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Synopsis 

 
The symposium focuses on how the emotions are related to morality, on one hand, and to rationality, 
on the other.  The recent discovery of the mirror neuron system, conceivably the basis of sympathetic 
emotions, highlights the biological basis of moral and rational behavior.  Adam Smith, 250 years ago, 
highlighted in his book, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759), how morality is ultimately based on 
sympathetic sentiments.  On the other hand, Charles Darwin stressed the biological basis of morality.  
This symposium brings together scholars in economics, biology, psychology, and other disciplines to 
evaluate and debate these issues in light of recent discoveries in neuroscience. 
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   Reinhard Selten 
    Department of Economic, University of Bonn, Germany 
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10:30-11:30 “The Moral Molecule” 
   Paul Zak 
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Interdisciplinary Center for Economic Science 
George Mason University 
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1:30-2:30  “Doing and Saying: Does Transparent Leadership Really Matter?” 
 

Daniel Houser 
Interdisciplinary Center for Economic Science 
George Mason University 

 
 

2:30-3:30  “On Intrapersonal Conflict” 
David Haig 

Department of Organismic and Evolutionary Biology 
Harvard University 

 
3:30-6:00   Bus tour of historical Richmond (free/priority to non-Richmond residents) 

 
6:45    Dinner (on your own/by invitation) 
 

 



 
Sunday, 22 March 2009 
 
8:30-9:30  “The Mirror Neuron System: How Cognitive Functions Emerge from Motor Organization” 

Leonardo Fogassi 
Department of Neurosciences 
University of Parma, Italy 
(co-discoverer of the mirror-neuron system) 

 
9:30-10:30  “The Human Mirror Neuron System – 

 from Actions  to Morality” 
Istvan Molnar-Szakacs 

UCLA Semel Institute for Neuroscience 
 and Human Behavior 

 
10:30-11:00  Coffee break 

 

11:00-12:00 “The Mirror-Neuron Paradox: How Far is Sympathy from Compassion, Indulgence, and 
Adulation?” 
Elias Khalil 

Department of Economics, University of Richmond  
and Monash University, Australia 

 
12:00-1:00  “On the Darwinian Afterlife of The Smithian Distinction Between Natural and Moral 

Sentiments, and Their Rationality” 
Eric Schliesser 

Department of Philosophy, Leiden University, Netherlands 
 

1:00-2:00   Lunch (on your own/by invitation) 
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Abstracts 
 

Robin Pope and Reinhard Selten:  “Expected Utility Theory, the Emotions and the Stages of Knowledge 
Ahead Theory” 
 

ABSTRACT: The paper re-expresses and complements arguments against the 
normative validity of expected utility theory in Robin Pope (1983, 1991, 1985, 1995, 2000, 
2001, 2005, 2006, 2007) and in Pope, Leopold and Leitner (2006).  The objections concern 
the neglect of the evolving stages of knowledge ahead (stages of what the future will 
bring) when such evolution is fundamental to an experience of risk of whether or not 
there will be a particular outcome.  This neglect entails a disregard of emotional and 
financial effects on well-being from limited knowledge ahead before learning about this 
particular outcome.  After learning, the person has full knowledge ahead concerning 
this particular outcome.   

Kreps and Porteus (1978, 1979) extended axiomatised expected utility theory to 
seek to comprehend some financial effects of the person’s evolving stages of knowledge 
ahead, as did Caplin and Leahy (2001) to comprehend some emotional effects.  It will be 
shown that there are serious objections against these temporal modifications of 
axiomatised expected utility theory.  By contrast the umbrella theory proffered by Pope 
that she has now termed SKAT, the Stages of Knowledge Ahead Theory, offers an 
epistemically consistent framework within which to construct particular models to deal 
with particular decision situations.  

The conference presentation will in its examples focus on two sets of emotions 
important for well-being and also for learning and maintaining adequate 
decisionmaking and adequate mental health.  One set are emotions such as hope and 
fear that are experienced in the pre-period in which the person has only a limited degree 
of knowledge ahead and thus uncertainty about the outcome. The second set are 
emotions such as thankfulness that the previously bad outcome did not occur or 
frustration that the previously possible good outcome did not occur.  This second set of 
emotions are experienced in the post-outcome period when the person has full 
knowledge ahead.  The person’s memory generates a historical legacy of what was 
previously possible that accentuates her positive emotions when a good outcome occurs 
and accentuates her negative emotions when a bad outcome occurs. 

 
 
Paul J. Zak: “The Moral Molecule” 
 

ABSTRACT: In The Theory of Moral Sentiments, Adam Smith argued that “fellow 
feeling” or empathy was the basis for moral behaviors.  Recent neuroeconomics 
experiments have shown that Smith was correct.  These studies have identified the 
peptide oxytocin as the moral molecule.  This talk reviews these experiments and 
draws implications for economics, business organization, and public policy.   

 
 
Kevin McCabe: “Two Neural Systems for Trust” 
 

ABSTRACT: not available   
 
 
Daniel Houser: “Doing and Saying: Does Transparent Leadership Really Matter?” 



 
ABSTRACT: Does transparency change behavior? We address this issue by means of a 
public goods experiment featuring a leader whose only power is sending a non-binding 
contribution suggestion. Transparency is affected by making the leader’s words and 
actions common knowledge. Co-operation of leader and followers flourishes in a 
transparent setting relative to institutions with varying degrees of opacity.    

 
 
David Haig: “On Intrapersonal Conflict” 
 

ABSTRACT: Humans have evolved general-purpose problem-solving mechanisms, 
and the ability to learn from others, to compensate for the limitations of hard-wired 
adaptations. We are rational, cultural, and instinctive beings. Sometimes these 
alternative sources of behavioral guidance promote different choices. Instinct 
summarizes the wisdom of past natural selection and recommends actions that have 
worked before under similar circumstances. Culture also summarizes wisdom from 
the past and can respond much faster than gene sequence to environmental change, 
but, from a gene’s eye view, has the disadvantage of evolving by rules that need not 
promote genetic fitness. Reason can respond to unique features of the current 
situation and to weak selective forces, but may lack the historical judgment of either 
instinct or culture. Our passions, both positive and negative, are the carrots and sticks 
employed by genes to mold our actions to their ends. Reason may be a slave to the 
passions, but reason pursues pleasures as ends in themselves rather than as means to 
an end. 

 
Leonardo Fogassi: “The Mirror Neuron System: How Cognitive Functions Emerge from Motor 
Organization” 
 

ABSTRACT: The neurophysiological studies of the last two decades have provided 
evidence that the motor cortex is not simply involved in movement programming and 
execution, but plays a main role in coding the goal of motor acts. Thus, the motor 
system is endowed with a storage of motor representations (motor knowledge) that can 
be addressed by different types of sensory inputs through dedicated parieto-frontal 
circuits. The matching between sensory input and motor representation allows the 
emergence of different types of cognitive abilities. An example of the outcome of these 
matching mechanisms is represented by mirror neurons, found in both ventral 
premotor and inferior parietal cortex of the monkey, that activate both when a monkey 
executes a hand or mouth goal-related motor act and when it observes a similar motor 
act performed by another individual. This capacity of matching action execution with 
action observation suggests that these neurons underpin action understanding. 

The purpose of this presentation is to give an overview on the mirror neuron 
system, with particular reference to monkey studies. First of all I will describe the main 
features of these neurons, including also some recent studies extending the knowledge 
on their properties. Then I will revise recent monkey data suggesting an important role 
of mirror neurons in understanding action intentions. Finally I will relate monkey 
studies with those on the human mirror system. Although some of the functions 
attributed to this system in humans appear to be fully developed only in our species, 
they very likely derived from the basic organization of mirror neurons in non-human 
primates. I will provide some examples that suggest this continuity. 

 
 
Istvan Molnar-Szakacs: “The Human Mirror Neuron System – from Actions to Morality” 



 
ABSTRACT: Work in macaques has provided direct evidence of a neural system for 
understanding the actions of others, as well as the intentions behind those actions.  
The firing pattern of neurons within this system appears to ‘mirror’ an action 
performed and seen, linking action to perception and actor to observer.  Indirect 
evidence acquired through various neuroimaging techniques, including functional 
Magnetic Resonance Imaging (fMRI) and Transcranial Magnetic Stimulation (TMS) 
indicates that a similar system, termed the Mirror Neuron System (MNS) also exists 
in the human brain.  This fronto-parietal neural system, which seems to be intimately 
connected to both sensory and higher-level frontal regions, as well as the emotion 
centers of the brain has been implicated in a variety of functions including imitation 
learning, non-verbal gestural communication, music perception and self-perception.  
In this paper I will discuss some evidence suggesting that this system for linking 
perception and action, observer and actor, may be involved in empathic concern, the 
capacity to recognize or understand another's state of mind or emotion.  From this 
evidence, I will try to make a case that the human MNS may serve as a neural 
substrate for tolerance and compassion – the active desire to alleviate another's 
suffering.  I will also discuss implications for ingroup – outgroup relations and 
morality. 

 
 
Elias Khalil: “The Mirror-Neuron Paradox: How Far is Sympathy from Compassion, Indulgence, and Adulation?” 
 

ABSTRACT: How could the same mirror-neuron system (MNS) be involved in 
understanding and reflexivity—whereas understanding attenuates, while reflexivity 
escalates the emotions?  These two functions of fellow-feeling is the core of the 
disagreement between Adam Smith and David Hume, and reappears with the recent 
discovery of MNS.  This paper promises to solve the paradox of these apparently 
contradictory functions by distinguishing two axes of decision making: the rationality 
axis and the niyya axis.  The rationality axis asks whether the action is efficient and 
proper (i.e., rational), while the niyya (a word from Arabic, which means approximately 
“intention”) axis asks whether the intention is good-will or ill-will.  The proposed 
solution provides a theoretical framework that help us to distinguish among four types of 
fellow-feelings: sympathy, compassion, indulgence, and adulation. 

 
 
Eric Schliesser: "On the Darwinian Afterlife of The Smithian Distinction Between Natural and Moral 
Sentiments, and Their Rationality" 

 
ABSTRACT: The distinction between (instinctive) natural and (cultivated) moral 
sentiments is of utmost importance in Smith's The Theory of Moral Sentiments. It is 
almost always ignored (but see Carrasco 2005). This is no surprise because Smith does 
not call attention to the distinction and the title of his book only mentions the moral 
sentiments. The distinction is very important in Smith's moral philosophy because it 
helps underwrite the two-fold nature of his ethical/political theory in (a) very thin 
universal moral code, based on common humanity (and the wide scope of sympathy, 
even with other animals and nature) and the proper functioning of resentment, and 
(b) the application of more localized moral norms (based on cultural evolution of sets 
of rules). In this paper I, first, explore the separate rationality conditions of the 
natural and moral sentiments. For Smith, their rationality is determined by historical 
(and distinctive selective) processes. In the second part of the paper, I explore how 
Darwin's use of 'social instincts' in opposition to J.S. Mill (who had transformed the 



Smithian conceptual apparatus) elides Smith's distinction. While Darwin saw deeper 
into the nature of selection than Smith, it is by no means obvious that the Darwinian 
social instincts can provide the conceptual resources such that we would call them 
"moral." 

 
 
Sarah F. Brosnan: “An Evolutionary Perspective on the Moral Emotions” (see attachment) 

 
ABSTRACT: Moral behavior and concern for others is one of the traits that humans 
believe set us apart as different.  However, it is very likely that humans are not the 
only animal species to possess these characteristics.  Functionally, it seems unlikely 
that these traits evolved de novo in humans, and practically, work from behavioral 
biology and neuroscience has indicated that some of these traits – or at least, their 
precursors – are present in other species, particularly the non-human primates.  
Darwin would clearly approve of this approach; in his less well read book “On the 
Expression of Emotions in Man and Animals” indicates clear evolutionary  links 
between the emotions of animals – including sympathy – and those of humans.  
Smith, too, indicates sympathy with this view in some of his writings.  Others, 
however, may be concerned about whether non-human species could truly show 
precursors to humans’ moral behavior, or how we can legitimately identify these as 
such.  I will focus primarily on evidence from behavioral biology to argue that there is 
a basis for the moral emotions in nonhuman primates and, hence, an understanding of 
how this sense evolved to the form we see in humans. 

 
 
 





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


An evolutionary perspective on the moral emotions 
 


Written for the Symposium on Emotions, Rationality, and Natural Selection 
University of Richmond, March 21-22, 2009 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


Sarah F. Brosnan 
Georgia State University 


Department of Psychology & Neuroscience Institute 
sbrosnan@gsu.edu 


 
 
 


***This is a draft copy of the manuscript.  Please do not cite or disseminate without 
permission of the author (sbrosnan@gsu.edu) 


 







Abstract 


Moral behavior and concern for others is one of the traits that humans believe set 


us apart as different. However, it is very likely that humans are not the only animal 


species to possess these characteristics. Functionally, it seems unlikely that these traits 


evolved de novo in humans, and practically, work from behavioral biology and 


neuroscience has indicated that some of these traits – or at least, their precursors – are 


present in other species, particularly the non-human primates. But this approach is not 


always well received. Nonetheless, a brief historical look indicates that this has not 


always been the case. Not surprisingly, Charles Darwin would clearly be thrilled; many 


of his writings express clear evolutionary links between the emotions, behaviors, and 


morals of animals and those of humans. Another major figure in the study of morals, 


Adam Smith, too, gives indications that he would approve. Others, however, might be 


concerned about whether non-human species could truly show sympathy and, in that 


case, a moral sense. I will focus primarily on evidence from behavioral biology to argue 


that there is a basis for the moral emotions in nonhuman primates and, hence, an 


understanding of how this sense evolved to the form we see in humans. I end with a 


discussion of whether it is useful to discuss moral emotions in relation to animals, and 


how it helps our understanding of how our own emerged. 


 







 Do moral behaviors mark humans as unique? The answer to this question varies, 


largely depending upon the way in which it is asked. Certainly humans are, as every 


species is, unique, and our system of morality presents as much more highly developed 


and extensive than other species’. From that perspective, yes, our moral system is unique. 


But is it without precedent? This is unlikely. A close look at individual moral behaviors 


indicates that, in the vast majority of cases, antecedent behaviors can be found in other 


species. While this doesn’t mean that a fully human moral system is present in any other 


species, it does indicate that these behaviors are contiguous with the evolutionary history 


of other species, and represent a continuum across animals, including humans. 


 Is it important that other animals share characteristics of moral behaviors with 


other species? This is a different question. Although from a philosophical view it may be 


seen as irrelevant, if what is important to the questioner is human behavior, from a 


practical perspective, it clearly matters in that the presence of these antecedent behaviors 


gives scientists the opportunity to determine how and under what conditions our own 


moral behaviors evolved. Having this information may help to understand situations in 


which humans do or do not appear to deploy moral behavior. Of course, it is also worth 


studying these behaviors in other species on their own merit.  


 In the following paper, I address both of these issues, using empirical data on non-


human behavior to address this question from a biological perspective. I first present a 


brief outline of the historical approaches to studying the evolution of moral behavior, and 


then discuss the utility of looking for moral behavior in non-human species. Following an 


in-depth look at two candidate situations in which non-human species show antecedents 


for the same sorts of moral behaviors that we see in ourselves – the sense of justice and 







empathy, or other-regarding behavior – I discuss a potential evolutionary trajectory for 


moral behavior. I end with a discussion of the ways in which this line of research can be 


informative, and whether this is a useful research or discussion topic in which to engage. 


 


A brief historical digression 


 There is a long history in western thought promoting the idea that human nature is 


essentially evil, nasty, and brutish, and that human moral systems are a veneer placed 


atop this basic human nature, by humans ourselves, for the purpose of civilizing 


humanity to the point that social living is possible (Flack & de Waal, 2000). There are 


three basic problems with this idea. First, if this is the case, then from whence did the 


original idea to use a moral system as a social glue arise? Unless it is an emergent 


property in humans, then it is composed of behaviors upon which evolution worked 


directly. Second, if it is the case that moral systems are an emergent, unique, property of 


human beings, then how come so many other species live in large social groups with 


remarkable harmony? Have they, too, developed a moral system? Third, it would be 


unusual indeed if this one behavior, human morality, arose outside of the evolutionary 


framework that has so successfully explained virtually every other aspect of life on earth, 


including among humans.  


 Of course, not everyone subscribes to this belief, either now or in times past. Not 


surprisingly, Charles Darwin was a strong proponent of the idea that humans and animals 


shared an evolutionary history. Although his most famous book, The Origin of Species 


(Darwin, 1964 [1859]), regarded primarily non-human species, two of his following 


books explicitly addressed humans, and the role of evolutionary processes in shaping 







humans, including their behavior. In The Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to Sex 


(Darwin, 1981 [1871]), Darwin argues that morality is innate, rather than created by 


humankind, and provides a framework for the development of morality in any species.  


“The following proposition seems to me in a high degree probable – namely that 


any animal whatever, endowed with well-marked social instincts, the parental and 


filial affections being here included, would inevitably acquire a moral sense or 


conscience, as soon as its intellectual powers became as well developed, or nearly 


as well developed, as in man. For firstly, the social instincts lead an animal to 


take pleasure in the society of its fellows, to feel a certain amount of sympathy for 


them, and to perform various services for them.” (pp. 71-2). 


He goes on to argue that other animals feel at least some level of sympathy for one 


another. Although Darwin does believe that moral behavior requires fairly advanced 


intellectual ability, the primary feature he highlights as a necessity is ‘well-marked social 


instincts,’ among which he included interactions with family. This encompasses a wide 


variety of animal species, including more distantly related non-vertebrates, such as many 


insects. Even more critical, of course, is the fact that Darwin clearly asserts continuity 


between humans and other animals. 


 Furthermore, in The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals (Darwin, 


1998 [1872]), Darwin makes a compelling case that emotions are shared across species. 


For this, Darwin relied on comparative data regarding facial expressions across both 


human cultures and different species, and addresses the reasons why these universal 


expressions take the form that they do, rather than another. Thus, it is clear that Darwin 







would have assumed that the moral emotions were also the results of evolutionary 


continuity between other animals and humans. 


 Perhaps more surprisingly, given that he is better known for his ideas in 


economics than his evolutionary stance, Adam Smith might have been supportive of this 


cause as well. Although Smith does seem to focus on human uniqueness in his best 


known book, The Wealth of Nations, for instance asserting that only humans have 


developed barter and trade (Smith, 2000 [1776]), his approach is somewhat different in 


other writings spanning this publication. Smith’s earlier work, The Theory of Moral 


Sentiments (Smith, 1817 [1759]) still focuses on human behaviors. Moreover, many of 


these behaviors, such as the fact that humans are, inappropriately, more enamored of 


wealth and power than wisdom and virtue (a discussion that still rings true today; Part I, 


Section III, Chapter III), are probably not relevant to nonhumans. However, there are 


sections in which Smith appears open to – or even endorses – the idea of evolutionary 


continuity.  


 For instance, in his discussion of ‘The Passions which take their origin from the 


Body’ (Part I, Section II, Chapter I), Smith explicitly argues against the ancient 


philosopher’s conception that only our ‘brutish’ passions are shared with the animals, 


taking the position that both positive and negative passions are seen in common: 


“Such is our aversion for all the appetites which take their origin from the body: 


all strong expressions of them are loathsome and disagreeable. According to 


some ancient philosophers, these are the passions which we share in common 


with the brutes, and which having no connexion with the characteristical qualities 


of human nature, are upon that account beneath its dignity. But there are many 







other passions which we share in common with the brutes, such as resentment, 


natural affection, even gratitude, which do not, upon that account, appear to be 


so brutal.” (Smith 1817 [1759], p 30).  


This statement not only asserts commonality between all species, but also that non-


humans have characteristics that many would consider in the realm of humans. 


Unfortunately, this idea that only negative passions are shared between humans and other 


species may not yet have disappeared today (de Waal, 1996).  


 Smith also uses comparisons between animals and humans to make points about 


human nature. In The Moral Sentiments, he makes the point that all animals, including 


children, dogs, and ‘cholerick man’ are likely to become angry at inanimate objects 


which hurt us (Part II, Section III, Chapter I). In his posthumously published Essays on 


Philosophical Subjects (Smith, 1982 [1795]), in the chapter on the external senses, he 


spends quite some time arguing for the innateness of some human senses, particularly 


vision, from analogy with other animals. In fact, his discussion of the characteristics of 


the senses of other species show that he is well-informed on the Linnaean system of 


thought, and natural history in general. 


 It is worth noting that Darwin was aware of, and cited, Smith’s works (being more 


than 60 years deceased at the time of the publication of Origins, Smith did not have this 


possibility), although he did not wholly agree. In The Descent of Man, Darwin argues that 


Smith’s conception of sympathy as being in place to relieve the pains or experience the 


pleasures of another needs expansion, as sympathy is triggered much more by close 


associates and loved ones than by indifferent individuals (Darwin, 1981 [1871]; pp 81-







82). Darwin goes on to argue that sympathy for kin and loved ones is innate, but has 


since evolved to all members of the social group. 


 Based on these comparisons, two conclusions may be drawn. First, the idea of 


evolutionary continuity of behavior, even in realms often reserved for humans, such as 


the moral emotions, is not new. It was endorsed explicitly or implicitly 200 years ago, 


then disappeared, possibly due to the rise of foci exclusively on learning (behaviorism in 


psychology) and culture (in anthropology; (Ekman, 1998). Fortunately, this more 


nuanced approach is experiencing a resurgence in interest today. Second, while those 


from different disciplines may view each other’s approaches with skepticism today, it 


seems likely that Smith and Darwin would have agreed, at least in principle. Perhaps we 


can return to their more open approach. 


 


Why look for moral behavior in non-humans? 


 If we are interested in studying human moral behaviors, why look for these 


antecedents in non-human species? An analogy drawn from medical research may 


explain this most clearly. When investigating a complex human disease, say Alzheimer’s, 


researchers typically begin with an investigation of a non-human model (Hsaio et al., 


1996). There are several reasons for this, including ethical ones, but a primary motivation 


is that the diseases are complex, and utilizing a simpler model helps to uncover the 


mechanisms for the disease, as well as possible cures. Few would argue that a mouse 


with amyloid plaques in it’s brain really has Alzheimer’s, in the same sense as a human 


does, but by addressing how these plaques form, how they affect memory, and how they 


can be treated, we may learn information that helps when treating Alzheimer’s in 







humans. Similarly, if we want to know how human behaviors evolved, and the conditions 


which supported them, the best place to look may be in other species. Using a 


phylogenetic approach, we can compare behaviors and determine which existed in a 


common ancestor, and which environmental or social factors may have been critical to 


the emergence of the behavior or behaviors (Boehm, 1999). 


 Traditionally this approach has focused on ‘negative’ social behaviors, such as 


aggression (Lorenz, 1971). However, there has been far less such research in to positive 


human behaviors, those which we would like to believe set us apart from other species 


and raise us above our animal roots (de Waal, 1996). This may be the result of many 


things; perhaps the Judeo-Christian tradition which sets humans apart, perhaps the history 


of the Scala Natura view of the tree of life which sets humans at the pinnacle of 


evolution, or perhaps an innate desire to be special. Nonetheless, while it has been 


deemed acceptable to discuss negative behaviors, until recently, few have investigated 


the roots of humans’ positive behaviors in other species. 


 The moral emotions are clearly an excellent testing ground for using the animal 


model approach. They are complex, varied, and very difficult to study in situ in humans. 


Moreover, an evolutionary approach provides a great deal of information on how and 


why they evolved, which assists in understanding how they manifest in humans. As with 


the Alzheimer’s model, by breaking these issues down and addressing the separate pieces 


in other species, we may be able to learn from whence our behaviors came and, perhaps, 


how to direct them towards the most pro-social outcomes which help society. 


 


Moral emotions in nonhumans? 







 When discussing the moral emotions, we typically refer to those emotions which 


cause individuals to make decisions which support the good of the society. While the 


exact emotions and behaviors considered in a list of moral behaviors may differ, in 


general they include such emotions as empathy, sympathy, justice, and beneficence. 


When addressing moral behavior in other species, it makes much more sense to address 


each of these emotions separately, rather than addressing whether a species as a whole 


has a moral sense. It is also useful to investigate how species differ (or not) on each of 


these emotions. 


 Following, I discuss in detail two moral emotions, chosen due to the (relatively) 


extensive work which exists on them in nonhuman species. This section is designed 


specifically to present the empirical evidence for these emotions. However, I end with a 


discussion of whether or not this evidence indicates the presence of moral emotions – or 


their precursors – in nonhuman species. In the sections that follow, I discuss the 


relevance of these conclusions for understanding the evolution of moral emotions. 


  


Sense of Justice 


 A critical issue in human moral systems is that of justice. Justice makes up a large 


portion of Smith’s Moral Sentiments (1817 [1759]), even being referred to as “the main 


pillar that upholds the whole edifice [of human society]” (p 115), precisely because we 


care about whether individuals have returned unto them what is their due. Generally 


speaking, a sense of justice requires two components, one self-regarding and the other 


other-regarding. First, individuals must notice and react when they are treated less well 


than others, and second, individuals must notice and react when others are treated less 







well. Few would argue that having only the self-regarding portion is the same as being 


moral, yet it is a critical component to developing a sense of justice, and one in which 


much research in non-humans has been done of late. This topic has been discussed in 


depth in several venues recently (Brosnan, 2006b, in press-a, in press-b), thus here I 


summarize the information briefly, as it is relevant to this article, and refer the reader to 


these other sources for more detail. 


 Several species appear to respond quite negatively when they are treated less well 


than a social partner. This is not perhaps surprising, as it is an extension of violation of 


expectation, which has been known for almost 100 years (Tinklepaugh, 1928). Thus, 


essentially, responding when one is treated badly is essentially responding based on an 


expectation set up by what someone else received, or a social expectation, rather than 


responding based on an individual expectation.  


 Thus far, several species have been shown to respond negatively to receiving less 


than a partner. Chimpanzees, capuchin monkeys, and dogs all show responses which 


indicate frustration, such as refusing food rewards or refusing to participate, when social 


partners receive better outcomes for completing a task (Brosnan & de Waal, 2003; 


Brosnan, Schiff, & de Waal, 2005; Fletcher, 2008; Range, Horn, Viranyi, & Huber, 2008; 


van Wolkenten, Brosnan, & de Waal, 2007). Nonetheless, individual expectation also 


plays a role. Some species seem to respond primarily to individual expectation 


(Neiworth, Johnson, Whillock, Greenberg, & Brown, 2009), while others show quite a bit 


of variation. A study which directly compared social expectation to individual 


expectation in chimpanzees found that females responded much more strongly to violated 


individual expectations, while males responded much more strongly to violated social 







expectations (Brosnan, Talbot, Ahlgren, Lambeth, & Schapiro, in prep). This sex 


difference is probably not a species norm, but instead signifies extensive individual 


variation in responses; an earlier study on another group of chimpanzees (Brosnan et al., 


2005) found no evidence of individual expectations being of more importance than social 


expectations. The same is true in capuchin monkeys (van Wolkenten et al., 2007). Thus, 


there seems to be variation across both species and social environments. 


 Intriguingly, a task of some sort seems to be required for individuals to respond 


negatively. In studies of chimpanzees and capuchin monkeys, if no task was involved, 


individuals typically showed no response to inequity, or even were more likely to accept 


rewards in situations in which partners were receiving (better) rewards, presumably due 


to social facilitation (Bräuer, Call, & Tomasello, 2006; Dindo & De Waal, 2006; 


Dubreuil, Gentile, & Visalberghi, 2006; Fontenot, Watson, Roberts, & Miller, 2007; 


Roma, Silberberg, Ruggiero, & Suomi, 2006). However, this is only correlational 


evidence, as none of these studies included both conditions in which rewards were 


handed out for ‘free’ and conditions in which subjects worked for their rewards. In two 


recent studies, the same individuals’ responses were compared when there was or was not 


a task present. Tamarins were more likely to respond negatively to a low value reward 


when work was involved than when rewards were handed for free (Neiworth et al., 


2009), and chimpanzees responded negatively to this social comparison when a task was 


present, but not when simply handed food rewards (Brosnan et al, in prep). Thus, 


something about the task seems to be critical in triggering expectation. This could be due 


to the typical captive environment, in which food is routinely handed to subjects – 


presumably unequally – or may be due to subjects reacting to inequity only in situations 







in which some sort of joint task or effort was made. In the case of the latter situation, 


there is no need to respond negatively if someone achieves a better reward by chance; the 


important criterion is if the other individual takes more than their fair share after the two 


of you have worked together. 


 Supporting this, in a cooperative task, subjects are much more likely to cooperate 


if they and their partner evenly share rewards. For this task, capuchin monkeys had to 


work together to pull in a heavy tray which contained food for each of them. However, 


the foods were not always the same, and the monkeys had to decide whether they were 


willing to work for the food reward in front of them. Since they were not separated from 


each other, this was determined by the monkeys, rather than by the human experimenter. 


It turned out that subjects were perfectly willing to work for lower-value rewards as long 


as they got about half of the higher value rewards over all of the sessions. In fact, the 


outcome of the study was that pairs in which the dominant partner shared the better 


rewards, taking them only about half of the time, were highly successful in this 


cooperative task, while those pairs in which the dominant excluded the partner from 


receiving the higher value of the rewards rarely achieved cooperation. Not surprisingly, 


although the dominants in the second case received more higher-value items than their 


partners, the dominants in the first case received many more rewards overall, because of 


the higher rate of success. Thus, even subordinates seemed to expect that working 


together on a task should lead to relative equity of reward outcome (Brosnan, Freeman, & 


de Waal, 2006). It seems that the critical factor in a more naturalistic cooperative task is 


whether the partner’s behavior is equitable, rather than whether the actual rewards on any 


given trial are. 







 One major question which remains regards the extensive variability seen in the 


response. Although results are typically presented as group means, quite a bit of variation 


exists, both within social groups and between them. This is particularly true in 


chimpanzees, for whom extensive variation in individual reactions has been found in two 


studies utilizing the same facility and experimenter (Brosnan et al, 2005, Brosnan et al, in 


prep). This procedural similarity comes close to ruling out the possibility of experimental 


effects on results, as can be the case when variation is seen between studies, and forces a 


consideration of what social and individuals factors are leading to this variation. 


Although the answer to this is currently unknown (research to address this question is 


underway), it is likely that these factors will also be pertinent to human responses. 


 Note that in all of the examples discussed, what is addressed is solely the first, 


self-interested, part of justice. In fact, in most of these studies, there was no evidence that 


the advantaged partner was making any effort to reconcile the discrepancy between what 


he or she and the partner received (Brosnan, 2006b). The only evidence of any sort of 


attention to the partner is in the cooperative task, discussed above, in which dominants 


who allowed their partner to receive high value rewards ultimately received more rewards 


than those who did not, due to higher levels of cooperation (Brosnan et al., 2006). This 


last situation comes the most closely to discussing both parts of justice, as dominants 


took their partner’s outcomes in to account. Yet, even in this case, the response may not 


be completely other-regarding; by responding in this way, the monkey got more rewards. 


Arguably a true sense of justice relies on empathy, the next moral emotion we discuss in 


detail. 


 







Empathy  


Definitions of empathy vary widely, making it difficult to reach consensus. I will 


follow the model by which empathy is defined as feeling what another is feeling, while 


sympathy is defined as feeling for another, without the attendant sharing of emotional 


state which is implicit in empathy (Decety & Batson, 2007; Preston & de Waal, 2002)1. 


Note that empathy is distinct from emotional contagion in that individuals maintain the 


separation between self and other in the former, but not the latter case. Thus, I 


operationally define empathy here as the ability to understand another’s behavioral states, 


which behaviorally manifests as adjusting one’s behavior in a way that would not 


typically be seen in order to affect another individual (e.g., relieve suffering).  


As early as the 1950s, researchers investigated whether monkeys had a sense of 


empathy. In the majority of these studies, subjects observed a conspecific suffer a 


negative outcome (e.g. receiving an electrical shock), then had the option of changing 


their behavior to alleviate the distress of a companion. In most cases, subjects did so, 


either accepting lesser amounts of food, or, in a few cases, no food at all, to end the 


negative outcome for their social partner (Masserman, Wechkin, & Terris, 1964; 


Wechkin, Masserman, & Terris, 1964).  


 This reaction is not unique to primates; rodents show the same response. Fifty 


years ago it was demonstrated that rats reacted to the pain of others (Church, 1959), and 


                                                 
1 Note that Adam Smith, in The Theory of Moral Sentiments, seems to treat these two categories as more or 
less synonymous, referring to them as sympathy. For instance, he argues that humans are much better at 
sympathy regarding a positive event, such as joy or satisfaction, than a negative even, such as misfortune. 
In the latter case, he argues, we more or less have to force ourselves to care (an ‘affected gravity’), while in 
the former, we are infected with at least some of the joy of our companion (Part I, Section III, Chapter I). 
Although Smith’s point here is that we are more likely to be interested in positive than negative outcomes 
in others, it seems also that Smith is arguing that empathy – or feeling what another is feeling – is more 
natural than sympathy – or feeling for another individual without the concordant feeling of their emotional 
state.  
 







will apparently intentionally work to alleviate distress in others, in this case pressing a 


bar to lower a suspended (and distressed) rat to the ground (Rice & Gainer, 1962). A 


more recent study shows that mice alter their own response to pain (responding more 


strongly) if they are with a familiar conspecific also in pain, apparently mediated by their 


ability to see the cagemate in distress (Langford et al., 2006). Mice have also been shown 


to express physiological changes (e.g. heart rate) when exposed to distress or fear in other 


mice. Moreover, this reaction is dependent upon the strain of mouse, indicating a strong 


genetic component to empathy (Chen, Panksepp, & Lahvis, 2009). 


 However, there have been debates about whether this is really empathy, or can be 


explained by another mechanism, such as social contagion or the avoidance of an 


aversive stimulus. For instance, it is possible that a rat who avoids food to avoid the 


partner’s shock does so because they are affected by the negative stimulus of the other 


monkey’s distress, typically manifest through screaming (Lavery & Foley, 1963). As 


another example, while chimpanzees are known to console the victims of aggression, 


apparently alleviating their distress (de Waal & van Roosmalen, 1979), more recent 


experiments indicate that the consoler also shows a reduction in stress, which may have 


been caused by seeing the attack (Koski & Sterck, 2007). Of course, just because there is 


a benefit to the self does not rule out the possibility of there also being a motivation to 


help the other, nonetheless these examples highlight a difficulty in studying empathy, in 


humans or non-humans. 


 Another issue with empathy is that it is very difficult to design naturalistic 


experiments which test for empathy in species typical ways (e.g. rats in nature are rarely 


in a situation in which pressing a lever causes an electric shock to a trapped conspecific). 







As a result, there is a reliance on anecdotal accounts, or situations in which an individual 


behaves in a way that looks like they are empathizing with the other, but without causal 


proof. For instance, there are numerous examples of primates, particularly apes, which 


appear to be empathetic (de Waal, 2006). Many will remember the famous example of 


Binti, the female gorilla who rescued a young boy who had fallen in to her enclosure at 


the Brookfield Zoo, taking him to the door where she could give him to keepers. 


Skeptics, however, point out that Binti had been rewarded for such behavior in the past, 


thus her aims could have been completely self-oriented. Nonetheless, she did not injure 


the boy. Other examples which do not likely result from any previous training also exist, 


such as chimpanzees taking care of orphaned individuals (Goodall, 1986), or a female 


bonobo who appeared to help an injured bird leave her enclosure (de Waal, 2006). 


Although anecdotal examples in isolation are not evidence, at some point, a critical mass 


is reached and they need to be considered (Byrne & Whiten, 1988; de Waal, 2006). 


 Because these anecdotes do not yield causal data, there have been a number of 


recent attempts to determine whether these species will provide help to others (as 


opposed to relieving distress in others) in laboratory situations. In the typical situation, 


one individual is given a choice between two options, one of which brings food to both 


themselves and to a partner, and one of which brings food only to themselves (Silk et al., 


2005). To make the task as simple as possible, the subjects’ food rewards do not differ 


between the conditions, so self-interested motivation should not differ between the 


options. Subjects are typically tested in two different conditions, one in which they are 


paired with a social partner and one in which they are alone. The idea is that true empathy 


will cause an increase in these generous responses when a partner is present moreso than 







when the partner is absent. This differentiation helps control for the possibility that they 


are simply interested in the prosocial option because it is a larger amount of food (even if 


they do not get it all).  


 It has been quite difficult to find evidence for empathy in these paradigms. 


Chimpanzees have been tested by two research teams at three different facilities, and in 


each case, no subjects behaved differently from chance, bringing food to their partners 


about half of the time (note that this apparently precludes spite as well; Jensen, Hare, 


Call, & Tomasello, 2006; Silk et al., 2005). In answer to a criticism that perhaps the 


chimpanzees were so excited by the presence of a food reward for themselves that they 


did not pay attention to their partners, our research team repeated the study with the same 


chimpanzees from the same two facilities, but in this case the subject could reward 


themselves and then decide whether or not to bring a partner (the same) food reward. 


Again, subjects generally chose not to do so, although there was somewhat more 


variation (Vonk et al., 2008). Finally, we replicated this study with chimpanzees from 


one of the facilities in a situation in which the ability to choose between the trays 


alternated between trials within a session. In this case, subjects should pay attention to 


their partner’s needs for purely selfish reasons; if I bring you food on my turn, perhaps 


you will bring me food on yours, also known as reciprocity. Again, however, there was 


no evidence that the chimpanzees were paying attention to their partners’ outcomes, even 


in this situation in which it would presumably be to their selfish benefit (Brosnan et al., in 


press). One question this raises, of course, is how relevant these sorts of studies are to the 


chimpanzees’ behavior. It is possible that something about the experiment causes the 


chimpanzees to respond more selfishly than normal. 







One group has proposed that food alters responses in these experimental 


situations; because chimpanzees treat food as a limited resource, they argue, any situation 


in which food is involved is seen as a zero-sum game, with the goal of avoiding giving 


food to the competitor (Warneken, Hare, Melis, Hanus, & Tomasello, 2007). Warneken 


and his colleagues have run a series of studies on ‘helping’ behavior in chimpanzees, in 


which subjects have the opportunity to help others in simple tasks, such as retrieving a 


lost item, when no food is present. In the first study, both enculturated2 chimpanzees and 


children helped a human experimenter in a task, such as obtaining a pen which they had 


‘dropped’ off the edge of their table and could therefore no longer reach (Warneken, 


Chen, & Tomasello, 2006). In additional experiments, non-enculturated chimpanzees 


were willing to help humans, as well as each other (Warneken et al., 2007). These data 


indicate that in at least some situations, chimpanzees are sensitive to the needs of both 


human experimenters and conspecific chimpanzees. 


While the hypothesis that food is a limiting factor for chimpanzees is compelling, 


it may not be widely applicable across species. The original studies involving two choices 


and food have been replicated on several other primate species with much better success. 


Marmosets, a small new world monkey species, do show a preference for bringing their 


partner foods (Burkart, Fehr, Efferson, & van Schaik, 2007), although intriguingly, 


closely related tamarins do not (Cronin, Schroeder, Rothwell, Silk, & Snowdon, in press). 


It is unclear whether this is due to a difference in social behavior between these two 


Callithrichids, or whether there were procedural differences in the experiment which led 


                                                 
2 “Enculturated” refers to apes that have been raised by humans in extremely cognitively enhanced 
circumstances. This sort of rearing is hypothesized to increase their human like behaviors, since their 
models are humans, and provide more insight in to the limits, if not every day range, of ape cognition, since 
these individuals are intensively cognitive challenged from weeks of age. “Non-enculturated” refers to apes 
which have been reared in species-typical ways, e.g. by their mothers. 







to the divergent results. Moreover, studies using different methodologies and completed 


in different laboratories indicate that capuchin monkeys also make prosocial choices, 


bringing food to their partners when given the opportunity to do so (de Waal, 


Leimgruber, & Greenberg, 2008; Lakshminarayanan & Santos, 2008). Finally, capuchins 


are also willing to help an experimenter, although unlike chimpanzees, they are much 


more focused on rewards, providing assistance twice as often when a reward is provided 


(Barnes, Hill, Langer, Martinez, & Santos, 2008). 


Thus, some species, it seems, are happy to bring rewards to partners, and 


chimpanzees are happy to help in non-food situations. Overlooking the variation caused 


by the presence/absence of food, which is likely the result of ecological pressures, it 


seems clear that many primate species are willing to help their partners out at least some 


of the time, with no change in reward outcome for themselves. This behavior indicates an 


awareness of conspecifics’ outcomes, which is evidence of both empathy, and, 


potentially, a rudimentary sense of justice. 


 


Do nonhuman species have moral emotions? 


 What, then, does this evidence indicate? Non-human species do not appear to 


have moral emotions that manifest in the same ways as those of humans. However, do 


note that this assertion is based primarily on supposition; only a few studies, notably 


those by Warneken and colleagues (Warneken et al., 2007; Warneken & Tomasello, 


2006), directly compare humans and other species in these behaviors. Nonetheless, the 


similarities which are seen are worth considering. Like humans, other species respond 


negatively when receiving a less good outcome than a partner. Other species also indicate 







some interest in the outcomes to their partners, adjusting their behavior to assist or, on 


occasion, bring rewards to them. While the moral emotions are not likely as fully 


developed in other species as in humans, the antecedents of these behaviors are clearly in 


place. Thus, the next relevant question is how the moral emotions have evolved. 


 


The evolution of the moral emotions 


 Moral emotions are present in humans, meaning that there are only three 


reasonable explanations for how they arose. Either the exist in humans as an emergent 


property from other characteristics (such as advanced cognition), they have evolved in 


humans very rapidly, since the split with other apes 5-7 million years ago (a very brief 


time in evolutionary history), or they are the result of a longer evolutionary history, with 


a high likelihood of other species showing these emotions, or precursors thereof. If we 


assume, as seems reasonable given the evidence above, that moral emotions do exist in 


non-humans, this means the third possibility; that the behaviors we see in humans are the 


result of a long evolutionary process. Although the behaviors we see may not be identical 


across species, comparing the similarities allows for an understanding of how they have 


evolved to the point we see in humans. 


 Thinking first about a sense of justice, as with humans, several species – 


including non-primates – react poorly when they are treated less well than a conspecific. 


Although this in and of itself is not a moral emotion, it is likely the case that a sense of 


concern over one’s own well-being is a necessary precondition to developing a sense of 


concern over others’ well-being, and may therefore represent a step in the direction of 


moral behavior. I have previous argued that the sense of inequity, or justice, arose over 4 







distinctive steps (Brosnan, 2006a). In the first three steps of this proposal, individuals 


begin to notice inequity which harms them, respond negatively to it, and take steps to 


rectify it. Only in the fourth, seen in humans, do individuals begin to respond when they 


are advantaged, or in a third-party situation in which they observe inequity in which they 


are not involved. From this perspective, the presence of a negative response to inequity 


indicates a critical step in the direction of developing moral emotions, and one which is 


probably necessary for their evolution. 


 Empathy, which may be critical to the fourth step in the evolution of a sense of 


justice, is also apparent in other species. Several species are attentive to the outcomes of 


others, and change their behavior accordingly. This is the case both with negative 


outcomes, in which individuals alter their behavior to avoid negative outcomes to others, 


and in positive outcomes, in which individuals take steps to assist or reward others. Given 


how widespread this is across at least the mammalian order (other species have not, to my 


knowledge, been tested, making it difficult to extrapolate further), it seems likely that 


some interest in the outcomes of others is a fairly ancient trait among social species. 


There are, of course, several caveats to this.  


 First, as discussed previously, there are alternative explanations for many of these 


outcomes which must be ruled out prior to assuming empathy. Of course, even if animals 


may use several mechanisms, including some which are self-regarding, this does not rule 


out the possibility that humans do so as well. Humans may have developed an additional 


mechanism or mechanisms which may or may not be present in other species. Secondly, 


more research needs to be done to see whether empathetic behaviors are more commonly 


activated in humans than in other species. Given the apparent difficulty in eliciting these 







behaviors in some other species (e.g. (Silk et al., 2005), it seems easy to assume that 


humans are more likely to exhibit empathy. However, humans are not always empathetic, 


either, and further investigation is warranted. 


 Second, it is possible that arose in self-oriented situations. Empathy is likely the 


result of a long evolutionary process in which individuals who paid attention to their 


partners’ outcomes had a fitness advantage over those who did not. Thus, all that needed 


to be the case originally was that individuals who took their partners’ outcomes in to 


account did better. As an example, consider the study in which capuchin monkeys had the 


option to cooperate to bring in rewards which sometimes varied between themselves and 


a partner (described above; Brosnan et al., 2006). Although it is true that individuals who 


focused only on getting the better value rewards would have better outcomes if 


cooperation were achieved in every trial, in actuality the partners of monkeys who 


dominated the better rewards quit cooperating, meaning that no one got any rewards. 


Thus, the best solution was to share the better rewards between both individuals. In this 


way, the monkeys increased their individual fitness by paying attention to and adjusting 


their behavior around their partner’s outcomes, a behavior which is critical for empathy. 


Once this sort of behavior is in place, even for self-interested reasons, it is easy to see 


how it could evolve over time in to behavior in which individuals make decisions about 


how to alter their behavior contingent only upon their partners’ outcomes, even when 


they do not impact their own.  


 


Are moral emotions relevant when discussing nonhumans? 







 A final issue to address is whether moral emotions are relevant when discussing 


nonhumans. If, as is likely, the behaviors we see in nonhumans are often only precursors 


to the moral emotions, then why are we concerned about them? What can they tell us 


about humans’ behavior?  


 If we want to understand humans’ behavior, I think it is critical to understand the 


conditions and constraints under which our behaviors evolved. Only in this way can we 


truly understand some of the quirks we may see in our behavior and begin to address 


them. By looking at the behaviors of other species, we can use a comparative approach to 


start to show the conditions under which our behaviors evolved, and the ways in which 


the social and physical environment might be constrain their manifestation. 


 To give an example outside of the moral emotions, in economics (and other 


fields) there has been some controversy over why people make decisions which seem 


counter to their best interests, or irrational. Much work has shown that people are 


irrational in this way (Ariely, 2008), but this doesn’t necessarily explain why. One thing 


which has become clear is that many of these biases are very consistent, appearing in the 


same forms in similar situations across many studies (hence the title of the book, 


Predictably Irrational).  


 Interestingly, recent work shows that some species of nonhuman primates show 


the same biases as humans. For instance, capuchin monkeys show biases in decision 


making regarding losses and gains, showing strong aversions to losses, even when the 


outcomes between an option which involves a loss and an option which is stable are, on 


average, the same (Chen, Lakshminarayanan, & Santos, 2006). Along these lines, both 


chimpanzees and capuchin monkeys also show an endowment effect, preferring options 







which are in their possession over those which they could otherwise obtain (Brosnan et 


al., 2007; Lakshminarayanan, Chen, & Santos, 2008). Both of these results indicate that 


non-human species violate Prospect Theory in the same, predictable, ways as do humans 


(Jones & Brosnan, 2008). 


 Why is this? Several possibilities exist. First, primates live in environments with 


the potential for losses. As alluded to in the old adage, giving up a bird, or piece of fruit, 


you have to go after one in another tree may result in no fruit at all. From a social 


perspective, primates are even more constrained, as lacking language, they lack an ability 


to form a standardized, structured, third party system of intervention to mediate conflicts 


and guarantee exchanges, especially those not seen by other individuals (e.g. our legal 


system, (Brosnan, Grady, Lambeth, Schapiro, & Beran, 2008). Undoubtedly other 


hypotheses, too, exist, but the point is that given these constraints, it is not surprising that 


non-human primates are loath to take risky chances, or give up objects in their 


possession. We can assume that the shared common ancestor between human and non-


human primates suffered similar constraints, potentially explaining why humans acquired 


these biases, which remain with us today.  


 The same can be argued for the moral emotions. By understanding which moral 


emotions, or their precursors, exist in other species – and which do not – we have a better 


understanding of which were beneficial to human ancestors. Moreover, through 


comparative studies, we may find situations in which certain behaviors are more likely 


than others. Going back to an earlier example, if chimpanzees are much more likely to 


show other regarding behavior in cases which do not involve food, this is information 


about our own behavior. As with chimpanzees, we might expect humans to be much 







more likely to show other-regarding, or empathetic, behavior in situations which are not 


perceived as zero sum games. Re-structuring situations to eliminate, as much as possible, 


this perception will help to encourage empathetic, prosocial behaviors. Thus 


understanding other species’ behaviors are clearly critical for understanding our own. 


  


Conclusions 


 Nonhuman species exhibit behaviors, such as concern over justice and concern for 


others’ wellbeing, which appear to be directly related to human moral emotions. These 


behaviors may not be identical to those of humans, but in examining them we see the 


connection between our behaviors and those of other species. Far from being simply an 


academic exercise, the study of these behaviors helps to clarify how our own behaviors 


evolved and the constraints we face in deploying them. By studying them, we better 


understand the ways in which our own behaviors evolved, and he circumstances which 


affect these behaviors. This line of thinking is not new; Charles Darwin clearly saw 


continuity between the species, and, though he was not a biologist, Adam Smith did as 


well. Hopefully we can come full circle and again address the evolution of these 


behaviors by studying to continuities between humans and all other species.
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This year marks the 250th anniversary of The Theory of Moral Sentiments (TMS) and 


the 150th anniversary of On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection. The 


present essay contains my Darwinian reflections on the passions, reason, and morality, 


inspired by re-reading Adam Smith’s masterpiece. The moral sentiments are a large subject 


on which much has been written, and on which I would like to reflect at leisure, but my 


essay has been written in fragmented and constrained time (such are the workings of the 


Invisible Hand in the 21st century) and I can offer no more than impressions viewed 


through a glass darkly. I will probably expound opinions that, on more measured 


reflection, I might choose to disown. But from necessity (and because many minds are 


better than one) I delegate the task of sorting the wheat from the chaff, of finding nuggets of 


value amid the dross of bad ideas, to a Darwinian process in the minds of my collective 


readers. 


I adopt an approach to morality that is descriptive rather than prescriptive. I attempt to 


understand what morality is (and for what it is used) not what it should be. This resolution, 


to eschew all normative considerations, is probably quixotic: the feeling of ought is an 


integral part of how we experience moral questions1. My aim is definitely not to justify 


morality as practiced. A common feature of moral behavior is indignation against 


transgressors. Someone who is judged to have acted immorally has thereby placed himself 


outside the protection of the moral restraints we observe in our interactions with others. 


He deserves to be punished and made to feel pain. Many of the worst things done by 


humans to other humans have been perpetrated by individuals who saw their actions as 


morally justified by the immoral behavior of their victims (“worst”! How long did my 


resolution last?).  


                                                 
1 Ought is derived from the Old English past tense of to owe (OED). 
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Teleology 


“In every part of the universe we observe means adjusted with the nicest artifice to the ends which they are 


intended to produce; and in the mechanism of a plant, or animal body, admire how every thing is contrived 


for advancing the two great purposes of nature, the support of the individual, and the propagation of the 


species. … But though in accounting for the operations of bodies, we never fail to distinguish in this manner 


the efficient from the final cause, in accounting for those of the mind we are very apt to confound these two 


different things with one another. When by natural principles we are led to advance those ends, which a 


refined and enlightened reason would recommend to us, we are very apt to impute to that reason, as to their 


efficient cause, the sentiments and actions by which we advance those ends, and to imagine that to be the 


wisdom of man, which is in reality the wisdom of God.” 


 


Smith recognizes two levels of causal explanation in this passage: our reasons and the 


reasons for these reasons. The specific question to which he alludes is the source of our 


approbation of the punishment of individuals who violate moral laws. In Smith’s opinion, 


we punish, and approve of punishment, out of our indignation against the offender, not 


because of a reasoned consideration of the value of punishment for the proper ordering of 


society. Our indignation, however, has been contrived as an efficient means of advancing 


the latter end. We act out of passion, but the preservation of society is the reason why we 


have been endowed with this passion. Smith makes a similar point in an earlier passage: 


 


“Resentment cannot be fully gratified, unless the offender is not only made to grieve in his turn, but 


to grieve for that particular wrong which we have suffered from him. He must be made to repent 


and be sorry for this very action, that others, through fear of the like punishment, may be terrified 


from being guilty of the like offence. The natural gratification of this passion tends, of its own 


accord, to produce all the political ends of punishment; the correction of the criminal, and the 


example to the public.” 


 


Smith’s grounding of final causes in God’s wisdom could be considered an orthodox 


appeal to natural theology, but his ontological stance on the nature of final causes is not 


altogether clear. When he wants to, Smith writes clearly, and his lack of clarity on 


teleological questions is, I suspect, deliberate. A hundred years later, Darwin provided a 


naturalistic account of the appearance of purpose in nature: spontaneously-arising variation 


modifies the properties of organisms; some of these modifications benefit the organism in 


its struggle for existence and these modifications are thereby perpetuated in the organism’s 
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offspring; thus, an effect of a modification of the organism is a cause of that modification 


appearing in subsequent generations.  


Darwin’s understanding of the hereditary material was inchoate. He would have 


accepted support of the individual, and even the tribe, as the ‘goal’ of the adaptive process. 


Many now prefer to view the genetic material itself, rather than the individual or group, as 


the beneficiary of the fruits of natural selection (Dawkins). This, however, is a subject of 


ongoing debate in the philosophy of biology, with most of the polemical heat concerning 


semantic rather than substantive issues. From a gene-centric perspective, a gene’s functions 


(or purpose) are those of its phenotypic effects that have a causal role in the gene being 


preserved and proliferated. 


The recognition of different levels of explanation is familiar to modern evolutionary 


biologists. Consider a serial philanderer who copulates with multiple women by making 


false promises of commitment. He does not copulate to pass on his genes, but to 


experience sexual pleasure at little personal cost. The sexual gratification he receives after 


each successful seduction serves to reinforce the seductive behaviors (intrapersonal 


recursion). But, the system of sexual desire, seduction, gratification, and reinforcement 


exists, in part, because he had ancestors who passed on their genes because they 


consummated their desires by seduction (evolutionary recursion). The philanderer does 


not copulate to transmit his genes, rather to experience sexual pleasure, but copulation is 


pleasurable because the promise of pleasure has been the means whereby our ancestors 


were induced to copulate. Two levels of teleology can be recognized in this example. 


Sexual desire, and the behaviors it motivates, are the means that achieve the end of sexual 


pleasure for the philanderer, but the means that achieve the end of open-ended replication 


for his genes. 


Many arguments in biology, as well as in moral philosophy, arise from the protagonists 


implicitly adopting different levels of causal explanation. That psychological motivation and 


evolutionary function are not the same thing is clearly illustrated by the observation that the 


philanderer prefers that copulation does not result in conception whereas his genes ‘prefer’ 


that it does. The philanderer may use a condom and thus thwart his genes’ ends, but his 


genes may promote ‘irresponsible’ behavior that enhances their fitness but diminishes his 


future equanimity2.  


We are instinctive, cultural, and rational beings. Instinct summarizes the wisdom of 


past natural selection and recommends actions that have worked before under similar 


circumstances to promote fitness (the telos of our genetic adaptations) rather than utility 


                                                 
2 Moral codes differ on whether contraception compounds or mitigates the sin of fornication. 
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(the telos of our psychological motivations). Culture also summarizes wisdom from the past 


and can respond much faster than gene sequences to environmental change, but, culture 


evolves by rules that need not promote either fitness or utility. Reason can respond to weak 


selective forces and novel features of our current environment, but may lack the historical 


judgment of either instinct or culture. Reason is usually employed in the pursuit of utility3.  


Reason is an innate general-purpose problem-solving mechanism that can be employed 


in the pursuit of multiple ends, including the pursuit of pleasure and the avoidance of pain. 


Reason is used to rationalize our behavior and our opinions; to justify to ourselves, and to 


others, positions we have already adopted. Reason is used to reflect on our reasons, to 


bring them into accord with each other, and to modify them in the light of experience. 


Reason is deployed to solve puzzles, not only in the service of other utilitarian goals, but 


also because the successful pursuit of a solution is rewarding in itself. The desire to make 


sense of the world is an important psychological motivation that is consummated in the 


pleasure of understanding and the thrill of discovery. 


Humans have evolved the ability to learn from experience to compensate for the 


limitations of innate mechanisms. We learn from the mismatch between our projected and 


actual performance. We learn from the repetitive performance we call practice; from the 


mock performance we call play; and from the virtual performance we call reasoning to 


consequences. And we learn from the performance of others. Our faculty of imitation 


allows the costs of learning to be shared among individuals and expertise to accumulate 


over generations. By these means, we come to embody more adaptive information than is 


present in our genome. 


 


Sympathy and the proliferation of selves 


“As we have no immediate experience of what other men feel, we can form no idea of the manner 


in which they are affected, but by conceiving what we ourselves should feel in the like situation.” 


 


Sympathy is central to Adam Smith’s account of the moral sentiments. Smith’s concept 


of sympathy encompassed all forms of fellow-feeling, including the vicarious experience of 


others’ actions, emotions, tastes, and reasons. In preparing this essay, I have entered into 


sympathy with his thought and his rhetoric and can see traces of his cadence and his style, 


creeping into my thought and my prose. By identifying with him, I have developed a sense 


                                                 
3 Our propensities for reason and culture are special forms of instinct. Utility in this paper refers to the things 


we desire, with higher utility preferable to lower utility. 
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of affection for the long-dead philosopher, and wish him well, but benevolence is not a 


necessary part of my definition of sympathy. We also sympathize with others the better to 


use them as means for our ends, or to avoid being exploited as means for their ends. 


(Notice how my prose slipped from the first-person singular, in talking of my benevolence, 


to the first-person plural, in discussing our less attractive motives. By so doing, I attempted 


to engage your sympathy to temper your judgment of my transgressions.)  


Mirror neurons are commonly interpreted as the neurological basis for our sense of 


sympathy, but I am no neurologist, and, in emulation of Smith, I will write in generalities 


and abstractions. Below, I recognize three levels of sympathy. First-person sympathy 


involves identification with our own self-image and is the scaffold upon which we construct 


images of other selves. Second-person sympathy involves experiencing the viewpoint of a 


person with whom we are directly interacting. Third-person sympathy involves viewing our 


own conduct from the perspective of an impartial observer4. 


First-person sympathy 


We possess a first-person mental image of the current position of our limbs and other 


body-parts that is crucial in planning motor actions. Integral to this self-image is perceptual 


feedback that allows future plans to be modified by past performance. When we miss a 


target with a thrown projectile, we adjust our posture and point of release at our next 


attempt. The overlapping representation of action and perception of action allows us to 


learn from experience and to perfect our aim. Our mental self-image keeps track of many 


aspects of our physical and emotional state besides the position of our limbs, helping us to 


adjust, understand, and predict our own behavior. We enter into sympathy with ourselves 


(first-level recursion) and ‘share’ in our own hopes and fears. Just as each of us can 


improve, if not perfect, our jump-shot through self-directed effort, we each have a limited 


ability to set ourselves moral goals and become more like the person we would wish to be. 


 


Second-person sympathy and direct reciprocity 


“When we see a stroke aimed and just ready to fall upon the leg or arm of another person, we 


naturally shrink and draw back our own leg or our own arm; … The mob, when they are gazing at a 


dancer on the slack rope, naturally writhe and twist and balance their own bodies, as they see him 


do, and as they feel that they themselves must do if in his situation.” 


                                                 
4 Smith discusses second-person sympathy in parts I and II of TMS. His discussion of third-person sympathy 


begins in part III. 
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We use our image of our self as the template on which we construct images of other 


selves, and are thereby better able to understand and predict their actions and to learn 


from their experience. When we watch a television chef whisk an egg, we utilize her 


experience, and the experience of her teachers, to improve our souffle, in part by direct 


bodily simulation of her movements. Bodily sympathy is thus one of the essential 


components of our faculty of culture. Not only does our second-person image of another 


allow us to learn from her experience but it also allows us to interpret her feelings, and 


predict her actions, for our benefit, whether we use this knowledge for her good or her ill.  


My second-person image of you incorporates my perception of your current state 


shaped by my memories of your past behavior. This representation helps me to predict 


your behavior in our current relations. Are you somebody who can be trusted, or 


somebody it would be foolish to trust? Are you somebody who can be exploited without 


fear of reprisal, or somebody it would be dangerous to cross? 


Second-person sympathy is simulated experience not actual experience, and images 


constructed by the eye of sympathy may be distorted, or out of focus, in a manner 


analogous to imperfections of the images constructed by our outer eyes.  Natural selection 


favors increased acuity of both inner and outer vision, but this does not preclude occasional 


sympathetic myopia or cataracts of compassion. My first-person model of myself may be a 


poor prototype for constructing my second-person model of you because our characters 


differ, because of failures of my imagination, or because my self-image is itself distorted. 


Although our first-person image of ourself is the template for our second-person 


images of other selves, we are not restricted to viewing others as identical to ourself. We 


can learn their idiosyncrasies and model their behavior as somewhat different from our 


own: a skilled boxer anticipates and deflects the punches of both left-handed and right-


handed opponents; a skilled philanderer embodies knowledge of female nature, and of 


individual women, to better compromise their virtue.  


It is relatively simple to adjust for the lesser abilities of others in our sympathetic 


appreciation of their situation, but difficult, if not impossible, to simulate abilities we do not 


possess ourselves. A chess master can lure an average player into a trap by viewing the 


board through his opponent’s eyes, but the average player flounders in his attempt to 


anticipate and block the moves of the master. Natural selection thus favors an escalation in 


our abilities, including our sympathetic abilities, the better to manipulate others and to 


avoid being manipulated by them. But, we are less likely to trust those with whom we 


cannot sympathize and thereby find less predictable. Natural selection may also dampen 


the development of unusual abilities because of our need to live and be accepted in society. 
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Reflected first-person sympathy 


Second-person sympathy creates recursive complexity. My second-person image of you 


includes my simulation of your second-person image of me, and I project this reflected 
image onto my first-person image of myself (second-level recursion). If I feel you feel 


warmly to me, I feel more warmly to myself. If I feel you find me unattractive, I feel less 


attractive. I become more aware of myself by becoming more aware of you, and my first-


person sympathy is thereby enriched. However, if I have a distorted image of myself, my 


image of your image of me reflects the distorted image back upon itself, further distorting 


the original image. If I project a deceptive image of myself to others, I risk becoming a 


victim of the same deception via the reflected image of myself. Feed-back from reflected 


self-images must be appropriately damped if our self-image is not to develop extreme 


distortions or undergo wild fluctuations5. 


In principle, my second-person image of you also includes my simulation of your 


simulation of my second-person image of you (third-level recursion). But my difficulty in 


parsing the previous sentence, let alone higher terms of the series, indicates cognitive limits 


on my depth of recursion that may, in turn, reflect the limited adaptive value of deep 


reflective self-awareness. 


The fact that you form a second-person image of me provides me with an incentive to 


manage your mental image of me. As a result, my first-person representation of myself 


needs to keep track of the things that I present to your perception — a projected self that I 


intend should mold your second-person representation of me — and the things I hide from 


your perception — a private self that I do not wish to influence that image. As a further 


consequence, my second-person representation of you will include an estimate of your 


private self, constructed from things you have unintentionally given away and from guesses 


about what you hide from me, based on inference from what I hide from you. Perhaps 


there are feelings or thoughts we hide from ourselves, that are excluded even from the 


image of our private self, the better to hide them from others (Trivers). And, perhaps, in 


some cases, we both benefit from certain motivations not forming a part of our mutual self-


image.  


We construct different projected and private selves for different others, one for our 


mother, one for our spouse, and potentially one for each individual with whom we interact. 


But in practice, we develop a catch-all projected self, a public self, that we present to most 


                                                 
5 One might refer to such aberrations as sympathology. 
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others. This consistent self minimizes both the cognitive load of keeping track of a 


proliferation of self-presentations and the risk of being detected in duplicity by third-party 


observers. The larger the mismatch between our private and public self, the greater the risk 


of detection, and the less useful the feedback we receive from our reflected self-images. 


Integrity is born out of prudence. 


 


Third-person sympathy and indirect reciprocity 


“Though it may be true, therefore, that every individual, in his own breast, naturally prefers himself 


to all mankind, yet he dares not look mankind in the face, and avow that he acts according to this 


principle.” 


 


A particularly important contribution to our second-person images of others was alluded to 


at the end of the previous section. You and I may bring to our current interaction second-


person representations of each other that have been shaped by observation of each other’s 


past interactions with third parties. Moreover, a third-party observer of our current 


interaction may form a second-person representation of me that will shape his behavior in 


future interactions with me, for my good or my ill. Therefore, in my interaction with you, I 


need to maintain and monitor a second-person representation of an observer that includes 


his second-person representation of me. I must see myself through his eyes and sympathize 


with his approbation or disapprobation of my character. I must mold my public self to his 


judgment. Unlike previous second-person images, this representation of someone who 


might possibly be watching is not a model of a specific individual, but of a generic observer. 


Its most salient feature, prominent in an otherwise nondescript image, is the reflected 


image of ourselves6. 


We also construct different third-party images to represent different kinds of observers 


to be used in different social contexts. The old woman crying at the Obama inaugural felt a 


hint of her own acceptance in the President’s acceptance by the nation, she re-experienced 


her own pain of rejection, and perhaps adjusted, a little, the reflected image of herself in 


her representation of a white third-party observer. 


                                                 
6 Some religious believers appear to develop a very rich second-person relation with an observer, who is 


neither generic nor nondescript, who may be judgmental or loving, quick to anger or to forgive, and within 


whose complex persona the reflected image of the believer assumes less prominence. 
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Man was made to live in society7. He procures great benefit from interactions with his 


fellows and would sustain great cost if he were to lose their esteem and be excluded from 


their company. Although he may gain short-term benefits from exploiting others, he can 


rarely be sure that no one is watching. The potential future costs from damage to his 


reputation, and his reduced ability to enjoy the benefits of society, will often dwarf any 


small advantage he might gain from misbehavior in the present. Thus, in man’s mental 


model of the judgment of a third-party observer, we have arrived at a close relative of 


Adam Smith’s ‘man within the breast’, the impartial spectator who judges our conduct. 


Direct reciprocity — I behave fairly by you, so that you behave fairly by me — now shares 


the stage with indirect reciprocity — I behave fairly by you, so that others will behave fairly 


by me (Alexander; Nowak and Sigmund). 


 


On tensions between second- and third-person sympathy 


A friend is someone with whom we develop intense second-person sympathy and with 


whom we partially disengage the third-person perspective. When a ‘friend’ involves me, 


without asking, in a conspiracy against the common good, how should I reconcile my moral 


obligations to friendship with my moral obligations to society? At what point does my 


desire to remain in good standing with my friend give way to my fear of losing standing in 


society? But then, society does not look favorably on someone who turns on a friend. Has 


my friend implicated me because he has a faulty second-person image of my moral 


principles, or because he has an accurate image and knows I will bend? I have competing 


second-person representations of my friend. 


A person who is always looking over his shoulder, and considering how he appears to 


the world, can seem cold and detached. In our most intimate relations, we want a partner 


who is attentive to us, not the rest of humanity. In a pinch, I want someone who loves me 


and values my interests above others’.  


 


                                                 
7 In this essay, I use man and masculine pronouns to refer to both sexes. This was the convention in Smith’s 


day but shows a certain lack of sympathy with female readers. I made this choice knowingly, to accentuate my 


sympathy with Smith, but with anxiety about how it would affect my second-person representation in your 


minds. This footnote is my pathetic attempt to regain your esteem. 
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Morality 


Morality is not one thing but rather an imperfect amalgam of instinctive, rational, and 


cultural elements. As with all things evolutionary, the relations among these elements are 


recursive. Culture is shaped by instinct, which is in turn shaped by culture. Reasoned 


choices may have facilitated the evolution of innate behaviors that achieved the same end 


(Baldwin). Reason selects among cultural items those items that best serve our ends, and 


culture is thereby changed, but reason is constrained in its choices by cultural norms. 


Morality is both deeply personal and highly social, something that emerges from within and 


is imposed from without. 


Instinctive elements 


Many aspects of morality are instinctive, modified by personal experience, reason, and 


culture. Our basic repertoire of emotional responses is innate: including the resentment 


and indignation we feel toward the selfishness of others, the gratitude we feel toward their 


generosity, and the guilt or shame we feel for our own trespasses. But our emotional 


repertoire also include (among other unamiable emotions): the envy, jealousy, and even 


hatred, we feel toward those who possess something we want; and our desire for revenge 


and retribution when others thwart our goals. Our faculty of sympathy, our ability to see the 


world from another’s perspective, is an essential substrate of morality, but sympathy 


coexists with schadenfreude, pleasure that we feel in the pain of another, especially one 


who have wronged us. 


Our moral instincts evolved because they promoted the differential survival and 


reproduction of our ancestors, relative to other individuals with other instincts, who 


survived less well and produced fewer offspring.  For most of our ancestors, leaving genes 


to posterity depended on being accepted into social groups that maintained collective 


control over their own membership. Individuals who engaged in ‘unacceptable’ behaviors 


could be shunned, excluded from the enjoyment of public goods, expelled from the tribe, 


or even killed. The desire for acceptance and the dread of rejection are among the most 


powerful of human motivations.  


Third-person sympathy is likely to have evolved because of the great benefits to be 


derived from within-group cooperation and the great cost of exclusion from these benefits. 


If reproduction were contingent on acceptance into a group, and acceptance was contingent 


on the expression of ‘moral’ behaviors and the suppression of ‘immoral’ behaviors, then 


humans may have socialized themselves by excluding carriers of genes for antisocial 


behaviors from their company.  
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If the prudent course is to seem to possess other-regarding preferences, then the most 


effective way to seem to possess such preferences may be to actually possess them. 


Prudence may have initially recommended the appearance of benevolence, but natural 


selection may then have favored genetic changes that conferred benevolence as a 


psychological motivation. The prudential reasons for benevolence could, in  principle, be 


transferred entirely from the realm of utility and reason to the realm of fitness and instinct, 


leaving benevolence as a pure psychological motivation, untainted by self-interest. We 


could thereby look our fellows in the face and truly avow that we value their happiness as 


our own (Sober & Wilson). In practice, self-interest remains a powerful psychological 


motivation, with self-love and benevolence co-existing in our psyches as instinctual 


motivations that are not fully reconciled.  


The evolution of cooperation is often presented as the outcome of a tension between 


selection among groups and selection within groups. In this view, competition among 


groups favors cooperation within groups, with the latter constantly undermined by a 


reproductive advantage for freeloaders who share the benefits of cooperation but do not 


pay the costs. However, differential reproduction within groups and competition among 


groups can work in concert to enhance cooperation, if groups expel their ‘antisocial’ 


members or withhold the fruits of cooperation from those who do not contribute. The 


exigencies of between-group conflict may have been a powerful force for the enforcement 


of solidarity and moral policing within groups, if groups of cooperative individuals were 


better able to expand and defend their territories, sometimes by the brutal extermination of 


their neighbors (Wrangham). 


Natural selection may also have favored the psychological ability to negotiate truces and 


avoid mutual destruction in escalated conflicts, but only if the inability to bury the hatchet 


was associated with reduced genetic reproduction at some level of between-group or within-


group competition. Both parties benefit from a truce, but each party must be wary of shifts 


in the balance-of-power that favor opportunistic aggression by the other (and, the corollary 


less often acknowledged, must be ready to exploit opportunities for low-risk aggression 


when they arise). 


Rational elements 


“But though reason is undoubtedly the source of the general rules of morality, and of all the moral 


judgments which we form by means of them; it is altogether absurd and unintelligible to suppose 


that the first perceptions of right and wrong can be derived from reason, even in those particular 


cases upon the existence of which the general rules are formed. … nothing can be agreeable or 


disagreeable for its own sake, which is not rendered such by immediate sense and feeling.” 
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“Those general rules of conduct, when they have been fixed in our mind by habitual reflection, are 


of great use in correcting the misrepresentations of self-love concerning what is fit and proper to be 


done in our particular situation.” 


 


Smith believed our moral intuitions come from our passions, but our moral rules come 


from reason. We derive general rules, not from the judgments of the man within our 


breast, a corruptible spectator who cannot always view our actions dispassionately and 


impartially, but from the natural sentiments we feel when we observe the actions of others 


and observe others’ judgments of these actions, and from our desire for admiration and 


our fear of opprobrium8. Although we adopt moral rules out of prudence, adherence to 


these rules serves the higher end of the greater happiness of mankind.  


Haidt (2001) has argued that the principal use of reasoning in moral judgment is 


rationalization, finding post hoc justifications for intuitive judgments. In his view, moral 


reasoning is usually ineffective but has a limited power to change the behavior of others by 


re-framing questions and triggering new moral intuitions. Smith would add that self-


reflective rules serve as a check on the unfettered expression of our moral intuitions. A 


commitment to behavior governed by moral rules helps us to avoid self-deception and acts 


as a brake on impulses we would later regret. Self-command was a central virtue of his 


conception of the admirable man. 


Reason may dictate fair behavior to be logically consistent. Sympathy has evolved the 


better to understand others, and reason the better to calculate costs and benefits of 


different options. In a situation in which I can benefit at your expense, I calculate my 


expected utility for each of my choices, and use sympathy to calculate your expected utility 


for each of your choices, the better for me to predict and counter your likely responses. 


                                                 
8 Smith presents his argument in a chapter Of the Nature of Self-deceit, and of the Origin and Use of general 


Rules: “Our continual observations upon the conduct of others insensibly lead us to form to ourselves certain 


general rules concerning what is fit and proper either to be be done or to be avoided. Some of their actions 


shock all our natural sentiments. … We resolve never to be guilty of the like, nor ever, upon any account, to 


render ourselves in this manner the objects of universal disapprobation. … Other actions, on the contrary, call 


forth our approbation, and we hear every body around us express the same favourable opinion concerning 


them. They excite all those sentiments for which we have by nature the strongest desire; the love, the 


gratitude, the admiration of mankind. We become ambitious of performing the like; and thus naturally lay 


down to ourselves a rule of another kind, that every opportunity of acting in this manner is carefully sought 


after.” 
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The accuracy of my calculations depends on the quality of my simulation of your choices 


and the quality of my reasoning. Moreover, when I adopt a third-person perspective, I 


elide the distinction between you and I. Why then, as a purely rational question, 


unconnected to emotion, should I value my utility higher than yours in choosing a course 


of action?  


Emotion enters into my calculation of our respective utilities, and emotion may strongly 


advocate that my utility trumps your utility, but reason has considered the question from 


both sides and recognizes that the difference between my utility and your utility is an 


arbitrary criterion for breaking the fundamental symmetry of our situations9. How often 


people choose their behavior based on such abstract considerations is an open question, 


but rational arguments of this kind are frequently used in attempts to persuade others of 


what they ought to do. 


 


Cultural elements 


“Since our sentiments concerning beauty of every kind, are so much influenced by custom and 


fashion, it cannot be expected, that those, concerning the beauty of conduct should be entirely 


exempted from the dominion of those principles.” 


 


Our bodily sympathy and direct observations of others, our emulation of their behavior 


and sympathy with their thought, our attempts to persuade and our changes of mind, our 


desire for approval and fear of rejection, our listening to friends and to strangers, to parents 


and teachers, to rabbis, ayatollahs, and priests, and our reading of texts and viewing of film, 


have caused the clay of our moral intuitions to be molded by interpersonal interactions and 


patterns of cultural transmission. Moral thought and moral practice is influenced by untold 


generations of argument and reasoning about moral dilemmas. 


Within social groups, moral concepts wax and wane, and evolve, as a consequence of 


persuasion, conversion, and execution of heretics. Moral concepts become organized into 


coherent moral codes that differ in the sentiments they reward and the sentiments they 


                                                 
9 For Smith, the special prominence given to our own interests was not arbitrary when viewed from the 


perspective of final causes: “Every man … is first and principally recommended to his own care; and every 


man is certainly, in every respect, fitter and abler to take care of himself than of any other person.” Man cares 


for himself because otherwise he would “have no motive for avoiding an accident which must necessarily 


diminish his utility both to himself and to society; and Nature, from her parental care of both, meant that he 


should anxiously avoid all such accidents.”  
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punish, in the forms of sympathy they encourage and the forms they discourage. And the 


adherents of these codes, and those who live under a code’s shadow, learn to modify their 


public selves accordingly. Social conformity is a hallmark of most successful moral 


traditions enforced by the fear of punishment and the fear of rejection. Societies that were 


organized in ways that minimized internal conflicts and delivered more goods to their 


members possessed moral codes that were more likely to be emulated by other societies. 


And societies that were able to marshall military might incorporated larger territories and 


larger populations under their moral code, and encouraged cultural imitation by threatened 


neighbors. 


Moral codes are coercive. Their commands are considered universal and absolute by 


their adherents, and thus binding on all, regardless of personal preference. The so-called 


‘culture wars’ of the contemporary United States are predominantly arguments about 


competing moral codes. If a policy can be defined as moral, much energy can be mobilized 


to advance it. If it can be defined as immoral, the forces of moral outrage can be 


marshalled against it. For these reasons, political debate is often framed in moral terms, as 


arguments about what is right, especially by those who pursue selfish ends (Haig xxxx). 


Moral codes are the products of cultural evolution and have evolved self-protective 


adaptations. Certain forms of sympathy are prohibited or discouraged, especially sympathy 


toward competing moral principles. For many, it is a sin to experience sympathetically, nay 


even to think about the possibility of experiencing, a moral principle from a different 


perspective. These prohibitions apply both to the ‘politically correct’ and the ‘culturally 


conservative’ (Have I raised your defenses?). If I were to venture one suggestion as to how 


to move toward ‘tolerance’ on a field of competing moral ‘absolutes’ it would be to 


recognize, and then combat, our partisan prohibitions on sympathy10. 


 


Moral degrees of freedom 


There are many ways that a philanderer could employ sympathy, reason, and the moral 


sentiments. He can be a more effective cad by putting himself in his mistress’ shoes and 


seeing the world from her perspective, the better to identify her weaknesses and anticipate 


her suspicions. He can rationalize and misrepresent his motives to himself and to her. He 


can abandon her, with a clear conscience, by putting her in the wrong, and express true 


indignation at her desire to control and constrain his freedom (a typical moral maneuver). 


But sympathy could cause a ‘change of heart’ in which he no longer derives pleasure while 


                                                 
10 But let them disarm first! 
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causing her pain; or reason may prompt him to ask why his transitory pleasure should 


trump the avoidance of her despair, so that, despite the promptings of his passions, he 


chooses to behave honorably. And, if his fear of society’s disapprobation is sufficiently 


strong, he may restrain his indiscretions out of prudence. He might even undergo a 


religious conversion and become a monk.  


Society also has moral choices. How strongly should his behavior be censured (and 


should she share in the blame)? How readily should we forgive? Is adultery a matter of 


indifference or a capital offence? Can his behavior be modified by legal sanctions and child 


support? Should she wear a scarlet letter? Are we guilty of a double standard? 


Responsibility 


“When I endeavour to examine my own conduct, when I endeavour to pass sentence upon it, and 


either to approve or condemn it, it is evident that, in all such cases, I divide myself, as it were, into 


two persons; and that I, the examiner and judge, represent a different character from that other I, 


the person whose character is examined into and judged of.” 


 


There are many voices, both external and internal, telling me what I should do. I am 


bombarded, from without, with exhortations to do this or do that, with threats of 


punishment and promises of reward, with reasoned arguments and ecstatic visions, and I 


am beguiled, from within, by different passions, contradictory moral rules, reason, my 


sympathy with you, with myself, with an observer, and competing moral traditions that I 


have partially internalized. And then, there are the silent voices of an unconscious self, 


working behind the scenes. Even different genes within my genome may come down on 


different sides of internal moral conflicts (Haig xxxx, yyyy). But when a decision is made 


“I” am responsible, as the arbiter among the stakeholders of the Self. May the Lord have 


mercy on my soul. 
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