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Abstract 

That moral knowledge is objective has been relentlessly debunked by 

reference to the bio-cultural evolution of human morality by natural selection. 

Building on Darwin’s fundamental insight that morality is grounded in 

animal sociality, I offer reasons to reject the traditional human-centered 

conception of morality and argue that the evolution of moral knowledge by 

natural selection predates humans and the core elements of moral knowledge 

are in a relevant sense objective. 
 

 

In Sally Rooney’s novel Beautiful World, Where Are You, Alice writes to a 

close friend about knowing the difference between right and wrong.  

 

… most of our attempts throughout human history to describe the 

difference between right and wrong have been feeble and cruel and 

unjust, but … the difference remains – beyond ourselves, beyond each 

specific culture, beyond every individual person who has ever lived or 

died. And we spend our lives trying to know that difference and to live 

by it, trying to love other people instead of hating them, and there is 
nothing else that matters on the earth.1 

 

Alice is a fictional character, but her sentiments reflect a moral perspective 

that many of us share. Unfortunately, it faces bedeviling puzzles if morality 

evolved through natural selection, as many of us now believe. I offer a 

different way of thinking about these puzzles by drawing on Darwin’s idea of 

the continuity of moral evolution from animals to humans. I argue that the 

puzzles can be resolved if we reject the usual human-centered conception of 

moral knowledge. 

 

Three Puzzles 

Transcendence?2 If the truth about right and wrong is objective, transcending 
individuals, including their beliefs, emotions, and evaluative attitudes, 

indeed, transcending all cultures, then it appears that the explanation of why 



Richmond Campbell 

 4 

morality exists cannot be dependent on how our moral beliefs, emotions, and 

evaluative attitudes evolved by natural selection. The two ideas about 

morality—transcendence beyond the contingences of evolution and 
dependence on those contingencies—seem manifestly incompatible.3 

Pluralism, not universality. Empirical studies of moral norms across 

cultures show that despite great variance certain categories of moral norms 

appear in virtually all cultures: those forbidding harm to others, disloyalty to 

family and community, betrayal of trust, interference with the equal liberty of 

others, and being unfair. It is plausible that these norms evolved by natural 

selection.4 That said, none expresses a universal moral truth about the 

difference between right and wrong that takes moral priority over the other 

norms. Instead, we see a pervasive moral pluralism regarding their priority, 

sometimes relativistic,5 that is contrary to the sentiment that Alice seems to 

express.6 

Personal Morality?7 Some aspects of morality are obviously personal and 
relevant to loving others. We care about loyalty to family and community, for 

example, but not to complete strangers. But morality that evolved in large 

groups composed mostly of strangers is not personal in this way.8 We ought 

not to harm those we love, but we also ought not to harm strangers. Our 

obligation to keep promises or to be fair or to respect the equal liberty of 

others also applies to strangers. Given how much our capacity to survive in 

large groups has depended on the moral motivation of strangers, natural 

selection must favor more than a capacity not to harm those we love and to be 

loyal to them. 

Though these puzzles are far from trivial, I will argue that Alice can 

resolve them if she rejects the standard human centered perspective in which 
morality did not exist before humans. While Darwin did not reject this 

perspective in The Descent of Man, he allowed that “…the difference in mind 

between man and the higher animals, great as it is, is certainly one of degree 

and not of kind.”9 He held, more exactly, that the capacity for morality in 

higher animals resides in their sociality, despite striking differences in the 

degree of intellectual powers.10 My plan is to build on his insight to suggest 

that moral knowledge evolved by natural selection prior to humans and its 

most basic elements are unchanged. 

Three caveats are in order before I begin. First, I will not compare my 

approach to important alternative attempts to defend moral knowledge based 

on a human-centered conception of morality in which moral beliefs can be 

objectively true despite evolutionary influences.11 That task, though 
philosophically familiar, is arguably redundant if the animal-centered 

approach is shown to resolve the three puzzles just presented since the 
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puzzles would be resolved for human animals as well. Of course, it may be 

doubted that an animal-centered approach is genuinely about morality. That 

concern takes us to the next caveat. 
Second, I will assume that many animals other than humans can be 

motivated to follow moral norms and do so without reflection on whether 

their motives are moral. This assumption runs contrary to the philosophies of 

Aristotle, Kant, and Hume.12 On the dominant view in Western philosophy, 

for animals to be morally motivated, they must be capable of reflecting on the 

moral status of their motives and animals without language are incapable of 

the meta-cognition needed for this self-reflective task thought to be necessary 

for moral choice. While I concede that lack of sophisticated meta-cognition 

entails an absence of sophisticated moral agency, I concur with Mark 

Rowlands among others that animals lacking in sophisticated agency can still 

be moral.13 Animals are moral when, for example, they are motivated to 

defend their group in the face of danger because they have internalized a 
norm to do so and the norm functions morally, even if they lack the capacity 

individually and collectively to reflect on the moral nature of their 

motivation. But what is it for a nonhuman animal to internalize a norm and 

what exactly would make it moral in the absence of self-reflection? 

Moreover, how is moral knowledge possible without self-reflection? These 

questions take me to the third caveat. 

This final caveat is that I will not try to answer these questions by 

appealing to a priori principles. Instead, I base my answers on an 

evolutionary concept of moral normativity and moral know-how that can 

explain the gradual evolution of moral knowledge that began before the 

evolution of humans.14 I shall assume, following Sarah Vincent, Rebecca 
King, and Kristin Andrews,15 that to be moral it is enough for animals to be 

motivated to conform to moral norms. My focus will be first on normativity 

alone, then on moral normativity, and finally on moral knowledge to explain 

how animals other than humans can know morally how they should act. Key 

to understanding animal moral knowledge is to understand the “evolutionary 

function” of moral norms in social animals.16 Since moral knowledge so 

conceived is dependent on motivation, it may appear to be stance dependent 

and not open to a moral realist interpretation in which moral knowledge is 

stance independent. I will address this complex issue in due course.17  

My main aim, consistent with these caveats, is to show how an animal-

centered approach to moral knowledge can in principle dissolve the above 

three challenges while not importing any assumptions not fully compatible 
with a thoroughgoing Darwinian account of moral evolution. 
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On the Origin of Moral Normativity 

I begin by drawing on the concept of “naïve normativity”.18 To be normative 

in this basic way, animals must associate themselves with a group of animals 
that they readily distinguish from other animals. Second, they must be able to 

tell when behavior in their group is voluntary, such as one animal choosing to 

push another instead of being pushed into another by the movement of other 

animals. The third condition is more complex but still easily satisfied by 

animals other than humans. The animals must be able to recognize certain 

patterns in their group’s voluntary behavior, such as forming a circle in 

moments of perceived external threat,19 and they must be motivated to 

conform to the pattern in part because the others do. The fourth condition 

complements the third: that animals in their group are motivated to respond 

hostilely to group members that do not conform to the pattern. I will assume 

that normativity of this naïve kind is not in question, however challenging it 

is to understand its causal complexity.20 
Kristin Andrews provides a poignant example drawn from her research on 

chimpanzees.21 One group discovered a more efficient way to crack open a 

nut than is practiced in most groups. When a few females among them 

migrated to a group ignorant of the easier method, the newcomers chose to 

follow the established pattern of their new group. Why not try to teach the 

easier method to the new group, if not the recognition of the strength of the 

current norm and the risk of being socially rejected for not conforming?  

Not every norm is a moral norm, and certainly we do not perceive norms 

about breaking open nuts as moral norms. Indeed, as amply illustrated by 

Sarah Vincent and her colleagues, normativity is broader in scope than moral 

normativity.22 What then is the difference?  
The difference lies in how moral norms function. Note that the concept of 

function has a familiar interpretation in evolutionary terms. The function of 

the heart is to pump blood to deliver oxygen to various parts of the body. 

That is why the heart exists, but this reason can be explained through the 

mechanism of natural selection. This trait of the heart, to pump blood with 

oxygen to the body, was selected for, among other variants, because it 

increased the reproductive fitness of animals whose hearts have this trait. In 

the literature this is known as the “selected effect” view of function.23 It 

provides a causal explanation of why something exists by reference to the 

theory of natural selection. Thus, eyes function to enable animals with eyes to 

see. That is why they exist, if we understand this teleological talk in 

Darwinian causal terms. 
What is the moral function of norms? I believe that this question is 

answered using the selected effect understanding of function. The role played 
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by moral norms in virtually all known human societies is to facilitate 

mutually beneficial sociality. Think of moral norms for helping others avoid 

harm, being loyal to family and friends, keeping promises, respecting the 
freedom of others, and being fair in allocating resources. While these norms 

become qualified in institutionally structured modern societies where they are 

juxtaposed with norms of authority and purity, they all tend to make 

interdependent living more mutually beneficial than it would otherwise be.24 

We can say in sum that the function of moral norms, taken individually as 

well as together, is to facilitate interdependent living. The specifics of moral 

norms can vary in interpretation across cultures and continue to evolve,25 but 

their function, as selected effect, is always to make interdependent living 

among social animals more successful than it would be without those norms. 

That is why moral norms exist. 

The function of moral norms is unique in the deep way they resolve 

problems of interdependent living. Conventional norms also improve 
interdependent living. Norms of greeting, for example, make recipients feel 

welcome and put them at ease. They are not moral norms, however, and 

failure to follow them need not be a moral failure. Moral norms, by contrast, 

are deeply bound up with survival, as in the examples of avoiding harm, 

being loyal to family, friends, and community, reciprocating favors and being 

trustworthy, respecting the liberty of others, and treating them fairly. For this 

reason, adherence to them tends to be motivated by moral emotions of 

sympathy, loyalty, trust, and respect, as well as the reactive emotions of 

resentment and guilt, and to take priority over norms of convention when 

moral norms conflict with them.26 

That said, it is important not to confuse the function of moral norms with 
the motivation to conform to them. When animals conform to norms, they are 

moved to follow the patterns of behavior voluntarily chosen by associates, 

say about how to crack open a nut. The case is similar when the norm is 

moral, but the motive is stronger and takes precedence in cases of normative 

conflict. If the moral norm is for stronger adults in a group to form a 

protective circle around the vulnerable when danger is imminent, the adults 

have learned to do so from the strongly motivated behavior of other adults in 

response to perceived danger. Others are moved even when the danger is 

great, and the strength of their motivation is contagious and resilient in the 

face of distractions. Younger adults want to follow the example of the older 

adults, and the older ones will have learned from adults before them. While 

the result can be vital to their success at interdependent living, this function 
of their normative behavior will not be their motive for conforming to the 
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norm. They conform to the norm because following it has become inherently 

attractive to them and that in turn improves its function.  

Compare human motivation to conform to modern rules of the road when 
driving. Various motives are relevant, such as to avoid danger or legal 

penalties, but we follow the laws of the road, in large part, because others do 

so and expect us to do the same. Our motivation can be reinforced by moral 

emotions, as in feeling sympathy when we avoid harming another or in 

feeling respect when we refrain from interfering with someone’s liberty 

without cause. Still, moral norms also move us just in themselves even as 

they function socially to deeply enhance interdependent living and thereby 

improve our overall chances of survival. Moral norms have evolved to move 

us in this direct way for this reason. 

The application of moral norms is also guided by moral consistency 

reasoning, though in the case of most animals, including some humans, the 

reasoning need not be self-conscious. If a norm calls for protection of the 
vulnerable when danger exists, a member of the group who does not respond 

appropriately acts inconsistently with the norm and is subject to hostility 

from others in the group. Inconsistency in moral response can be recognized 

by the group with the same accuracy that they recognized danger, but without 

the meta-judgment that they are responding to moral inconsistency. 

Reflection on moral inconsistency can be critical to successful moral 

reasoning but it need not be. What is necessary is a capacity to distinguish 

behavior that fits the relevant norm from behavior that is contrary to it. In the 

latter case, an animal motivated to conform to the moral norm will avoid 

behavior that is inconsistent with it and react negatively to such behavior in 

others. Though extremely basic, this capacity for moral reasoning is 
important for moral norms to function properly in a group. 

In sum, four elements are normal ingredients of moral normativity in a 

group. First, its members display at least naïve normativity with respect to the 

norm in question. Second, in virtue of this normativity, the members can live 

together interdependently in ways that augment their mutual survival. Third, 

they are normally motivated to do so by moral emotions, like sympathy and 

loyalty, that are integral to their experience of moral norms. Finally, they are 

guided by a capacity to see when behavior would or would not fit the norm in 

question and respond negatively to behavior that does not. 

 

The Is-Ought Gap 

This understanding of moral normativity seems to commit the naturalistic 
fallacy by inferring ‘ought’ from ‘is’. It does not, but the reason may not be 

obvious. I do hold that the values inherent in successful interdependent 
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living, like staying healthy, being mostly safe from external harm, having 

healthy offspring, and enjoying life, are explained themselves by reference to 

natural selection. Do I not, then, imply that all moral value can be explained 
by reference to natural selection and thereby commit the naturalistic fallacy? 

Notice that if I were to reject the last claim and take the normative stance 

that these aspects of successful living are good independently of how they 

evolved, I would face a dilemma. The normativity contained in successful 

living cannot be itself moral, given my story, for then my account of moral 

normativity would be circular. On the other hand, if these values contained in 

successful living are not moral values, what makes the function of group 

norms moral when they result in the non-moral value of contributing to 

successful interdependent living? My answer cannot be that this Darwinian 

evolutionary function is moral simply by being this kind of Darwinian 

evolutionary function, for then I would infer a moral ‘ought’ from an 

evolutionary ‘is’—I would infer that the function of moral norms is moral 
just because they have the evolutionary function described. Indeed, it may 

appear that I have no other alternative if I continue to insist on explaining 

moral normativity by reference to Darwinian evolution. 

My reply follows. Drawing on Anscombe’s discussion of ‘is’ and 

‘ought’,27 we can distinguish two ways that representations of the world can 

function, whether they are linguistic or not. They can function to represent 

the world as it is, or they can function to represent the world as it ought to be. 

In the first case, if you find that the world doesn’t fit the representation, you 

revise how you represent the world; in the second case, when there is a 

mismatch, you try to change the world. The first kind of function is 

descriptive and the second normative. Obviously, from the fact that a 
representation functions descriptively, it doesn’t necessarily follow that it 

functions normatively. Notice, however, that it is possible to represent 

accurately how a norm functions normatively without using this meta-

normative representation normatively. The latter is exactly what I am 

attempting to do in this paper. Of course, I may also approve of how the norm 

functions and in this regard take a normative stance toward it. I may hope that 

you do as well. Yet in describing the normative function, I need not thereby 

use my descriptive representation of normative function normatively. For this 

reason, I do not commit the naturalistic fallacy. 

This brief reply to the charge of committing the naturalistic fallacy needs 

to be unpacked and qualified to be deemed satisfactory. The qualifications 

and the unpacking will be offered in the sections to follow that provide an 
animal-based conception of moral knowledge and lead to a stable resolution 

of Alice’s puzzles. 
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Two preliminary points are in order before we move on. First, a 

representation can serve both functions at once. For example, I can describe 

persons as being in pain, with the normative implication that, other things 
equal, they ought not to be this way. Or a hen can call her chicks, 

simultaneously announcing the location of food and bringing them to her.28 

In both examples descriptive and normative functions are exemplified at 

once. Thus, the distinction between descriptive and normative functions is 

compatible with a moral naturalism where a fact about the world functions as 

both descriptive of the world and morally normative for the world. We will 

return to this point in due course.  

Second, even when the normative function of norms is moral, moral 

norms may fail to function properly when they are a product of natural 

selection. Some hearts and some eyes function very poorly. Even when their 

evolutionary function is to pump oxygenated blood or to see, hearts and eyes 

may do so poorly or not at all. The same holds for norms that function 
morally. We can say that they ought to function differently than they do, even 

when their function is determined by natural selection. Notoriously, some 

moral systems are morally corrupt and unjustified,29 but in a generic sense 

they are still moral systems and people can mistakenly treat them as having 

normative status when they ought not to have it. Hence, once again, my 

account of how moral norms evolve does not thereby commit me to a 

normative stance about what evolves. 

 

On the Origin of Moral Knowledge 

The presence of moral normativity does not ensure moral knowledge. We 

need to explore what is missing. To do this, we need to bring into focus 
elements of moral normativity that lie beneath the surface when moral norms 

function as they are designed by natural selection. They were touched on 

earlier but need elaboration. 

When an animal voluntarily chooses to follow a pattern that functions as a 

moral norm, the pattern contains what Jennifer Woodrow and I have called 

reason-response pairs.30 If the norm is to protect vulnerable individuals 

threatened by danger, say by making a protective circle around them,31 the 

protective behavior is triggered when group members recognize that 

vulnerable members are in danger. In the context of naïve normativity, this 

recognition is the “reason” for protecting them and protecting them is “the 

normative response” to this reason. The animals who respond need not have 

any concept of a reason. Still, the need that prompts protection functions as a 
reason, since the need is part of a reason-response pattern that functions as a 

moral norm. In effect, the representation of vulnerable individuals needing 
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protection functions normatively to move others to change the circumstances 

so that those threatened are protected. Individuals with a reason to protect 

normally respond consistently with the response pattern of the others in the 
group. When some respond inconsistently, say by choosing not to protect 

when there is reason to protect, other members of the group respond 

negatively to this inconsistency. To those others, the inconsistency functions 

as a reason to register their displeasure. 

The representation of the reason for protection functions, in part, 

descriptively and can be true or false. If there is in fact no danger when signs 

of danger are perceived as a reason to protect, there is no objective reason to 

protect. The representation of danger fails to mirror reality. Similarly, if 

others misperceive consistency in response to real or apparent danger as 

inconsistent, here too there would be no objective reason to correct the 

individual who appears to respond to danger in ways inconsistent with the 

norm. In both kinds of case, a distinction exists between the subjective 
element, namely the perceived reason, and the reality represented. In both 

cases, the normative response, to protect the vulnerable or correct those 

acting inconsistently with the norm, may not be justified from an objective 

standpoint, and thus not reflect moral knowledge.  

In general, for animals that respond to moral norms, two necessary and 

jointly sufficient conditions exist for an animal to act with moral knowledge. 

First, the normative response must be motivated by a reason that reflects how 

the world is from an objective standpoint. The perceived danger or 

inconsistency, to use our examples, must be real.  

The second condition for moral knowledge is more complex. It concerns 

the normative response to a reason. The response in our example is acting to 
protect the vulnerable. In this case there is a representation of the world, 

namely one in which the less vulnerable make a protective circle around the 

more vulnerable. This time, however, the representation functions in a 

normative fashion (in Anscombe’s sense) to indicate how the world should be 

changed in response to the reason to protect. As before, there is a subjective 

element and an objective element. The subjective element is the 

representation of how the world should be, given the reason to act, together 

with the strong motivation to help create the represented change. Before we 

move to the objective element, let us linger a bit on the subjective. 

It is tempting to ask why belief is not part of this subjective element. Of 

course, non-human animals do not have beliefs in the form of linguistically 

formulated propositions about moral truth. But arguably, moral beliefs are 
not essential for moral knowledge even in the human case. Imagine a highly 

competent woman passed over for job promotion in favor of a less competent 



Richmond Campbell 

 12 

man. She may know emotionally that she has been treated unfairly (based on 

moral consistency reasoning that is emotion-based and spontaneous) even 

though for ideological reasons she believes the decision was fair.32 As in this 
human case, animals need not have moral beliefs to have moral knowledge. 

But what is the corresponding objective element that would justify the 

normative response? To answer this question, we need to step back and 

consider the nature of the animal moral knowledge at stake. 

As indicated earlier, I am assuming moral pluralism for humans and other 

animals, at least in the sense that there is no single moral norm that 

determines what is morally right in every situation. More than one norm 

exists for both humans and other animals. That means: the objective 

normative element of moral knowledge cannot reside in general in 

understanding what is required by any one moral norm, such as some form of 

utilitarianism or contractarianism. Rather, moral knowledge of what to do is 

having the moral know-how to respond with moral consistency to the moral 
norms and the reasons to act presented in the situation at hand when the 

norms are fulfilling their moral function and the reasons are accurate.33  

This condition is complex, in part because moral know-how is manifested 

in moral consistency, that is, in treating like cases alike. To circle with others 

in response to danger in one case but not in another is morally inconsistent 

unless the two cases differ in some morally relevant way. Suppose that an 

adult animal conforms to the norm of caring for an ailing offspring and is 

thus moved to do so by feelings of sympathy and loyalty not to abandon the 

offspring to make the circle. Whatever choice the adult makes will be morally 

inconsistent with one of the two norms unless, as is likely, the group treats 

caring for a sick offspring as a morally relevant difference.34 Complexity can 
arise also from uncertainty about whether the norm in question is functioning 

morally, as when too few are following the norm for it to improve 

interdependent living. There are many cases, however, where clearly only 

one norm applies (say, the norm to protect the vulnerable, as in our first 

example), the reason to protect (the presence of danger) is clear, and the 

system of moral norms functions well enough for animals in the group to do 

well.35 In these many straightforward instances, animals that are not human 

display the relevant kind of moral know-how to have moral knowledge. They 

know morally what to do. 

As indicated early on, I do not assume that nonhuman animals have the 

meta-cognition necessary for language and sophisticated moral agency that 

can allow them to reflect on the moral status of their motives and form 
propositional moral knowledge, arguably manifested in knowledge of the 

Golden Rule.36 Most cases of purported human moral knowledge, such as of 
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the Ten Commandments, do not require recursive thinking beyond the 

cognitive powers of nonhuman animals. It is possible, therefore, to concede 

that some features of human moral cognition are beyond the powers of other 
animals without supposing that human moral knowledge in general is 

different from that of animals, indeed so different as to constitute an 

altogether different kind of moral knowledge.  

In the previous examples of animal moral knowledge, the less vulnerable 

protect the more vulnerable out feelings of sympathy and loyalty. There are, 

however, examples of animal moral knowledge where these feelings are 

secondary. When a young female elephant neglects her off-spring, allowing 

to it lag behind family and possibly become lost or injured, she is apt to incur 

the wrath of older females, even if unrelated to her, because the young 

mother is acting wrongly. Carl Safina reports an incident when Tecla, a 

familiar female adult, complained loudly when the truck that he was in had 

come between Tecla and an elephant baby.37 Those with him in the truck 
took Tecla to be complaining at them, but it was soon evident that her 

concern was directed at the baby’s mother who was nearby yet not attentive 

to the baby’s danger. Safina calls this situation “understanding third party 

relationships” since Tecla is a third party in relation to the mother and her 

offspring. Tecla understood that relationship and, arguably, was reinforcing 

the moral norm that applied to it, not acting out of sympathy for a calf that 

was not hers. The calf’s mother cared about her calf but not sufficiently to be 

mindful of possible danger in this instance and needed to be reminded to 

protect her calf, something she knew already, indeed, knew morally, without 

language.38 

Are there examples of moral knowledge among nonhuman animals that 
not only do not depend on feelings of sympathy and loyalty, but also do not 

relate directly to the core moral norms listed earlier? Consider the role of an 

older female elephant who has the experience and memories to serve as the 

matriarch of her family and those bonded to it. Her leading others in life-and-

death decisions, such as leading them in a drought over a period of days to 

find food and water, functions as a moral norm that requires the others to 

follow her lead whether they feel sympathy or loyalty or neither. It is her 

status as the female leader that calls for all those in her extended family to 

follow her to survive. The followers cannot know enough from experience to 

assess her competence. They follow, not from prudence, but because they 

know morally what they must do.39 Their interdependent adherence to the 

moral norm of following the matriarch serves their survival more often not. 
Obviously, there is no exact point in time when moral knowledge first 

appeared, since the necessary and jointly sufficient conditions for moral 
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knowledge are not precise. Still, they were fulfilled at some point much 

earlier than the emergence of the human genus. Elephants are one example 

among countless others. 
It might be objected that the jointly sufficient conditions for moral 

knowledge are open to counterexample if the relevant group of moral equals 

is restricted, say where some non-Africans claim falsely to know that treating 

Africans as chattel slaves is morally permissible, some males claim falsely to 

know that it is morally permissible for them to treat females as subordinate, 

or some humans claim falsely to know that it is morally permissible to treat 

(other) animals inhumanly. Are not both jointly sufficient conditions met in 

such cases? Good arguments in the literature imply that neither is. The 

boundary between equal moral inclusion and moral exclusion would in each 

case misrepresent morally relevant factual similarities between groups and 

the morally consistent application of norms.40 

 
Is the Case for Moral Knowledge Normative? 

Before we return to Alice’s sentiments, it is well to take stock. I intend that 

the foregoing story is descriptive rather than normative. I have described 

what naïve moral normativity and moral knowledge are among animals who 

have evolved the social capacity to be moral. The two jointly sufficient and 

necessary conditions for moral knowledge are descriptive, and nothing 

normative is intended to follow logically from them (on pain of my 

committing the naturalistic fallacy). I have claimed that moral normativity 

and moral knowledge evolved in animals before humans, but I have not 

claimed that the world ought to be this way. The basic elements of moral 

normativity and moral knowledge can be objectively and universally true of 
moral evolution even if neither Alice nor I have any normative commitments 

in this regard. Of course, we do share normative commitments, for example, 

to know what is right and wrong, but they are not needed to understand facts 

about moral evolution. 

It may be objected, however, that facts about moral knowledge are 

intrinsically normative since moral knowledge requires justification for its 

representation of how the world ought to be and justification is inherently 

normative. Is there a satisfactory reply? My observations about how moral 

knowledge evolves are meta-ethical and are devoid of any normative import 

about what is justified, just as my observations about when norms have a 

moral function are not offered to justify the function of moral norms. When 

animals without language follow the moral norm of making a circle to protect 
the vulnerable, they are justified with respect to that normative activity when 

danger is present and when they act with moral consistency in relation to 
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norms that function as moral norms. In saying as much, I imply nothing about 

how they ought to act; I only describe what is morally normative for them. 

While I am committed with Alice to knowing in our own lives the difference 
between right and wrong and acting on this knowledge, my factual claims 

about moral evolution are logically independent of that commitment. 

Suppose I say to someone in all seriousness: “I know what you are doing 

is wrong and you do too.”41 Am I not expressing a normative commitment in 

opposition to the actions of the person addressed? I agree that I am, but I 

would not be making a meta-ethical statement about how moral knowledge 

evolves. My position here is that such a meta-ethical statement would carry 

no normative commitment. 

It may also be objected that the jointly sufficient and necessary conditions 

for moral knowledge, though descriptive, are not “stance independent” in the 

sense used in the literature, for example, by Sharon Street,42 since they refer 

to the states of mind of the animals that would have moral knowledge. My 
reply follows. When I claim in the next section that moral knowledge is 

“objective and universal” I mean to imply only that the core conditions for 

moral knowledge (as it evolved prior to the Homo genus) apply to all animals 

with the capacity to fulfill them. This general meta-ethical claim about the 

conditions needed for moral knowledge to evolve is itself “stance 

independent” in that its truth would not depend on anyone’s beliefs, desires, 

or feelings. I believe that this understanding of moral knowledge is in the 

spirit of Alice’s sentiments stated at the beginning.  

It should be clear that the necessary and jointly sufficient conditions for 

moral knowledge do not themselves constitute a moral norm. The reason is 

that they do not function as a norm that motivates animals to live together 
interdependently. Rather they describe the conditions under which animals 

could follow norms that would have this result. These conditions are not 

themselves norms that specify actions to be performed when certain 

triggering conditions are evident, such as the action to form a protective 

circle around more vulnerable members of the group when danger to the 

group is present. The meta-normative conditions for moral knowledge are 

simply too general to function in the specific ways that moral norms function 

among animals.43 This fact is not a problem for Alice if she is referring to the 

meta-normative conditions for moral knowledge when she talks about the 

difference between right and wrong being objective and universal. 

 

Meta-Normative Conditions for Moral Knowledge 

The meta-normative conditions that give the evolutionary origin of moral 

knowledge are of three kinds. There are the conditions for moral normativity 
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(described four sections ago) that promote interdependent living needed for 

survival. Second, there are the conditions necessary and jointly sufficient for 

the normativity that exemplifies moral knowledge (described two sections 
ago). These two sets of meta-normative conditions evolve by Darwinian bio-

cultural selection—the third main meta-normative condition. A full meta-

normative exposition of how moral normativity and moral knowledge 

evolved is beyond the scope of this essay but not necessary to explain how 

Alice can address the puzzles that she faces. 

Consider these three main meta-normative conditions for moral 

knowledge in reverse order. I take the explanatory scope of bio-cultural 

evolution by natural selection for granted, though the legitimacy of 

Darwinian natural selection as a mode of explanation has been challenged on 

multiple grounds, for example, as an untestable hypothesis or a hypothesis 

that is either limited in scope or empirically false.44 These objections among 

others, however, have been carefully examined and rebutted in the 
literature.45 Still, we need to consider whether Alice would regard bio-

cultural evolution as appropriately objective. Since it is about cultural 

evolution, it is in that sense not independent of culture. On the other hand, 

notice that no specific culture explains the existence of bio-cultural evolution. 

Alice can, therefore, say (as noted) that the difference between right and 

wrong is “beyond ourselves, beyond each specific culture, beyond every 

individual person,” even when that difference is determined by bio-cultural 

evolution. Meta-normative bio-cultural evolution is not a product of any 

culture or person; hence, in this respect at least, the difference between right 

and wrong would be objective.  

What about the second main meta-normative condition for moral 
knowledge. That consists in two necessary and jointly sufficient conditions 

for normativity that exemplifies moral knowledge in at least the sense of 

moral know-how. The first is that the relevant normative response (such as 

forming a protective circle around the vulnerable) must be motivated by a 

reason that reflects how the world is objectively (such as there being real 

danger to the vulnerable). Whether this condition is satisfied is clearly an 

objective matter, independent of emotion and belief. The second condition, 

however, requires a morally consistent response to the relevant moral norms 

given in the situation at hand. Is this second condition objective as well? 

There are two parts to this question. First, is it an objective matter what are 

the relevant moral norms? Second, is the achievement of moral consistency 

in response to moral norms an objective matter? 
Although core moral norms, as we noted earlier, vary in interpretation 

across cultures, all cultures include these core norms.46 They are not the 
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product of any culture, much less an individual person, but are the product of 

bio-cultural Darwinian evolution and have been sustained in diverse 

environments. Since their existence is not dependent on any persons or 
culture or on similar environments, these moral norms are objective in the 

sense Alice intends. Moral norms among non-human animals are more 

primitive, such as the norm to form protective circles to protect the 

vulnerable, and fewer in kind, but they are no less objective for being 

primitive and fewer in kind.  

What about moral consistency? The problem of moral inconsistency 

arises for all animals with moral norms. Recall the example of a mother 

choosing to tend her sick calf instead of helping to form a protective circle in 

the face of danger. We imagined that tending a sick calf is a morally relevant 

difference for her herd, so that there is no moral inconsistency in the mother’s 

choice. But another group might not view caring for a sick calf as a relevant 

difference, making her moral concern for her calf morally inconsistent with 
the norm to help to form a protective circle in response to danger. It would be 

tempting, therefore, to see moral inconsistency as stance dependent and not 

objective. That would be a mistake. The meta-normative requirement to 

maintain moral consistency arises from the fact that inconsistency in 

responses to moral norms directly undermines the capacity of moral norms to 

guide group behavior. Once moral inconsistency is tolerated, it becomes 

unclear what the moral norms require or indeed whether they are moral 

norms since they would to some degree cease to promote group survival.47 

While the perception of moral inconsistency can vary, the need for moral 

consistency is independent of culture and the individuals who embody 

culture. 
Finally, there is the matter of what makes norms moral. Is this an 

objective matter? Norms are moral when they systematically promote 

survival of a group through successful interdependent living.48 Cultures that 

include such norms tend to survive better than otherwise, but the cultures are 

moral in virtue of the work done by these norms. The norms are not moral in 

virtue of the cultures in which they are found. Nor are the norms moral in 

virtue of the perspectives of persons within the cultures. What makes them 

moral is objective, namely their causal effect on group survival. In sum, the 

three key ingredients that constitute the evolution of moral knowledge are 

fully objective in the sense Alice expresses when she implies that there is an 

objective difference between right and wrong. 

Even if we grant when Alice speaks of the difference between right and 
wrong transcending culture, she is talking about these three underlying 

evolutionary conditions that allow specific moral norms to evolve, we must 
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allow that she values the existence of these conditions. It matters to her that 

they exist. I grant this important point. Because she cares about right and 

wrong, it matters to her that there is an objective and universal underlying 
explanation of the difference between right and wrong. It matters to me too. 

But the evolutionary conditions that explain the difference are not themselves 

normative; nor is the description of them normative. They are, just in 

themselves, norm independent facts about moral evolution. 

 

Alice’s Sentiments Undebunked 

The puzzles were that moral evolution by natural selection is incompatible 

with Alice’s apparent sentiments about moral transcendence and universalism 

and the moral importance of love. But if the foregoing account of how moral 

knowledge evolved is anywhere near the truth, moral knowledge requires 

reasons for action located in fact, responses to those reasons that are guided 

by norms that function morally, and moral consistency in the responses to 
those reasons—summed up in three conditions for the evolution of moral 

knowledge in the previous section. Does this general understanding of moral 

knowledge resolve the puzzles? 

To see how it does, we must first recognize an ambiguity in the first two 

puzzles. Take the first puzzle. In one sense, the summary entails that moral 

knowledge is not transcendent of time, place, and culture, but depends on 

how moral norms evolve and how they are applied to what is happening on 

the ground. Without such contingent facts moral knowledge could not exist. 

But this observation is consistent with the transcendence of moral knowledge 

in a second sense. The three meta-normative conditions explaining the 

evolution of moral knowledge hold no matter what our stance towards them 
might be if they are as I describe them. If that is what Alice could mean when 

she says that the difference between right and wrong is beyond individual 

persons and each specific culture, then the puzzle about transcendence 

dissolves. The difference between right and wrong would in one fundamental 

sense transcend changes in our beliefs and feelings and our surrounding 

culture. 

As for universal moral norms, Alice doesn’t speak of a single moral norm 

that determines all moral truth. She talks instead about trying always to 

discover “the difference between right and wrong.” That difference can be 

the same in the sense just given yet vary in detail from situation to situation 

and be compatible with moderate moral pluralism in which no single norm 

determines in all cases what is right or wrong. The first two puzzles, in short, 
present no real problem for Alice’s perspective if we understand 

(descriptively) the ancient roots of moral knowledge that evolved long before 
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there were humans. In one sense there is no transcendent universal moral 

knowledge. In another sense moral knowledge is rooted meta-normative facts 

that are both transcendent and universal. 
Does moral objectivity so conceived entail realist moral naturalism? It 

does in at least one robust sense of the term, since there would exist natural 

facts about which we can be mistaken that determine whether an action is 

morally right or morally wrong.49 In our example of animals protecting the 

vulnerable in the face of danger, what they do is the morally right thing to do 

in virtue of the natural facts of the situation as spelled out above. Arguably, 

animals do not have the propositional knowledge that what they do is morally 

right, but what makes it morally right is entirely contained in the natural facts 

of the case, independently of our opinion on this matter. Nevertheless, there 

is a stronger interpretation of moral realism that goes beyond this 

understanding because it implies that what is right is right in virtue of natural 

facts that have normative force independently of whatever motivation (or 
other mental stance) obtains in the situation.50 Since I understand moral 

normativity and moral knowledge in terms of motivation within groups of 

animals, moral objectivity in this essay should not be taken to entail this 

stronger version of moral realism. 

It is conceivable that Alice has this stronger version of moral realism in 

mind when she says that the difference between right and wrong is “beyond 

each specific culture”, but it is equally conceivable that she did not. The 

position that I defend is less ontologically demanding than the stronger moral 

realism noted but entirely adequate, I would argue, to account for the 

objective nature of animal moral normativity and animal moral knowledge.51  

What about the privileged status that Alice accords to love? Morality 
extends beyond immediate family and close friends, as we have noted. Alice 

must surely grant this truth that holds in the case of animals protecting those 

more vulnerable in the face of external danger, whether loved or not, but I 

think that she would. How then does love have a privileged status?  

Her point, as I interpret it, is that moral norms that are central to love are 

likewise central to morality and moral knowledge. Two norms central to 

loving others are protecting them from harm and being loyal to them. Each of 

these norms, as Alice could easily concede, applies beyond loved ones but 

remains central to morality. Central in what way? The emotions of sympathy 

and loyalty that sustain them appear early in individual animal development 

and without them other moral norms arguably would not have evolved.52 

Except for them, would anything else matter? It is hard to imagine it would. 
Why would we want to be fair to others or respect their liberty if we feel no 

loyalty to them and don’t care whether they are harmed? That, I submit, is 
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Alice’s point about the status of love. Though the difference between moral 

right and wrong is in an important sense objective and universal, extending 

beyond love, without the norms of care and loyalty—the norms that pertain to 
love—none of the other norms that we have would have evolved or inspired 

separate normative commitment in the absence of love. Nor would the basic 

norms of care and loyalty and the emotions that sustain them have evolved to 

reach beyond those we love. 

 

Conclusion 

We began with familiar sentiments about the objectivity and universality of 

moral knowledge coupled with the sentiment that morality is anchored in our 

capacity for loving others. Many of us would endorse all three sentiments. 

We then reviewed reasons why such sentiments appear to be in direct conflict 

with thinking, as many of us do, that morality evolved through Darwinian 

natural selection. The main burden of this essay is to show how the puzzles 
dissolve when we shift from a human-centered conception of morality to 

Darwin’s animal-centered understanding of moral knowledge. From that 

perspective, moral know-how evolved in other mammals through natural 

selection long before humans existed. Though moral knowledge can be more 

intellectually sophisticated in humans, moral knowledge for both is anchored 

in animal sociality, not abstract principles. Moreover, while moral norms 

evolve and at times regress morally, their function to sustain interdependent 

living explains their existence. In closing, I must caution, however, that 

nothing in this picture guarantees that moral norms and moral knowledge will 

not become extinct or that mammalian life will not disappear from the earth 

because humans collectively have not acted on the moral knowledge that they 
have. The norm-independent conditions that make possible moral knowledge 

do not guarantee that moral knowledge will guide our choices as we try to 

cope with the existential threats before us.53 
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