mackie and Gibbard holds that regarding moral values as objective is

essential to establishing moral authority which is in turn the precondition for making the

institution of morality work. But the claim to objectivity also includes treating moral

claims as “standpoint-independent”. In other words, the assumption characteristic of

ordinary morality that certain moral judgements are objective entails the belief that these

judgements are valid independently from one’s actual standpoint.

Gibbard agrees with Mackie that the “grandiose” objectivity of moral judgements

involving standpoint-independent validity for all rational beings is a mere illusion. At the

same time, he seems ready to accept that normative discussion can yield moral

judgements valid for the group whose members are parties to the ongoing normative

discussion and that this normative discussion can also generate conversational demands

(“parochial judgements”). He also notes that these parochial judgements can in fact

encompass huge groups. If the conversational arena is wide enough, even members of

very different cultures and societies might be parties to it.

Gibbard is less explicit than Mackie as to why standpoint-independent validity can

only  be  realized  to  such  a  limited  extent.  But  I  believe  his  reasons  would  be  similar  to

those adduced by Mackie: “parochial” objectivity serves morality’s instrumental purpose,

whereas “grandiose” universalizability would not. In any case, believing in the

objectivity of moral judgements and requirements promotes coordination.116

116 One may well wonder what entitles either Mackie or Gibbard to rely so extensively on “standpoint-
independent validity” or “universalizability” if they indeed take the denial of moral objectivity seriously. I
believe that they use these concepts illegitimately whenever these are meant to support or justify any
substantive moral claims (this is particularly true of Gibbard). It is of course a different case if and
whenever Mackie and Gibbard limit their use of these concepts to describing how the institution of
morality works and what underlying assumptions people entertain with regard to moral requirements.
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8.3 Hume and Kant

I have already discussed how Hume bases his account of the content and workings of

morality on his moral psychology. Egoistic concerns (self-love) drive people to pursue

individual goals which inevitably results in conflict some of the time. The weaker

sentiment of benevolence, however, is substantially strengthened through the fact that it

ensures the adoption of at least partially converging goals in human beings. Self-love

alone cannot generate the consensus even if that would be the in the interest of everyone

concerned. This is why the hypothesis according to which both basic sentiments are

shared by all (or most) human beings is essential. It is all the more significant then that,

as we have seen above, evolutionary theory by and large appears to confirm this

hypothesis.

People in converse with each other expect others to agree with them about their

moral judgements. They “exert conversational demands” as Gibbard puts it. Through this

dialogue a public standard is established with a common point of view others may be

expected to share and consider: “The more we converse with mankind[…] the more shall

we  be  familiarized  to  these  general  preferences  and  distinctions,  without  which  our

conversation and discourse could scarcely be rendered intelligible to each other” (Hume,

Enquiry, 186). But the crucial point is that, on Hume’s account, the public standard thus

achieved and continuously refined is rooted in a general and more or less uniform human

constitution.117

This point is crucial because it shows that for the ordinary morality view there exists

an  intimate  relationship  between  the  assumption  of  a  more  or  less  uniform  (moral)

117 Baier, A. C. (1990), after having examined the empirical foundations of the Humean position, reaches a
similar conclusion: “To ensure that morality will be an active principle that ‘constitutes virtue our
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psychology, on the one hand, and the universalizability of moral requirements, on the

other. It is in virtue of this assumption that the evolutionary approach can contribute

significantly to the ordinary morality view.

It is important to keep in mind, however, that Hume may indeed depict benevolence as

a weak sentiment, but he nevertheless firmly believes that morality cannot really get off

the ground if benevolence is reduced to self-love. We have seen an analogous argument

in evolutionary discussions of altruism. Radical evolutionary reductionists or

eliminativists argue for the impossibility of genuine altruism. I dismissed this view as

unconvincing both from a scientific and a philosophical point of view. By contrast, Sober

and others insist (see Sections 3.2, 6.5) that even if the thesis of evolutionary selfishness

is  true,  psychological  altruism  remains  a  distinct  possibility.  But  the  possibility  of

psychological altruism suffices to lay the empirical groundwork for Hume’s argument in

favour of the independence of benevolence from self-love.

It is clear that universalizability based on certain uniform and naturally given features

of human psychology will differ from the Kantian universalizability-criterion. In

comparing the Humean and Kantian understanding of the requirement of

universalizability, David Wiggins (1998a) argues that what is distinctive about the

Humean understanding of universalizability is its emphasis on consensus which is

achieved and is achievable by virtue of certain characteristic moral sentiments common

to  all  (or  most)  human  beings.  In  short,  the  moral  point  of  view  –  the  shared  public

standard – yields a special role for consensus: “on the level of content, consensus appears

somehow intrinsic to what judgements of value, moral obligation and moral necessity

actually say” (ibid., p. 60). The shared moral point of view reached through piecemeal

happiness’ (where ‘we’ are really all of us), the final verdict must rest with impartial but engaged
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refinement of both the object judged and the subject judging involves standards that are

intersubjective and, in this sense, impersonal. And precisely because this is the nature of

the processes through which the moral point of view is realized, consensus is not merely

a pragmatic and easily accessible way of checking the correctness of one’s beliefs and

judgements. It is of course that too and yet it is more. In virtue of the special nature of

these processes and in virtue of their being rooted in the ‘givenness’ of human nature, the

fact of there being a consensus yields normatively binding considerations. This I believe

is how Hume seeks to establish the plausibility of the universalizability-requirement. The

normative force of this requirement is not absolute. But it is highly questionable in the

eyes of the sensible Humean whether we could strive for more and even more

importantly, whether we should strive for more.

The Kantian idea is, of course, different. Its universalizability requirement is rooted in

a notion of impartiality as specified by the categorical imperative. In Wiggins’s

reconstruction, the Kantian position treats universalizability as “(a) constitutive of the

moral point of view itself; (b) founded in the logic or meaning of moral language; and (c)

such as to render substantive impartiality a logical requirement” (ibid., p. 62).

I do not want to enter into the discussion of the feasibility of this understanding of the

universalizability-requirement. Let me note instead a significant junction between the

Humean and Kantian vindications of universalizability, namely the point that “what

adopting the moral point of view especially involves is the recognition of alterity, the

otherness of the subjectivity of others” (p. 70).118 This  distinctive  feature  of  the  moral

‘sentiment of humanity’, rather than with any less extensive sentiment or sympathy”.
118 An important complaint against the Kantian understanding of universalizability made by those who are
more attracted to the Humean position (such as the author of these lines as the attentive reader may have
already noticed) is, roughly put, that the Kantian universalizability-requirement concentrates exclusively on
human beings as rational creatures and as a result takes human beings to be too similar to one another. This
may or may not be true. If this objection against the Kantian position has a bite nevertheless, then we have
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point of view seems to be supported by evolutionary theory, in particular by evolutionary

psychology, as well. It is, psychologically speaking, highly implausible that without the

recognition of the otherness of others, the agent would be capable of seeing herself as a

subject.

8.4 Evolution and uniformity revisited

If it is correct to say that there is at least this much common among Hume’s, Mackie’s

and Gibbard’s understanding of universalizability, on the one hand, and the Kantian

position, on the other, that universalizability must be based on some essential uniformity

of human beings, then the question is how much scientific support there is for this

assumption  of  uniformity.  One  important  conclusion  of  Part  I  of  this  work  was  that

sensible evolutionary accounts confirm the possibility of genuine altruism (at least as

psychological altruism) which is irreducible to psychological egoism. In Part II, I drew a

parallel between this finding and Hume’s idea of benevolence which he believes to be

irreducible to self-love.

I have explored but left unfinished two important issues in this connection. First, it

seems on the basis of the discussion of various evolutionary models in Part I that the

supposed uniformity of human beings is doubted precisely by those more sensible

evolutionists to whom I declared my allegiance. Second, one may require more

psychological evidence concerning the supposition of Humean morality that people are

genuinely interested in having their moral views sanctioned by others and that they tend

to seek consensus. I will finish by reviewing what evidence evolutionary theory may

managed to identify yet another attractive feature of the ordinary morality view. But I will not try to decide
this issue here. I am more interested here in the similarities between the two positions because this is what
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provide us about these issues. By doing so, I also want to make clear the extent to which I

believe the ordinary morality view and the scientific stance to be compatible.

I  would  like  to  start  with  the  problem  of  consensus.  Without  wanting  to  decide

whether the phenomenon is in fact innate or not, twentieth-century social psychology

supplied persuasive evidence which has confirmed the significance of ‘conformism’ in

human behaviour. As early as 1935, Muzafer Sherif demonstrated through a series of

experiments119 that “[…]people are influenced by or conform to the judgements of others

when the judgmental stimulus is ambiguous or when they feel uncertain about their own

judgements” (Van Avermaet, 1996., p. 491).

Moreover, in his famous experiment in the early 1950s, Solomon Asch came up with

even more persuasive results. Asch presented an easy and trivial judgmental task

(comparing the length of three lines to a standard line) to subjects who were “requested to

give their judgements aloud, in the order in which they were seated, from position 1 to

position 7. Actually, there was only one real subject, seated in position 6. All the others

were  confederates  of  the  experimenter  and,  on  each  trial,  they  unanimously  gave  a

predetermined answer. On six ‘neutral’ trials[…] the confederates gave correct answers.

On the other 12 ‘critical’ trials they unanimously agreed on an incorrect line[…] The

results reveal the tremendous impact of an ‘obviously’ incorrect but unanimous majority

on the judgements of a lone subject. In comparison with the control condition, which[…]

yielded 0.7 per cent errors, the experimental subjects made almost 37 per cent errors”

(ibid., p. 492). Similar experiments have been carried out repeatedly in very different

cultures substantially confirming, with only a few exceptions, Asch’s findings.

many evolutionary ethicists tend to ignore. The failure to see these similarities can lead to, as we have seen
above, very serious misunderstandings of basic notions of moral philosophy.
119 These experiments were designed to show how groups of two or three people seek to match their
judgements in the so-called autokinetic illusion situation.
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What is by-now the paradigmatic interpretation of these experiments states that

“[w]hen people have to express a judgement about some aspect of reality in the presence

of others they have two major concerns: they want to be right, and they want to make a

good impression on others. To determine what is right, individuals have two sources of

information: what their perceptions[…] indicate, and what others say. Throughout their

lives individuals have learned to appreciate the value of both sources of information[…] a

lot of what they have learned about reality has been based on information provided by

others and in their experience relying on others’ judgements has proved adaptive[…]

Moreover, in most instances both their own judgements and those of others have

coincided, providing people with a stable view of their environment” (ibid., p. 493). In

other words, people undergo informational (trusting others’ opinion more than one’s

own) and/or normative influence (caused by the desire to be liked and the aversion to be

disliked): “normative and informational influence processes can be expected to produce

effects at different levels. If a person conforms mainly because of what others will think

of her, she will change her overt behaviour while privately maintaining her prior

conviction; but if he trusts the information provided by others she will, in addition, also

change her private opinion” (ibid., p. 494).

All this suggests that Hume’s account of consensus is plausible from a scientific

perspective as well. Informational influence can thus be read as a technical term for the

role of consensus in all kinds of normative discourse. Asch’s subjects make up their

minds about the length of different lines on their own, but they check the correctness of

their decisions by listening to five other people and correct their judgements accordingly.

Normative influence on the other hand describes how the search for consensus is based

on a very general desire to be ‘liked’ by others.
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At least indirectly, these findings also support Hume’s idea on how the moral point of

view may become dominant through mutual and continuous reinforcement and sanction.

This is because if the moral point of view is the perspective to be reliably reinforced by

others, individuals will indeed be strongly inclined to adopt this perspective as well either

due to informational influence, or somewhat less idealistically, due to normative

influence.

Finally,  I  come  to  the  first  question  mentioned  at  the  beginning  of  this  section.  I  have

listed a number of reasons why the promise of evolutionary ethics to supply a single and

unified theory of human nature cannot be met. Each of the models aiming at such a

unified theory (e.g. evolutionary psychology, sociobiological approaches, etc.) have been

found to proceed in an impermissibly reductionist fashion. I argued that evolutionary

reductionism/eliminativism fails for both empirical and theoretical reasons. But where

does the failure of evolutionary reductionism/eliminativism leave us with respect to the

thesis of the uniformity of human nature?

Evolutionary psychology’s claims concerning the psychic unity of human beings and

universal features of human nature are faced with the same difficulties as radical

evolutionary eliminativism discussed earlier (see Chapter 5.) Evolutionary psychology’s

commitment to functional explanations which start from the end-result of currently

observable behavioral traits falls into the same Panglossian trap of having to accept

psychological mechanisms as not only necessary but also as the most efficient solutions

to cope with environmental challenges. Thus models proposed in evolutionary

psychology end up equally often with Just-So Stories (see Section 5.6) which lack

evidential support. Given its assumption that evolutionary theory is decisive in
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accounting for the development and functioning of the human brain, evolutionary

psychology is stuck with the problem of how the brain structure of our hunting-gathering

ancestors, which had been adapted to their environment, enables us to perform far more

complex cognitive and behavioural tasks. If it is to remain credible, therefore,

evolutionary  psychology must  meet  the  following  challenge.  It  has  to  provide  plausible

explanations of how institutions of human culture have evolved and are maintained at

present – institutions, that is, which are remarkably diverse and certainly radically

different from the hypothesized environment of Evolutionary Adaptation.

The most common response to this challenge is to extend evolutionary accounts to

cultural phenomena. This is usually done by offering either of two theories, both of which

are compatible with evolutionary theory. The first of these is the meme-theory advocated

by Dawkins (see Section 3.4.) I claimed that this theory is not very promising and even if

it were, its explanatory force would be very limited. The other, more realistic theory

holds that humans share certain very basic, genetically-determined structures underlying

processes of learning. It is argued that these structures govern information-processing and

hence the acquisition of culture patterns as well (Flanagan, 1991; Ayala, 1987; Bateson,

1989.)

The problem is that this theory encounters similar objections to those originally

advanced against evolutionary accounts. Either one has to say that the genetic origins of

information-processing directly determine informational and cultural content (this would

amount to reductionism/eliminativism and to closing the genotype-phenotype gap). Or if

one is not prepared to say this, then the problems affecting radical evolutionary

reductionism/eliminativism are avoided, but it remains unclear how the theory has helped

us to understand cultural diversity.
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Moreover, pursuing this strategy to explain cultural phenomena, leads immediately to

another general difficulty of a theoretical nature. If it is acceptable to extend the

evolutionary account to cultural phenomena as well, then the question arises: what is the

difference between evolutionary and non-evolutionary approaches? In other words, even

though the previous charge of irrelevance against evolutionary approaches is avoided, we

get back to the basic psychological question that has set off the debate in the first place.

What is the dominant force in human nature: some kind of universal biological structure

as specified by genetic explanations or rather forces of culture and socialization with all

the difference and diversity they involve?

Another currently influential psychological approach (Shore, 1996) suggests

interestingly that the dilemma, psychic unity or psychic diversity, is based on a false

dichotomy. This approach emphasizes that the human brain develops mostly after birth

and thus in constant interaction with the environment. It does not question the relevance

of evolutionary/genetic explanations (after all, the genetic programme exerts its influence

throughout the entire life-span of the individual). But it advances the plausible

supposition that relevance of evolutionary processes consists precisely in ensuring that

the genetic programme should define the structure of the human brain in combination

with socialization. In other words, it is simply part of our evolutionary heritage that our

brain has developed under the strong influence of culture and that individual cerebral

development should reflect one’s given cultural environment.

This view is supported by the findings of Annette Karmiloff-Smith (2000): “[…]

despite the claims of nativism and evolutionary psychology, regulatory development is

far more typical of what happens during cortical brain growth in human infants and

children[…] Evolution has helped to guarantee human survival by raising the upper limits
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on complexity and avoiding too much prespecification of higher cognitive functions[…]

evolutionary psychologists with their one-sided approach need to give far more

consideration to the importance of the gradual process of ontogeny as the child interacts

with the wealth  of environmental inputs” (pp. 153-4). Similar claims have been put

forward by other authors as well: “Shallow reductionism – either explaining everything

via evolved biology, or via social determinism, or the effects of language – leads to

polarities which produce distortions of people’s lives” (Shakespeare – Erickson, 2000, p.

203).

The importance of this approach for the moral philosopher also interested in

accommodating the findings of evolutionary science is that it offers a feasible account of

how evolutionary and cultural factors may interact in shaping human development. In

other words, although there are indeed serious objections against overhasty assumptions

of the evolutionary approach concerning the uniformity of human nature, we can still

hold on to the claim that moral philosophy is right in presupposing certain universal, i.e.

naturally-given features of human psychology (altruism, consensus, etc). Although

evolutionary theory is insufficient in itself to account for the complexity of moral thought

and  behaviour,  it  may  certainly  clarify  the  role  and  workings  of  these  essential

psychological mechanisms.

8.5 Concluding remarks

As already remarked, few evolutionary theorists are likely to rest content with the rather

restrictive  view  I  have  taken  in  this  work  of  the  relevance  of  evolutionary  science  to

moral  theory  role.  In  closing,  I  would  like  to  sum  up  why  I  believe  that  even  though

evolutionary science will never be the protagonist of moral thought it nevertheless will
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continue to play an important minor part. I have argued in this work that the evolutionary

approach is relevant to moral philosophy for two important reasons.

First, we have seen that evolutionary theory can confidently account for some basic

similarities among all human beings (from bipedalism to altruism) as well as for some

general  dissimilarities  (skin-  and  eye-colour,  gender,  height,  etc).  As  a  result,

evolutionary science can assist moral philosophy in determining the constituency of

moral subjects (and thus also the range over which moral judgements are

universalizable). Science can help to specify when individuals have morally relevant

capacities (e.g. the ability to understand and act upon reasons) and whether some moral

discriminations made on these grounds are legitimate or not. For instance, if a given

moral theory suggested that some groups are not part of the moral community – be it

children or Jews – because they differ in some basic features, (evolutionary) science can

do great service by specifying whether these features really are specific for these groups

and if so whether all members of these groups have these features alike.

It is crucial to note that this contribution of the evolutionary approach is not limited to

‘delivering’ facts of a certain class for further use by moral theorists. I hope to have

shown in this work that that the evolutionary approach also succeeds in shedding light on

the nature of some concepts which figure centrally in moral theory. This is especially true

of altruism, evolutionary and psychological. But evolutionary descriptions of other

characteristic patterns of human behaviour are also important. Evolutionary theory has a

lot to say, for instance, about the role and origins of emotions and desires as sources of

motivation – recall the notion of ‘commitment devices’ – the interplay of cognitive and

emotive faculties in practical deliberation, about the nature of human cooperation and

about meshing forms of behaviour (e.g. aggression+anger calling forth defence+guilt,
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etc.) as well. Emphatically, however, this is not to say that evolutionary theory would be

capable of arbitrating in cases of normative or even metaethical disagreement.

In this capacity,  I  claimed, the evolutionary approach can also act  as a constraint  on

moral  inquiry.  Thus  I  believe  that  we  can  rightly  be  doubtful  of  a  moral  theory  which

goes entirely against the grain of evolutionary accounts. Put differently, it is implausible

to deny that at least one of the virtues of any system of ethics consists in its being

workable or feasible, i.e. applicable to at least a reasonable range of morally-relevant

situations  and  conforming  to  at  least  some of  our  core  moral  intuitions.  In  my opinion,

what makes the ordinary morality view attractive is partly its emphasis on this point and

its deliberate effort to meet this particular requirement (although of course I have not put

forward any arguments to the effect that a moral theory with Kantian/constructivist

sympathies would necessarily have to deny the significance of workability as a

theoretical virtue in ethics). And indeed, evolutionary theory can be of considerable value

in telling us under what conditions a set of moral values or requirements can be workable

in this sense (just recall its enlightening account concerning the kind of motivations that

underlie cooperative interactions in human groups).

Meanwhile, I have argued that even if evolutionary theory is capable of establishing

‘natural constants’ of human psychology and behaviour, it will remain entirely irrelevant

to the justification of specific moral judgements in concrete situations. A type-token

distinction may be helpful here. Evolutionary theory can cast light on types of human

behaviour and even on characteristic moral and non-moral human sentiments and

reactions. Its input can be extremely valuable on these counts as it can do great service in

describing the nature of (moral and non-moral) motivation or the scope of human

rationality.  But  as  the  failure  of  all  forms  of  radical  evolutionary
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reductionism/eliminativism has clearly shown, it will be entirely unable to predict let

alone prescribe tokens of human action, i.e. how human beings will act in particular

morally-relevant situations. In short, evolutionary theory may be helpful in describing

how people tend to act in certain situations or what judgements they tend to form, but it

gives us no reason to believe that it will be absolutely or even logically impossible for

human beings to deliberate or act differently in any given situation. And it is precisely

their freedom to do so that turns them into moral agents and the subjects of moral theory.

My extended investigations of classical and contemporary Humean and Kantian positions

in moral philosophy served primarily the purpose of showing that there is agreement on

this  last  point  among  Humeans  and  Kantians,  whatever  their  differences  may  be

otherwise.

Of course, as I said, evolutionary ethicists want evolutionary theory not only to furnish

external evidence to moral philosophy, they want to see their discipline not only as being

about evolution but also as being about ethics proper. In other words, they will not rest

content with translating the results of evolutionary biology for the use of moral theorists,

they also seek to draw internal normative conclusions within the institution of morality

on the basis of these scientific findings.

All throughout this work I have been extremely skeptical concerning the prospects of

such an endeavour. And I see no reason to give up this skeptical position. At the same

time, there is a case to be made for the argument that it is possible to draw normative

conclusions, though admittedly very weak and general, from our knowledge of human

nature. Especially if this knowledge is backed by the authority and reliable methods of

the empirical sciences. It is at this point that what I have referred to as the ordinary
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morality view and the scientific stance can meet and be of mutual assistance to each

other. And it is in resisting the intuitive appeal of such a reconciliation between our

empirically-confirmed knowledge of human nature, on the one hand, and moral thought,

on the other, that some excessively aprioristic constructivist approaches run into the

greatest difficulties (while I have not denied, for example, that the Kantian position

would  be  incapable  of  such  a  reconciliation  as  such  or  that  it  could  not  have  other

advantages over the rival ordinary morality view in other areas of morality, such as

universalizability).120 In any case, if this estimate is correct, then we have the second

reason why evolutionary theory can be relevant to moral philosophy. If not, then the gap

between the evolutionary approach and traditional moral philosophy will be even wider

than I have supposed it in this work to be.

At this point, however, it seems not unreasonable to maintain that science in general

and evolutionary theory in particular can provide important input to moral theory in both

of these ways and thereby help to answer moral queries. But even if it can do this much –

and this, as we have had amply opportunity to see above, is not even so little – it ought

never to usurp the moral theorist’s authority in deciding what these questions are and it

ought never to attempt to determine the moral relevance of the answers.

120 And in criticizing the attempt to combine constructivist morality with the evolutionary approach I have
gestured towards an even stronger conclusion as well, namely that the connection between constructivist
morality and the evolutionary approach will be contingent. In other words, constructivists seeking to
accommodate the findings of evolutionary theory have also to explain why they believe it to be necessary
to do so. It seems that this will be no easy task for them without making significant concessions to the
ordinary morality view. By contrast, the ordinary morality view presupposes the relevance of empirical
knowledge concerning all aspects of human nature and therefore positively calls for the integration of
evolutionary theory.
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