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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 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 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 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. 

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.

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”). 

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. 

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.
 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 – 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 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. 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 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?).

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.

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 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.

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 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 “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. 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.

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, 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. 

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.

� On the action-guidingness of moral concepts and principles, see Williams, 1985, pp. 140-1.





