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Ethics and Evolution

When Charles DARWIN wrote The Origin of Species, he
withheld discussion of the origins of human morality and
cognition. Despite Darwin’s restraint, some of the strongest
reactions to the theory of natural selection had to do with its
connection to ethical matters. The intersection between evo-
lution and ethics continues to be a site of controversy. Some
claim that human ethical judgments are to be explained by
their adaptive value. Others claim that human ethical sys-
tems are the result of cultural evolution, not biological evo-
lution. In the context of cognitive science, the central issue
is whether humans have ethics-specific beliefs or cognitive
mechanisms that are the result of biological evolution.
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There is increasing evidence that the human brain comes
prewired for a wide range of specialized capacities (see
NATIVISM  and DOMAIN SPECIFICITY). With regard to ethics,
the central questions are to what extent the human brain is
prewired for ethical thinking and, insofar as it is, what the
implications of this are.

There is one sense in which humans are prewired for eth-
ics: humans have the capacity for ethical reasoning and
reflection while amoebas do not. This human capacity is
biologically based and results from EVOLUTION. Ethical
nativism is the view that there are specific, prewired mecha-
nisms for ethical thought. Adherents of SOCIOBIOLOGY, the
view that evolutionary theory can explain all human social
behavior, are among those who embrace ethical nativism. E.
O. Wilson, in Sociobiology: The New Synthesis (1975), goes
so far as to say that ethics can be “biologized.” Sociobiolo-
gists claim that humans have specific ethical beliefs and an
associated ethical framework that are innate and are the
result of natural selection. They support this view with evi-
dence that humans in all cultures share certain ethical
beliefs and certain underlying ethical principles (see HUMAN
UNIVERSALS), evidence of ethical or “pre-ethical” behavior
among other mammals, especially primates (see de Waal
1996), and with evolutionary accounts of the selective
advantage of having innate ethical mental mechanisms.
Most notably, they talk about the selective advantage (to the
individual or to the species) of ALTRUISM.

Consider a particular moral belief or feeling for which an
evolutionary explanation has been offered, namely the belief
that it is wrong to have (consensual) sex with one’s sibling.
Some sociobiologists have argued that this belief (more pre-
cisely, the feeling that there is something wrong about hav-
ing sex with a person one was raised with) is innate and that
we have this belief because of its selective advantage. When
close blood relatives reproduce, there is a relatively high
chance that traits carried on recessive genes (most notably,
serious diseases like sickle-cell anemia and hemophilia) will
be exhibited in the resulting offspring. Such offspring are
thus more likely to fail to reproduce. Engaging in incest is
thus an evolutionarily nonadaptive strategy. If a mutation
occurred that caused an organism to feel or believe that it is
wrong to engage in incest, then, all else being equal, this
gene would spread through the population over subsequent
generations. Sociobiologists think they can give similar
accounts of our other ethical beliefs and the mechanisms
that underlie them. 

What are the implications for ethics if ethical nativism
and some version of the sociobiological story behind it are
true? Some philosophers have denied there are any interest-
ing implications. Ethics, they note, is normative (it says
what we ought to do), whereas biology—in particular, the
details of the evolutionary origins of humans and our vari-
ous capacities—is descriptive. One cannot derive normative
conclusions from empirical premises. To do so is to commit
the naturalistic fallacy. It would be a mistake, for example,
to infer from the empirical premise that our teeth evolved
for tearing flesh to the normative conclusions that we ought
to eat meat. This empirical premise is compatible with ethi-
cal arguments that it is morally wrong to eat meat. By the
same reasoning, the fact that evolution produced in us the

tendency to have some moral feeling or belief does not nec-
essarily entail that we ought to act on that feeling or accept
that belief on reflection. In fact, some commentators have
suggested, following Thomas Huxley (1894), that “the ethi-
cal progress of society depends, not on imitating [biological
evolution], . . . but in combating it.” 

Ethical nativists have various responses to the charge that
they commit the naturalistic fallacy. Some allow that the fact
that humans have some innate moral belief does not entail
that we ought to act on it, while insisting that nativism has
something to tell us about ethics. Perhaps biology can tell us
that we are not able to do certain things and thus that it can-
not be the case that we ought to do this. For example, con-
cerning feminism, some sociobiologists have claimed that
many of the differences between men and women are bio-
logically based and unchangeable; a feminist political
agenda that strives for equality is therefore destined to fail-
ure. This argument has been criticized on both empirical
and normative grounds (see Kitcher 1985 and Fausto-
Sterling 1992).

Some sociobiologists (Wilson 1975 and Ruse 1986) have
argued that the facts of human evolution have implications
for moral realism, the metaethical position that there are
moral facts like, for example, the moral fact that it is wrong
to torture babies for fun. A standard argument for moral
realism says that the existence of moral facts explains the
fact that we have moral beliefs (on moral realism, see Har-
man 1977; Mackie 1977; Brink 1989). If, however, ethical
nativism is true and an evolutionary account can be given
for why people have the moral beliefs they do, then an
empirical explanation can be given for why we have the eth-
ical capacities that we do. The standard argument for moral
realism is thus undercut.

One promising reply to this line of thought is to note
that moral facts might be involved in giving a biological
account of why we humans have the moral beliefs that we
do. In the case of incest, the moral status of incest might
be related to the selective advantageousness of incest.
Consider an analogy to mathematics. Although we might
give an evolutionary explanation of the spread of mathe-
matical abilities in humans (say, because the ability to
perform addition was useful for hunting), mathematical
facts, like 2 + 2 = 4, would still be required to explain why
mathematical ability is selectively advantageous. Many of
our mathematical beliefs are adaptive because they are
true. The idea is to give the same sort of account for moral
beliefs: they are selectively advantageous because they
are true. Selective advantage and moral status can, how-
ever, come apart in some instances. One can imagine a
context in which it would be selectively advantageous for
men to rape women. In such a context, it might be selec-
tively advantageous to have the belief that rape is morally
permissible. Rape would, however, remain morally repre-
hensible and repugnant even if it were selectively advan-
tageous to believe otherwise.

Even if there is a tension between ethical nativism and
moral realism, the tension might not be so serious if only a
few of our ethical beliefs are in fact innate. Many of our eth-
ical beliefs come from and are justified by a reflective pro-
cess that involves feedback among our various ethical
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beliefs; this suggests that many of them are not innate. The
nativist argument against moral realism depends on the
strength of its empirical premises.

See also ADAPTATION AND ADAPTATIONISM; CULTURAL
EVOLUTION; CULTURAL VARIATION ; EVOLUTIONARY PSY-
CHOLOGY; MORAL PSYCHOLOGY

—Edward Stein
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Ethnopsychology

Ethnopsychology refers to cultural or “folk” models of sub-
jectivity, particularly as applied to the interpretation of
social action. It also refers to the comparative, anthropologi-
cal study of such models as used in particular languages and
cultures. Whereas the fields of psychology and philosophy
have both given concerted attention to folk theories of the
mind (see FOLK PSYCHOLOGY and THEORY OF MIND), the
hallmark of anthropological studies has been the empirical
study of commonsense psychologies in comparative per-
spective (Heelas and Lock 1981; White and Kirkpatrick
1985; see also CULTURAL PSYCHOLOGY).

A growing body of ethnographic work has established
that (1) people everywhere think and talk in ordinary lan-
guage about subjective states and personal qualities
(D’Andrade 1987), that (2) cultures vary in the conceptual
elaboration and sociocultural importance of such concepts,
and that (3) determining conceptual universals in this

domain is made difficult by problems of translation, inter-
pretation and representation. So, for example, studies of
complex emotion concepts such as Ilongot liget (roughly,
“anger”) or Japanese amae (“dependent love”) have pro-
duced extended debates about issues of meaning and repre-
sentation (see Rosaldo 1980 and Doi 1973, respectively, for
extended analyses of these terms).

Beginning in the early 1950s, at about the same time that
social psychologists were examining English-language folk
psychology (Heider 1958), A. I. Hallowell called for the
comparative study of “ethnopsychology,” by which he meant
“concepts of self, of human nature, of motivation, of person-
ality” (1967: 79). With the advent of COGNITIVE ANTHRO-
POLOGY and the development of lexical techniques for the
semantic analysis of terminological domains such as color,
kinship, or botany, anthropologists initially approached eth-
nopsychology in much the same way as other areas of ethno-
or “folk” knowledge, as an essentially cognitive system that
could be studied as a set of interrelated categories and propo-
sitions. The semantic theories that informed this work
derived largely from the study of referential meaning, ana-
lyzed in terms of category structures and distinctive features
or dimensions (see D’Andrade 1995; Quinn and Holland
1987 for historical overviews).

The two types of psychological vocabulary most fre-
quently studied with lexical methods are personality and
emotion. In both cases, comparative research has sought lin-
guistic evidence for cognitive and psychological universals.
Studies of personality terms in both English (Schneider
1973) and non-Western languages (e.g., Shweder and
Bourne 1982) indicate that two or three dimensions of inter-
personal meaning, particularly “solidarity” and “power,”
structure person concepts across cultures (White 1980).
Similarly, studies of emotion vocabularies have found com-
plex patterns of convergence interpreted as evidence for a
small number of basic or universal affects (Gerber 1985;
Romney, Moore, and Rusch 1997). Claims for universal
emotion categories, however, are often complicated by
detailed accounts of the relevance of culture-specific models
for emotional understanding (Lutz 1988; Heider 1991). 

The search for linguistic correlates of basic emotions is
motivated by robust findings of biological invariance in
facial expressions associated with five or six discrete emo-
tions, often labeled with the English language terms
“anger,” “disgust,” “fear,” “happiness,” “surprise,” and
“shame” (Ekman 1992). Inspired by research on COLOR
CATEGORIZATION that shows color lexicons everywhere to
be structured according to a small set of prototypic catego-
ries, numerous authors have speculated that prototype mod-
els may be an effective means of representing emotion
concepts as internally structured categories (Gerber 1985;
Russell 1991) or scenarios (Lakoff and Kövecses 1987).

Lexical studies of an entire corpus of terms extracted
from linguistic and social context generally produce
highly abstract results. Analyses focusing on the conceptu-
alization of emotion in ordinary language have identified
more complex cultural or propositional networks of mean-
ing associated with key emotion terms (e.g., Rosaldo
1980). In particular, analyses of METAPHOR show that met-
aphorical associations play a central role in the elaboration
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