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Is Dar win Right?

Look in the Oxford Eng lish Dic tio nary and you will find at least three dif fer ent mean -
ings of the word ‘right’. In the first (adjec ti val) sense of the word — ‘cor rect’ — the
answer to the ques tion ‘is Dar win right’, is clearly ‘yes’. The views advanced by
Larry Arnhart in Dar win ian Nat u ral Right1 are also gen er ally right,2 at least from the
per spec tive of this review. The book tack les a very broad and dif fi cult sub ject and
meets the many obsta cles with admi ra ble clar ity, breadth, and schol ar ship. The fact
that we dis agree with Arnhart in some of the par tic u lars is hardly sur pris ing, given the 
scope of his under tak ing. Not only is Arnhart’s syn the sis of Aris totle, Hume and Dar -
win well sup ported by the tex tual cita tions, but the many con tro ver sial claims are
both inter est ing and pro voc a tive. The book’s chal leng ing cen tral the sis war rants the
atten tion of all ethicists, polit i cal the o rists and evo lu tion ary psy chol o gists.
 A sec ond (sub stan tive) mean ing of ‘right’ pro vides Arnhart with his title. Accord -
ing to the OED, ‘right’ in this sec ond sense is ‘the stan dard of per mit ted and for bid -
den action within a cer tain sphere; law; a rule or canon’. The dic tio nary goes on to
elab o rate: ‘that which is con so nant with equity or the light of nature; and which is
mor ally just or due’ — and this is where the con tro ver sial issues begin. Is moral ity
derived from rea son (abstract prin ci ples like ‘eq uity’) or pace G.E. Moore, ‘the light
of nature’? Does any empir i cal sci ence of eth ics nec es sar ily com mit what Moore
called the ‘nat u ral is tic fal lacy’? Can eth ics prop erly begin with descrip tive pre mises
and arrive at pre scrip tive con clu sions? Accord ing to most stan dard inter pre ta tions of
a famous pas sage writ ten by David Hume, any such der i va tion of ‘ought’ from ‘is’ is
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illicit.3 So widely held is this inter pre ta tion of Hume’s dic tum that R.M. Hare dubbed
it ‘Hume’s Law’ and (unfor tu nately, in our opin ion) the name has stuck. Arnhart
rejects these con straints. He thinks that moral ity is an empir i cal rather than an
abstract philo soph i cal sub ject area and we will devote the greater part of this review
essay to a dis cus sion of that claim.
 A third (adjec ti val) mean ing of ‘right’ is derived from right-handedness and has
come to be asso ci ated with pol i ti cians of a con ser va tive dis po si tion. Critics of
sociobiology and evo lu tion ary psy chol ogy like Ste phen Jay Gould, Rich ard
Lewontin and Ste ven Rose are (or were) ‘more or less Marx ist’ (Brown, 2000, p. 58).
Is a Dar win ian approach to eth ics of most inter est to the polit i cal right? Arnhart has
else where (2000) sug gested this might well be the case but not every one would agree, 
includ ing the edi tor of a spe cial issue of this very jour nal pub lished ear lier this year.4

Dar win ian Nat u ral Right

          Bring me my Bow of burn ing gold:
               Bring me my Arrows of desire:   Wil liam Blake

The theme of Arnhart’s book is ‘the good is the desir able’, and he attempts to find
com mon ground between Aris totle’s idea of ‘nat u ral right’, Hume’s idea of the nat u -
ral moral sense and Dar win’s idea of the moral sense as shaped by nat u ral selec tion.
Arnhart describes this as an ‘em pir i cist’ or nat u ral is tic view of eth ics, in sharp con -
trast with the ‘tran scen den tal ist’ or Kantian view of eth ics in which moral ity is
viewed as an auton o mous realm of ratio nal ity sep a rated from nat u ral desires. 
 Although it is often believed that the cur rent wave of ‘evo lu tion ary psy chol ogy’ is
just 1960s sociobiology with a make-over, the debate over eth ics and evo lu tion is
sharply divided on this topic. Prom i nent evo lu tion ary psy chol o gists like Rich ard
Dawkins, David Buss, Ste ven Pinker and George C. Wil liams all claim that the moral
realm of val ues tran scends (or is at odds with) the nat u ral realm of facts.

Be warned that if you wish, as I do, to build a soci ety in which indi vid u als coop er ate gen -
er ously and unself ishly towards a com mon good, you can expect lit tle help from bio log i -
cal nature. Let us try to teach gen er os ity and altru ism, because we are born self ish
(Dawkins, 1976, p. 3).

This denial that evo lu tion can account for eth ics belongs to a tra di tion of thought that
goes back to T.H. Huxley’s lec ture Evo lu tion and Eth ics (1894). Huxley believed that
human nature is essen tially evil — a prod uct of a nasty and unsym pa thetic nat u ral
world, which he famously described as ‘red in tooth and claw’ — and that eth i cal
behav iour is only the result of cul tural influ ences. Moral ity, he argued, is a human
inven tion explic itly devised to con trol and com bat self ish and com pet i tive ten den cies 
gen er ated by the evo lu tion ary pro cess. By depict ing moral ity in this way, Huxley was 
advo cat ing that the search for the ori gins of moral ity should be de-coupled from evo -
lu tion and con ducted out side of biol ogy.5
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[3] A close rel a tive of the ‘nat u ral is tic fal lacy’, this pat tern of argu ment often goes by the same name.

[4] Katz (2000). See also Dick ens (2000); Singer (2000).

[5] This view point has been described as ‘Cal vin ist sociobiology’ by Franz de Waal, because it ‘pre sumes
an implicit accep tance of the doc trine of orig i nal sin and the nat u ral deprav ity of human beings’ (de
Waal, 1996, pp. 13–20).



 By con trast, sociobiologist E.O. Wil son’s insis tence that eth ics is rooted in nat u ral
moral sen ti ments shaped by nat u ral selec tion belongs to the tra di tion that goes back to 
Dar win’s the ory of the ‘moral sense’ in The Descent of Man. Huxley adopted a tran -
scen den tal dual ism derived ulti mately from Kant, while Dar win adopted an empir i -
cist nat u ral ism derived from Hume and, before him, Aris totle. 
 Dar win’s eth i cal nat u ral ism was devel oped by Edward Westermarck who argued
that eth ics can be explained as a cul tural expres sion of moral emo tions rooted in
human nature. Westermarck’s the ory of the incest taboo was one exam ple of how a
Dar win ian could explain an eth i cal norm as rooted in nat u ral emo tions shaped by nat -
u ral selec tion. It is not sur pris ing there fore that Wil son uses Westermarck’s account
of the incest taboo to illus trate how Dar win ian biol ogy could explain the ‘epigenetic
rules’ of eth ics. Although evo lu tion ary psy chol o gists have gen er ally accepted
Westermarck’s the ory of incest avoid ance, they would mostly say that the spe cif i cally 
moral con tent of the incest taboo as a norm tran scends bio log i cal nature.
 Arnhart claims that if Dar win ism really is a com pre hen sive account of human
behav iour, then Dar win ians must defend a nat u ral is tic account of eth ics such as that
devel oped by Dar win, Westermarck and Wil son, in con trast to the dualistic expla na -
tion favoured by most evo lu tion ary psy chol o gists.6 This leads him to for mu late ten
prop o si tions (pp. 6–7):

1. The good is the desir able, because all ani mals capa ble of vol un tary move ment
pur sue the sat is fac tion of their desires as guided by their infor ma tion about the
world.

2. Only human beings, how ever, can pur sue hap pi ness as a delib er ate con cep tion of
the full est sat is fac tion of their desires over a whole life, because only they have
the cog ni tive capac i ties for rea son and lan guage that allow them to for mu late a
plan of life, so that they can judge pres ent actions in the light of past expe ri ence
and future expec ta tions.

3. Human beings are by nature social and polit i cal ani mals, because the spe -
cies-specific behav ioural rep er toire of Homo sapi ens includes inborn desires and
cog ni tive capac i ties that are ful filled in social and polit i cal life.

4. The ful fil ment of these nat u ral poten tials requires social learn ing and moral
habit u a tion; and although the spe cific con tent of this learn ing and habit u a tion
will vary accord ing to the social and phys i cal cir cum stances of each human
group, the nat u ral rep er toire of desires and cog ni tive capac i ties will struc ture this
vari abil ity.

5. We can judge diver gent ways of life by how well they nur ture the nat u ral desires
and cog ni tive capac i ties of human beings in dif fer ent cir cum stances, but decid -
ing what should be done in par tic u lar cases requires pru den tial judg ments that
respect the social prac tices of the group.

6. Rather than iden ti fy ing moral ity with altru is tic self less ness, we should see that
human beings are moved by self-love, and as social ani mals they are moved to
love oth ers with whom they are bonded as exten sions of them selves.

7. Two of the pri mary forms of human sociality are the famil ial bond between par -
ents and chil dren and the con ju gal bond between hus band and wife.
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[6] Readers of this jour nal will be aware that Ste ven Pinker also adopts the closet dualist view that con-
sciousness is like wise beyond nat u ral is tic expla na tion, using an argu ment derived from Colin McGinn.



8. Human beings have a nat u ral moral sense that emerges as a joint prod uct of moral 
emo tions such as sym pa thy and anger and moral prin ci ples such as kin ship and
rec i proc ity.

9. Mod ern Dar win ian biol ogy sup ports this under stand ing of the eth i cal and social
nature of human beings by show ing how it could have arisen by nat u ral selec tion
through evo lu tion ary his tory.

10. Con se quently, a Dar win ian under stand ing of human nature sup ports a mod ern
ver sion of Aris to te lian nat u ral right.

Objec tions

This is all highly con tro ver sial. The imme di ate objec tion is that Arnhart’s the ory con -
tra venes the prime ortho doxy of the social sci ences: human cul tures are
quintessentially diverse and def i ni tions of ‘the good’ are at the best arbi trary and, at
the worst, a reflec tion of the dis tri bu tion of power within a soci ety. Accord ing to the
‘stan dard social sci ence model’ (SSSM) there is no such thing as ‘hu man nature’ and
even basic appe tites are moulded by cul tural forces (social constructivism).
 It is not pos si ble to under stand how such a pro foundly unbiological (and coun ter-
intu itive) point of view became ubiq ui tous in the social sci ences with out a brief
review of the intel lec tual his tory of the twen ti eth cen tury. Although it was Her bert
Spencer, a con ser va tive lib eral, who first coined the term ‘so ci ol ogy’, Spencer’s
organic, uni ver sal ist and bio log i cal view of soci ety — immensely pop u lar in
late-Victorian Eng land and Amer ica — soon went into sharp decline. This was partly
on account of increas ing ethnographic evi dence for the sheer diver sity of human cul -
tures and partly on account of the grow ing influ ence of the view of Spencer’s con tem -
po rary Karl Marx that there was no such thing as human nature, only human his tory.
Despite the rear guard efforts of the likes of Pitirim Sorokin at Har vard, within a few
gen er a tions Marx’s view point pre vailed in most social sci ence fac ul ties and remained 
firmly ensconced until the fall of the Berlin Wall. Social Dar win ism and eugen ics also 
became tarred by the Nazi brush7 so it is unsur pris ing that rel a tiv ism and social
constructivism became the only show in town (Mac In tyre, 1982).
 The other influ ence on the social sci ences was the new behaviourism ema nat ing
from psy chol ogy depart ments at the begin ning of the twen ti eth cen tury. Under the
influ ence of Wat son and Skin ner psy chol ogy eschewed any ref er ence to innatism
through the adop tion of a rad i cal learn ing par a digm. The lan guage of con di tion ing
and rein force ment left no place for any talk of uni ver sals like a bio log i cal ‘hu man
nature’. The so-called ‘cog ni tive rev o lu tion’ of the sec ond half of the cen tury altered
this not one iota. The wide spread adop tion of the com puter model, and the spread of
structuralism and func tion al ism — with the asso ci ated notion that the ‘sub strate’ was
of no par tic u lar impor tance — left no place for a nat u ral his tory approach to human
cog ni tion.8

 Given this polit i cal and intel lec tual cli mate, it is unsur pris ing that the first wave of
bio log i cal nat u ral ism to hit the social sci ences — the sociobiology of the 1960s —
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[7] It is more than coin ci den tal that Gould, Lewontin and Rose, the three most vocal crit ics of
sociobiology, are all Jew ish (Brown, 2000, p. 58).

[8] Lévi-Strauss’s La Pensée Sauvage (1966) is a prime exam ple of the static ahistorical approach
favoured by the structuralists.



should have met with such fierce resis tance.9 But the cli mate had changed dra mat i -
cally by the 1990s. The polit i cal melt down of East ern Europe and the vic tory of mar -
ket cap i tal ism meant that only a few die hards were left to stem the ris ing tide of
nat u ral ism in the social sci ences. And the belated real iza tion that the ‘prob lem of con -
scious ness’ was still ignored by sci ence led the Church lands to start a cam paign for
the inclu sion of neurobiology within the cog ni tive sci ences. Although all sorts of
 Cartesian snares have been laid to entrap these poach ers and intrud ers, the tech nol -
ogy-driven growth of cog ni tive neu ro sci ence will ensure that the social sci ences of
the twenty-first cen tury will no lon ger escape the stric tures of nat u ral ism.

The ‘Nat u ral is tic Fal lacy’

Given the wide spread view that the prob lem of con scious ness will even tu ally yield to
nat u ral is tic expla na tion, why is it then that eth ics — one of the fruits of human con -
scious ness — is still seen as the domain of phi los o phers, rather than social sci en tists?
The phi los o pher G.E. Moore advanced one of the most influ en tial expres sions of this
view in his famous book Principia Ethica (1903). Moore con tended that moral phi -
los o phers, and par tic u larly the Util i tar ians, were log i cally con fused. Accord ing to
Moore’s famous ‘open ques tion argu ment’, the word ‘good’ can not be defined in
terms of nat u ral qual i ties, as it always makes sense to ask (i.e. it is ‘an open ques tion’)
whether any thing pos sess ing nat u ral qual i ties is good. Moore claimed that good ness
is a sim ple, unanalysable, non-natural qual ity and he charged that any attempt to
reduce good ness to any more basic con cept, whether nat u ral (e.g. plea sure, for
Utilitarians) or non-nat u ral (e.g. God’s nature, for reli gious ethicists) com mit ted what 
he called the ‘nat u ral is tic fal lacy’. This term has gained a some what broader mean ing
than Moore orig i nally had in mind; it has become applied gen er ally to any attempt to
derive val ues from facts.10

 Evo lu tion ary psy chol o gists by and large accept Moore’s argu ment, as doc u mented
by Ullica Segerstrale’s account of the 1996 con ven tion of the Human Behav ior and
Evo lu tion Soci ety. The key note address, which deeply dis turbed many in the audi -
ence, was given by E.O. Wil son. Segerstrale writes (2000, p. 363):

What baf fled and annoyed many — includ ing the con fer ence orga niz ers — was Wil son’s
insis tence that there was only one sci ence, and that the human i ties should learn from sci -
ence, because sci ence pre scribes the cor rect val ues for us! It seemed that after a
twenty-year pause, Wil son had again shame lessly reit er ated in pub lic that con tro ver sial
point from his first chap ter in Sociobiology — the extrap o la tion from is to ought — and
with a new vehe mence.

After the con fer ence, the local orga nizer — John Beckstrom — wrote a let ter to Wil -
son express ing the dis plea sure of the HBES mem ber ship:

I hope I mis un der stood you. Among other things, you seemed to be (1) pro mot ing the use
of evo lu tion ary his tory of human behav ior in estab lish ing val ues for the human i ties and
soci ety in gen eral and (2) den i grat ing phi los o phers who point out the fol lies of the
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[9] A group of Mao ist stu dent pro test ers assaulted Wil son at a sci en tific meet ing utter ing the cry
‘E.O. Wil son, you can’t hide / We charge you with geno cide’ (Brown, 2000, p. 72).

[10] The ‘fact–value’ dis tinc tion was first given its famil iar mod ern form by Max Weber (1904) with regard 
to the newly emerg ing social sci ences.  How ever, within Anglo-American phi los o phy, the most influ -
en tial dis cus sions in eth ics have pre dom i nantly responded to the related con cerns addressed by Hume
and Moore.



Nat u ral is tic Fal lacy. In other words, you seemed to be advo cat ing nor ma tive uses of
sociobiology. If you were, I would have to oppose vig or ously your posi tion and I expect
many in atten dance with whom I later dis cussed your speech would do like wise.

The irony is that many, if not most, con tem po rary moral phi los o phers sub scribe nei -
ther to Moore’s ‘open ques tion argu ment’, nor to the cel e brated ‘fal lacy’. Gilbert Har -
man, in his 1977 book The Nature of Moral ity, stated

. . . as it stands the open ques tion argu ment is invalid. An anal o gous argu ment could be
used on some one who was igno rant of the chem i cal com po si tion of water to ‘prove’ to
him that water is not H2O. This per son will agree that it is not an open ques tion whether
water is water but it is an open ques tion, at least for him, whether water is H2O. Since this
argu ment would not show that water is not H2O, the open ques tion argu ment in eth ics
can not be used as it stands . . . (in Cahn & Markie, 1998, pp. 545–6).

Oli ver Curry (2000) offers a sim i lar argument: ‘If one approaches eth ics with the
view that eth i cal properties are nat u ral prop er ties (what else could they be?),11 then it
is not an error to deduce eth i cal con clu sions from nat u ral pre mises’. And Ber nard
Wil liams calls the ‘nat u ral is tic fal lacy’ a ‘spec tac u lar misnomer’:

It is hard to think of any other widely used phrase in the his tory of phi los o phy that is such
a spec tac u lar mis no mer. In the first place, it is not clear why those crit i cized were com -
mit ting a fal lacy (which is a mis take in infer ence) as opposed to mak ing what in Moore’s
view was an error, or else sim ply rede fin ing a word. More impor tant, the phrase appro pri -
ated to a mis con ceived pur pose the use ful word ‘nat u ral ism.’ A nat u ral is tic view of eth -
ics was pre vi ously con trasted with a supernaturalistic view, and it meant a view
accord ing to which eth ics was to be under stood in worldly terms, with out ref er ence to
God or any tran scen den tal author ity. It meant the kind of eth i cal view that stems from the
gen eral atti tude that man is part of nature. . . . What causes even more con fu sion is that not 
every one who, accord ing to Moore, com mit ted this [so-called] fal lacy was also a nat u ral -
ist in the broad and use ful sense. Some of the most con spic u ous offend ers were
antinaturalist in the broad and use ful sense, such as those who defined good ness in terms
of what is com manded or willed by God (Wil liams, 1985, pp.121–2).

Or, as three other prom i nent ethicists stated in a recent arti cle: 

It has been known for the last fifty years that Moore dis cov ered no fal lacy at all. More -
over, Moore’s acci dent-prone deploy ment of his famous ‘open ques tion argu ment’ in
defend ing his claims made appeal to a now defunct intuitionistic Pla ton ism…. To grant
Moore all of the resources he deploys or assumes in his offi cial pre sen ta tion of the open
ques tion argu ment would suf fice to bring the whole enter prise of con cep tual anal y sis to a
stand still and show noth ing about Good in par tic u lar. (Darwall et al., 1997). 

Why, then, are most social sci en tists so afraid of this non ex is tent ‘fal lacy’? Under -
stand ably, nobody wants to be guilty of com mit ting a fal lacy, a rel a tively ele men tary
but dev as tat ing error in logic. This is prob a bly why the ‘spec tac u lar mis no mer’, as
Wil liams calls it, is uncan nily resis tant to the demise it so heart ily deserves.
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[11] How ever to Moore it is just as much a mis take to say that there can be a behav ioural def i ni tion of ‘the
good’ as it is to claim that the phe nom e nal prop erty of ‘yel low ness’ (the Lib eral Party had not at the
time been eclipsed by the party of the Red Flag) can be com pletely spec i fied by the wave length of light
and the prin ci ples of neurophysiology (Moore, 1903, p. 10). In this sense his remarks on eth ics can be
seen to pre fig ure the debate on visual qualia that is so famil iar to read ers of this jour nal. Per haps it is no
coin ci dence that prom i nent Dar win ians such as Dan iel Dennett and Nich o las Humphrey are dis in -
clined to accept that the prob lem of qualia is beyond the scope of nat u ral is tic expla na tion, but we can -
not say whether these two authors would agree that eth ics is equally ame na ble to reductive nat u ral ism.



 The bot tom line is that the term ‘nat u ral is tic fal lacy’ is itself fal la cious. Eth ics is
about human behav iour and, as is true of any other aspect of human behav iour, it is
fully ame na ble to empir i cal anal y sis. As long as the spec tres of the ‘nat u ral is tic fal -
lacy’ and the ‘is–ought gap’ con tinue to haunt the dis cus sions of social sci en tists, we
will be sty mied in our efforts to advance a sci en tific under stand ing of those aspects of
human behav iour con cerned with mor als and other kinds of val ues.12

 As the resources of cog ni tive neu ro sci ence con tinue to expand, it becomes increas -
ingly appar ent that all human behav iour, includ ing those kinds that are com monly
char ac ter ized as hav ing sig nif i cant moral dimen sions, arises from the com plex
 information-processing capac i ties of the human brain.  The phi los o phers and social
sci en tists who con tinue to preach the doc trine of an unbridge able gulf for ever sep a -
rat ing facts and val ues have sim ply not devoted suf fi cient atten tion to the bur geon ing
lit er a ture inves ti gat ing fea tures of human neurocognition that are deeply inter con -
nected with moral judg ment and social ratio nal ity.
 David Hume’s famous dic tum, usu ally inter preted as pro hib it ing any der i va tion of
an ‘ought’ from an ‘is’, is gen er ally assumed to sup port Moore’s argu ment against the 
‘nat u ral is tic fal lacy’. If this were true then it would be dev as tat ing to Arnhart’s case.
How ever, as Arnhart points out (p. 70): 

The com mon inter pre ta tion of Hume as hav ing sep a rated is and ought depends on only
one para graph in his Trea tise of Human Nature (1888, 469–70). Some Hume schol ars
have shown that if one con sid ers care fully both the tex tual and his tor i cal con texts of this
para graph, one sees that the com mon inter pre ta tion is wrong (Buckle 1991, 282–84;
Capaldi 1966, 1989; Mar tin 1991). The tex tual con text makes clear that Hume’s claim is
that moral dis tinc tions are derived not from pure rea son alone but from a moral sense.
The his tor i cal con text makes clear that Hume is restat ing Fran cis Hutcheson’s crit i cisms
of some early mod ern ratio nal ists such as Sam uel Clarke and Wil liam Wollaston, who
believed that moral dis tinc tions could be derived from abstract rea son ing about struc -
tures in the uni verse that were com pletely inde pend ent of human nature. 

The famous para graph from Hume (1739/1985, p. 521) reads as fol lows: 
In every sys tem of moral ity, which I have hith erto met with . . . the author pro ceeds for
some time in the ordi nary ways of rea son ing, and estab lishes the being of a God, or makes 
obser va tions con cern ing human affairs; when of a sud den I am surpriz’d to find, that
instead of the usual cop u la tions of prop o si tions, is and is not, I meet with no prop o si tion
that is not con nected with ought or ought not. . . . [A]s this ought, or ought not, expresses
some new rela tion or affir ma tion, ’tis neccesary that shou’d be observ’d and explain’d;
and at the same time that a rea son should be given for what seems alto gether incon ceiv -
able, how this new rela tion can be a deduc tion from oth ers, which are entirely dif fer ent
from it. . . . [T]his small atten tion wou’d sub vert all the vul gar sys tems of moral ity.

But Hume’s text is open to a vari ety of inter pre ta tions, for exam ple (Curry, 2000):
‘Ought’, thought Hume, was merely short-hand for say ing ‘is what our moral sense dic -
tates in a given cir cum stance’13 Moral judg ments, then, are ‘fac tual judg ments about the
spe cies-typical pat tern of moral sen ti ments in spec i fied cir cum stances’ and they are ‘ac -
cu rate when they cor rectly report what our moral sen ti ments would be in a given set of
cir cum stances’ (Arnhart, 1995, p. 389).
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[12] One of this review’s authors (Hughes) defends a fully sci en tific approach to eth ics in his paper ‘A Nor -
ma tive Sci ence Man i festo’ (2000).

[13] ‘Ought-propositions can not ever be deduced from is-propositions. But the rea son for this is that sen -
tences express ing ought-propositions are para phrases of cer tain sen tences express ing is-propositions,
and para phras ing is not deduc ing’ (Yalden-Thomson, 1978).



Curry’s take on Hume’s inten tions is entirely con sis tent with the inter pre ta tion sug -
gested by Arnhart, who says, ‘If we accept the com mon view of Hume as hav ing
argued that we can not infer what ought to be from what is the case, then it would seem 
that he con tra dicts him self by deriv ing moral ity from the nat u ral incli na tions of
human beings. . . . [T]he dichot omy between is and ought falsely attrib uted to Hume
was actu ally first for mu lated by Imman uel Kant’ (p. 73).
 How ever, this is a decid edly non-standard inter pre ta tion of Hume’s inten tions in
the famous pas sage. Many phi los o phers would claim that exces sive con cep tual con -
tor tions are required to hold Hume to a posi tion that actu ally denies the appar ent
import of the pas sage. Hume prac tised irony, but he gen er ally said what he meant. As
Arnhart points out, sev eral phi los o phers have con tested the stan dard inter pre ta tion of
the pas sage, how ever, oth ers have argued per sua sively in the oppo site direc tion (for
papers on both sides, see Hud son, 1969). Most would agree with Arnhart’s per spec -
tive that Hume’s eth i cal views are fun da men tally con sis tent with Dar win ian nat u ral -
ism, but that does not nec es sar ily mean that the ordi nary under stand ing of Hume’s
dic tum is mis taken. Barry Stroud, a prom i nent Hume scholar, offers a slightly dif fer -
ent anal y sis of the same pas sage. 

Although many claims have been made both for and about this pas sage, Hume seems pri -
mar ily con cerned to re-emphasize the point that it is because of the spe cial char ac ter of
moral judg ments that they can not be ‘perceiv’d by rea son’. We undoubt edly make tran si -
tions from beliefs about the way things are to the judg ment that things ought to be a cer -
tain way. That is to say, we observe actions and dis cover by rea son ing some of their other
char ac ter is tics and their con se quences, and then we imme di ately and quite nat u rally
arrive at moral judg ments or con clu sions. But if we under stand the pecu liar nature of
these ‘con clu sions’ — if we rec og nize their ‘ac tive’ or moti va tional force — we see that
the tran si tions by which they are reached are not ones that rea son deter mines us to make.
Once we come to have cer tain beliefs about the way things are, then, because of nat u ral
human dis po si tions we come to feel cer tain sen ti ments which we express in moral judg -
ments. 
 Hume takes him self to have explained the only way in which such tran si tions can
occur. Because of the ‘ac tive’ power of moral judg ments, we arrive at them from other
beliefs only by the inter po si tion of a feel ing or pref er ence, since feel ing or pref er ence
must be pres ent for action to take place. Given what he takes to be the undeniability of
those facts, Hume expresses the con vic tion that any one else who tries to explain how we
arrive at moral judg ments will come to agree with him. … That is why some ‘small atten -
tion’ to the ques tion he raises would sub vert all the vul gar sys tems of moral ity. He sees
his ‘sub ver sive’ answer to it as the only pos si ble answer (Stroud, 1977, pp. 187–8).

Stroud’s view has the vir tue of being both nat u ral is tic (as Hume cer tainly intended)
and also con sis tent with the gen eral con sen sus about Hume’s inten tions, vis-à-vis
moral ity and the pas sions. Accord ing to Stroud’s inter pre ta tion, Hume did argue that
one can not derive an ‘ought’ from an ‘is’, because the tran si tion requires the involve -
ment of the pas sions, not rea son. Accord ing to that per spec tive, Hume accepts the
fact-value dichot omy and assumes that moral sen ti ments (i.e. pas sions) are nec es sary
to bridge the gulf. That much is clearly a nat u ral is tic view, and is com pat i ble both
with Dar win and with Arnhart’s inter pre ta tion of Dar win ian eth ics. 
 In con trast with both Arnhart and Curry, this approach lets Hume off the
‘naturalistic fal lacy’ hook, but does not deny that he viewed the tran si tion from ‘is’ to
‘ought’ as illicit. Instead, it rec og nizes that, for Hume, the nec es sary (and gen er ally
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miss ing) steps in that tran si tion involve moral sen ti ments, not ratio nal deduc tions.
For Hume, you can not get from state ments of fact to state ments of value with out
includ ing ref er ence to the pas sions. In other words, Hume really did believe that you
can not derive an ‘ought’ from an ‘is’. He thought that human nature was orga nized in
such a way that the source of the moral sen ti ments was not to be found in the intel lect,
but in the pas sions (roughly emo tion and moti va tion).
 Arnhart and other eth i cal nat u ral ists could employ an alter na tive approach to
resolv ing the appar ent con tra dic tion between Hume’s nat u ral ism and his famous
‘is–ought’ dichot omy. Mod ern approaches to eth i cal the ory (unknown to Hume) fre -
quently divide the sub ject into sub stan tive (or nor ma tive) eth ics and metaethics. The
for mer cat e gory includes prac ti cal moral dis cus sions of what one should or should
not do in var i ous sit u a tions; the lat ter debates more the o ret i cal ques tions such as how
one might jus tify or explain one’s nor ma tive con vic tions. By clearly rec og niz ing this
dis tinc tion, we can explain how Hume, as a bona fide eth i cal nat u ral ist, could argue
coher ently against deriv ing ‘ought’ from ‘is’. The appar ent incon sis tency in Hume’s
posi tion evap o rates when one sees that the focus of the famous pas sage is not
metaethics, but sub stan tive eth ics. In this para graph, Hume was sim ply not address -
ing ques tions about whether or not human moral sys tems can be fully founded in
nature. Undoubt edly he would con cur with the Dar win ian per spec tive, because he
believed that moral sen ti ments are cen tral to eth ics and are part of human nature.

Given Hume’s view that a desire or aver sion is involved in the pro duc tion of every action, 
his con cep tion of moral ity has the con se quence that a desire or aver sion is some how
involved in the mak ing of every moral judg ment. But for Hume desires or aver sions are
them selves feel ings or sen ti ments, and that is why he says you can never find the vice
until you look into your own breast and find a ‘sen ti ment of dis ap pro ba tion’ towards the
action. That sen ti ment, of course, is not dis cov ered by rea son ing, but by being felt. It is a
sen ti ment that occurs in the mind when ever we observe or con tem plate actions or char ac -
ters that have cer tain char ac ter is tics, and if we never got such feel ings there would be no
such thing as moral ity. Moral ity is thus based on feel ing or sen ti ment, not rea son (Stroud,
1977, p. 179).

This view of Hume’s approach to moral ity is con sis tent with both Dar win and with
Arnhart’s main the sis. Emo tions and moti va tion evolved as con stit u ent parts of
human biol ogy. Iden tifying his views with Hume’s, Arnhart says, ‘a rea son for action
is a com plex psy cho log i cal state in which the cona tive com po nent (a desire) plays the
pri mary role, and the cog ni tive com po nent (a belief) plays the sec ond ary role’
(pp. 19–20). Hume would cer tainly have endorsed a Dar win ian approach to nat u ral is -
tic eth ics; for him the pas sions and the moral sen ti ments are a nat u ral part of human
psy chol ogy. How ever, he was not (in the famous para graph) address ing the ques tion
of whether moral prin ci ples could ever be derived from non-moral pre mises. Rather,
he was lament ing the com mon ten dency in ‘the vul gar sys tems of moral ity’ to slide
from state ments of fact to moral asser tions, with out acknowl edg ing the addi tion of a
moral com po nent (which, for Hume, could only orig i nate in the pas sions).
 An eth i cal sys tem can affirm the ‘is–ought’ gap and still be fully nat u ral is tic, so
long as the dis tinc tion between sub stan tive eth ics and metaethics is clearly under -
stood and hon oured. Hume’s sys tem was one such. Metaethically, he had no prob lem
with found ing ‘oughts’ in human nature. With respect to sub stan tive eth ics, how ever,
he claimed that one can not prop erly derive an ‘ought’ from an ‘is’.
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Desire and its Dis con tents

Of course, Hume might have been wrong — indeed we believe that in this mat ter he
probably was wrong. We think that his the ory of human nature suf fers from many of
the basic flaws that have plagued folk psy chol ogy for cen tu ries. His views on moral
moti va tion relied on an arti fi cial dichot omy between pas sion and rea son. Con se -
quently, he dras ti cally over sim pli fied the psy chol ogy of moti va tion and his account
of the con nec tions among rea son, emo tion, and action were sche matic to the point of
car i ca ture. His psy chol ogy was seri ously infected with resid ual dual ism; it would
have been nearly impos si ble for him to avoid that. The fun da men tal dis tinc tion
between rea son and pas sion, so basic to his moral sys tem, has been shown to be a
false dichot omy (Damasio, 1994; 1999; Rolls, 1999; Panksepp, 1998). In order to
develop an ade quate account of the rela tion ships between action and rea son, we
require a much more finely var ie gated anal y sis of the microstructure of moti va tion
than any thing to be found in Hume’s psy cho log i cal the ory.
 Arnhart’s reli ance upon Hume’s inad e quate, folk-psychological the o ries of moral
moti va tion leads to one of the most seri ous prob lems with his account. The first and
most foun da tional of Arnhart’s ‘ten prop o si tions’ equates the good with the desir able:

1. The good is the desir able, because all ani mals capa ble of vol un tary move ment
pur sue the sat is fac tion of their desires as guided by their infor ma tion about the
world (p. 6). 

This view is clearly con sis tent with the pri or ity that Hume attached to the moral sen ti -
ments; how ever, it suf fers from the same flaws. ‘De sire’ and ‘de sir abil ity’ are rel a -
tively abstract the o ret i cal con cepts. Folk psy cho log i cal the o ries gen er ally give
‘de sire’ a cen tral role in the men tal econ omy, but the term has lit tle other than heu ris -
tic value as a descriptor of neurocognitive infor ma tion pro cess ing. Con sider the com -
plex inter ac tions among per cep tion, mem ory, atten tion, emo tion, and motor con trol
that are implic itly assumed when ever we talk about act ing upon some desire or other.
Fur ther more, many of the ‘twenty nat u ral desires’ Arnhart describes incor po rate
com plex com bi na tions of indi vid ual and social com po nents, as he freely admits
(pp. 29–36). We don’t doubt that these ‘de sires’ are deeply rooted in the biol ogy of
human nature, nor that they evolved accord ing to Dar win ian prin ci ples. Our con cern
is onto log i cal; Arnhart treats desires as nat u ral kinds, fun da men tally real psy cho log i -
cal enti ties. We think that his approach accords insuf fi cient atten tion to
neurobiological real ism.
 The prob lems asso ci ated with Arnhart’s accept ing a basi cally folk psy cho log i cal
account of beliefs and desires could be resolved via rel a tively pain less revi sions by
thick en ing the the o ret i cal com mit ments to cog ni tive neu ro sci ence. The term ‘de sire’
can be under stood as a the o ret i cal cipher or vari able, an abstract place holder to be
fleshed out with the appro pri ate neurobiological par tic u lars in each spe cific case. To
do so would require sig nif i cant revi sions to the rather anae mic model of moti va tion
and would seri ously under cut the appar ently happy three-way mar riage that Arnhart
por trays among Dar win, Hume, and Aris totle. A truly Dar win ian eth ics must make
neurobiological real ism cen tral to its psy cho log i cal com mit ments. The time worn,
arti fi cial dichot o mies between rea son and pas sion, essen tial to Hume’s moral
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 psychology, are empir i cally inad e quate. Nev er the less, Arnhart’s basic nat u ral is tic
pro ject could be pre served, even if Hume’s con tri bu tions were sig nif i cantly cur tailed.
 One of the most widely-discussed books on this topic is Anto nio Damasio’s
Descartes’ Error (1994). Damasio exam ined the clin i cal records of the unfor tu nate
Phineas Gage, who suf fered a mas sive injury to the pre-frontal area of his brain and
under went seri ous per son al ity changes as a con se quence. Although the dam age was
in an area that is nor mally asso ci ated with emo tion, Damasio dis cov ered that, in con -
tem po rary patients with sim i lar lesions, the abil ity to take ratio nal deci sions regard -
ing social and eth i cal behav iour was severely impaired by the dam age to their
social-emotional brain. ‘Des cartes’ [and Kant’s] error’, accord ing to Damasio, was to 
sep a rate our ratio nal souls from their phys i cal and social con text.
 Of course it was Freud who over turned the view point, com mon since antiq uity,
accord ing to which the ratio nal is a com pletely inde pend ent force. ‘Ev i dently, it is a
force that is stron ger in some peo ple than in oth ers, and, when it comes to action, it is
less often frus trated in some agents than in oth ers. But the old idea was that there is no
inter fer ing with its inner work ing’ (Pears, 1984). Although the Freud ian view of irra -
tio nal ity, with its posit of the dynamic uncon scious and other such sub-agents is now
dis missed by psy chol o gists, nev er the less after Freud there was no escap ing the fact
that rea son had descended from the Pla tonic realms and was now incar nate.
Damasio’s work has con trib uted to the rec la ma tion of ratio nal ity down from the Pla -
tonic realm to embod ied, cul ture-specific behav iour, no lon ger in a posi tion to act as a 
‘god’s eye’ arbi ter for the onward march of civili sa tion. Mod ern neu rol ogy tells us
that rea son is embod ied and can not be sep a rated from social and affec tive pro cesses. 
 Arnhart devotes a chap ter to the study of psy chop a thy that draws heavily on
Damasio’s dis cov ery of the inter de pen dence of rea son and emo tion. Cen tral to his
case is the grow ing evi dence that psy chop a thy is char ac ter ized by an absence of emo -
tion — a ‘pov erty of desire’ — hence the fact that psy cho paths typ i cally push expe ri -
ence to the limit in order to feel any thing at all. Psy cho paths appear to lack empa thy
for suf fer ing in their vic tims pre cisely on account of their own lack of feel ings.
 He draws heavily on Ann Rule’s 1989 study of the serial killer Ted Bundy. Not only 
did Bundy lack the nat u ral moral emo tions of sym pa thy, guilt or shame, he was in fact 
an ‘emo tional robot, pro grammed by him self to reflect the responses that he has
found soci ety demands’ (Rule, 1989, p. 403). Psy chop a thy is four to seven times
more prev a lent among men than among women, and Arnhart spec u lates that it ‘might
be an extreme man i fes ta tion of typ i cally mas cu line traits’ (p. 215). He goes on to sug -
gest an adaptationist account of psy chop a thy in terms of an ‘evo lu tion ary niche for
Machi a vel lians’ (p. 219).
 Arnhart argues that it is pre cisely because psy cho paths can not develop the moral
emo tions that they are inca pa ble of eth i cal behav iour. Since they lack the moral sen ti -
ments that make moral per sua sion pos si ble, our only appeal with such peo ple is force
and fear. Arnhart rejects the stan dard lib eral argu ment that such peo ple can not be
blamed for their behav iour so pun ish ment is inap pro pri ate. To Arnhart it is the moral
emo tions that make us human, and soci ety has to defend itself from ‘dys func tional
devi a tions from human nor malcy’ (p. 229). The law of Moses required that such peo -
ple be taken to the gates of the city and stoned to death; the State of Florida used a
slightly more high-tech approach with Ted Bundy, but the out come was the same.
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 Given the grow ing evi dence from cog ni tive neu ro sci ence regard ing the seam less
link between ratio nal ity, the moral emo tions and the devel op ment and integ rity of the
pre-frontal cor tex, it’s hard to under stand why so many phi los o phers, remain ing
under the spell of Kant, still argue that moral ity requires a purely ratio nal logic of uni -
ver sal rules:

Psy cho paths show us that that can not be true. There is no evi dence that psy cho paths have
any def i cit in their capac ity for abstract ratio nal ity or pure logic. Their immo ral ity comes
not from any defect of abstract rea son, but from their emo tional pov erty. They can not be
moral, because they lack the social emo tions — such as sym pa thy, guilt, and shame —
that sus tain moral con duct (p. 229).

If any thing the cool ratio nal strat egy advo cated by Kant ‘has far more to do with the
way patients with prefrontal dam age go about decid ing than with how nor mals usu -
ally oper ate’ (Damasio, 1994, p. 172).14

* * *

The cen tral ity of ‘de sir abil ity’ to Arnhart’s pro ject pres ents another — and deeper —
prob lem. Even if Arnhart were to fully update his the o ret i cal tax on omy to more accu -
rately reflect the com plex inter ac tions among ‘be liefs’ and ‘de sires’, he would still
face a very seri ous chal lenge that arises from equat ing ‘the good’ with ‘the desir able’. 
Aside from all of the ter mi no log i cal prob lems that spring from any attempt to treat
‘the desir able’ as a sin gle, homog e neous psy cho log i cally salient con struct, the pro -
posed equa tion gives very short shrift to the issue of moral con flicts.
 Arnhart ges tures towards this prob lem, but he fails to resolve it. Nor could he have
done any better, given his basic com mit ment to what he takes to be the fun da men tal
nat u ral is tic equa tion between good ness and desir abil ity. In one of the pas sages where
he strug gles with this prob lem, he writes:

What human beings hap pen to desire at any moment is not always desir able, there fore,
inso far as it does not always pro mote their flour ish ing. The com mon expe ri ence of
regret ting what we have done reminds us that we often mis tak enly desire what is not truly 
desir able: for exam ple, we might dis cover that sat is fy ing some pres ent desire impedes
the sat is fac tion of some future desire; or we might find that in pur su ing some nar rowly
self ish desires, we have failed to cul ti vate those social bonds of affec tion and coop er a tion 
that we need to sat isfy our social desires. Learning how to man age our desires over a
com plete life in a man ner that is appro pri ate for our indi vid ual and social cir cum stances
requires proper habit u a tion and pru dent reflec tion (p. 82).

Ear lier, he lists ‘four sources of moral dis agree ment’: (1) fallible beliefs about cir -
cum stances; (2) fallible beliefs about desires; (3) variable cir cum stances; and (4)
variable desires. He is not attempt ing to sweep these prob lems under the rug. He does
rec og nize and acknowl edge the fact of moral dis agree ments and con flicts. How ever,
he does not seem to iden tify the sever ity of the prob lem for his basic nor ma tive
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prin ci ple, the foun da tional equa tion between good ness and desir abil ity. Under each
of the four head ings he points to prob lems asso ci ated with the vari able con tents of
‘de sir abil ity’: (1): ‘we have dif fer ing views of the rel e vant cir cum stances’; (2): ‘we
are often unsure about what we truly desire; (3): ‘al though the pat tern of nat u ral
human desires is uni ver sal, sat is fy ing those desires in dif fer ent indi vid ual and social
cir cum stances requires dif fer ent pat terns of con duct appro pri ate to the cir cum -
stances; (4): ‘there is both nor mal and abnor mal vari a tion in human desires’. The
com mon ele ment among all of these sources of dis agree ment is the fact (as he
acknowl edges) that ‘de sir abil ity’ is very far from uni form across per sons, times, and
cul tures. The upshot is that some ver sions of the desir able are incom men su ra ble with
oth ers, result ing in con flicts that can not be rec on ciled by any uni ver sal moral code,
able to go beyond the intrin si cally con flicting ver sions of what is desir able. He comes 
clos est to admit ting the depth of this prob lem in Chap ter Six, ‘Man and Woman’.

But if I am right about this, if human beings are not bound together by a uni ver sal sen ti -
ment of dis in ter ested human i tar i an ism, then deep con flicts of inter est between indi vid u -
als or between groups can cre ate moral trag e dies in which there is no uni ver sal moral
prin ci ple or sen ti ment to resolve the con flict … The only alter na tive, which I do not
regard as a real is tic alter na tive, is to invoke some tran scen den tal norm of impar tial jus -
tice (such as Chris tian char ity) that is beyond the order of nature (p. 149).

If the good is the desir able, then, even accord ing to his own anal y sis, there will be
mul ti ple and incom men su ra ble instances of the good. The deep prob lem that his
equa tion can not resolve enters at exactly this point. When goods col lide, how are the
col li sions to be rec on ciled? In the nat u ral world, the way that such con flicts are typ i -
cally resolved boils down to the effi cient use of force and dom i nance. Obvi ously,
humans too often employ just such means, but any over rid ing com mit ments that we
have to the Aris to te lian prin ci ple of eudaimonia (well-being) will lead us to reject the
rule of force as an ulti mate arbi ter of moral con flicts.
 Human ity’s dual evo lu tion ary her i tage instils in us behav ioural man dates that
descend from both biol ogy and cul ture. This fact con stantly con fronts us with con tra -
dic tory require ments; pri me val urges com pete with social and cul tural con straints,
fre quently forc ing us into pro found con flicts of inter est. One of the sad iro nies of
human life is the fact that our spe cies has been so suc cess ful—in repro duc tive terms
— that we now face mas sive eco log i cal and social bur dens forced by the expo nen -
tially increas ing human pop u la tion. Bio log i cal evo lu tion has bequeathed us a
neurocognitive leg acy that, all too often, is rad i cally incom pat i ble with the con tin -
gen cies of human life on earth in the twenty-first cen tury. If we have noth ing other
than the inher ently sub jec tive mea sure of ‘de sir abil ity’ to serve as the ulti mate cri te -
rion for value, then we have no prin ci pled basis upon which to answer the unavoid -
able ques tion ‘whose desires?’.
 Moral ity requires exactly such an answer. By what means are we to under stand the
proper way to assess con flict ing claims about whose ver sion of desir abil ity is ‘best’?
Arnhart’s basic moral prin ci ple, that the good is the desir able, is sim ply inad e quate as
an arbi ter among pro foundly incom men su ra ble desires. Dur ing his dis cus sion of the
com mon objec tions to a Dar win ian eth i cal sys tem, Arnhart notes that ‘While a nat u -
ral ist expla na tion of moral ity would assume a moral uni ver sal ism founded on the
unity of human nature, a culturalist expla na tion of moral ity would assume a moral
rel a tiv ism founded on the diver sity of cul tural tra di tions’ (p. 9). He rejects moral
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rel a tiv ism, but does not explain how we are to deter mine which ver sion of ‘the desir -
able’ is best. If we are to avoid the pit falls of rel a tiv ism, we require objec tive, quan ti -
fi able cri te ria by which we can adju di cate among com pet ing moral i ties. Such cri te ria
are not to found in the idea that ‘the good is the desir able’, because we can never
estab lish a sin gle, ulti mate stan dard of desir abil ity against which com pet ing claims
can be mea sured. What might seem to be self-evidently desir able for one per son,
immersed in one par tic u lar sociocultural, eco nomic, and polit i cal sit u a tion, will inev -
i ta bly strike many oth ers as equally self-evidently wrong. Desir abil ity is always, in
the final anal y sis, a pro foundly sub jec tive, and hence rel a tive mat ter. Who decides
which ver sion is right, and how are they to decide?
 One way that Arnhart might escape this prob lem is to expand his reli ance upon
Aris totle’s con cep tion of eudaimonia (well-being, flour ish ing). He nods in that direc -
tion sev eral times, but the cen tral ity of his empha sis on desire inter feres with his fully
embrac ing eudaimonia as a foun da tion for eth ics, as Aris totle did explic itly. As we
noted ear lier, Arnhart starts his book by sum ma riz ing ten basic prop o si tions of ‘Dar -
win ian nat u ral right’. Prop o si tion 5 states ‘We can judge diver gent ways of life by
how well they nur ture the nat u ral desires and cog ni tive capac i ties of human beings in
dif fer ent cir cum stances …’ (p. 6). Implicit within this idea is the sug ges tion that we
can assess com pet ing moral sys tems by weigh ing their rel a tive con tri bu tions to
human flour ish ing. This is a prom is ing option and is fully con sis tent with the basic
nat u ral is tic tenor of the pro ject. The prob lem is that, for such an adjudicatory pro ce -
dure to be pos si ble, it would have to ulti mately appeal to con sid er ations beyond desir -
abil ity. It might be con sid ered vir tu ally tru is tic to note that con di tions that sup port
human flour ish ing are desir able. How ever (and this is the crux of the mat ter), deter -
mi na tions regard ing which con di tions pro mote human flour ish ing are not ulti mately
based upon which con di tions are desir able. Rather, they depend upon mea sures of
health and well-being that apply uni ver sally to human beings in vir tue of their com -
mon bio log i cal struc tures (Hughes, 2000).
 The incommensurability of con flict ing ver sions of the good is a fun da men tally
polit i cal issue. If it can not be resolved in a con sen sual man ner then we can con fi -
dently expect the Levi a than to raise its sleep ing head as the influ ence of reli gion and
other tra di tional forms of arbi tra tion and con sen sus build ing declines. 

Polit i cal Entail ments

What are the polit i cal impli ca tions, if any, of the view that the ulti mate source of
moral ity is human biol ogy? The appli ca tion of our sci en tific under stand ing of neu rol -
ogy and psy chol ogy to soci ety is fraught with per ils — indeed Anto nio Damasio is
quick to cau tion his read ers against fol low ing the ear lier exam ple of the Social
Dawinists in draw ing polit i cal infer ences from sci ence. He argues that sci ence is
descrip tive and pol i tics is pre scrip tive and that the two should be kept quite sep a rate.
 As remarked ear lier the three most vocal crit ics of sociobiology — Ste phen Jay
Gould, Rich ard Lewontin and Ste ven Rose — all share a left ist polit i cal ori en ta tion.
Ste ven and Hil ary Rose describe evo lu tion ary psy chol ogy as ‘transparently part of a
right-wing lib er tar ian attack on col lec tivity, above all the wel fare state’ (Rose and
Rose, 2000). And in many respects one has to sym pa thize with their cri tique —
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eth i cal and polit i cal phi los o phy has to take issue with all forms of sin gle fac tor
reductionism: in the words of R.M. McShea (1986):

If we hold fast to and develop the mod est but pow er ful notion of man as a part of nature
we will be pre served from such stilted and dan ger ous non sense as is involved in see ing
him as cru cially Ratio nal, as cos mi cally impor tant, as driven imma nently toward sur -
vival, cre ative labour, Free dom, plea sure, or some mys tic ful fil ment of his Spirit or of
His tory.

Polit i cal phi los o phy is ‘struc tur ally nor ma tive’ (ibid, p. 210) and our the o ries in this
field have always been shaped by our over all cos mol ogy. James Rutherford makes a
sim i lar point:

A new Dar win ism, which rec og nizes both nat u ral and cul tural evo lu tion, rejects the false
exclusionary dichot o mies of nature ver sus nur ture, fact ver sus value, and nature ver sus
free will (Arnhart, 1995). If facts are nor related to val ues, for exam ple, the phrase ‘po lit i -
cal sci ence’ is an oxy mo ron (Rutherford, 1999, p. 94). 

These argu ments would tend to under write Arnhart’s nat u ral is tic approach to moral -
ity, but it is not at all clear that this has any par tic u lar impli ca tions for pol i tics. How -
ever, if the dis cus sion is extended to include the phi los o phy of law, some clear
entail ments do arise.
 The ‘pro gres sive’ (left ist) approach to juris pru dence is founded on prin ci ples such
as the exten sion of equal ity and uni ver sal human rights. But the con cept of equal ity
has no foun da tion in the nat u ral world: it is an abstract math e mat i cal notion, and part
of the Enlight en ment pro ject to reduce pol i tics to abstract uni ver sal prin ci ples. Des -
cartes believed that a math e mat i cal descrip tion of the nat u ral world (res extensa) was
pos si ble, but the only way of achiev ing it was to cre ate a sep a rate realm for human
sub jec tiv ity (res cogitans) on the far side of the ‘Car te sian divide’. Des cartes ban -
ished human desires, thoughts and voli tions to a tran scen den tal self, thereby free ing
sci ence to recon struct the phys i cal world along ratio nal lines, free from the con -
straints that would arise from a nat u ral is tic or embod ied approach to cog ni tion.
 The con cept of uni ver sal human rights can in turn be traced to Kant’s intel lec tual
wres tling with the ‘prob lem of moder nity’. How can we account for our sense of free -
dom, ratio nal ity and per sonal agency in a deter min is tic New to nian uni verse? Kant’s
answer was to draw a dis tinc tion between the phys i cal world and the spir i tual ‘king -
dom of ends’. As human beings are also inhab it ants of the lat ter, we are capa ble of
act ing as auton o mous moral agents, beyond the demands and con straints of our ordi -
nary phys i cal and psy cho log i cal makeup. As the ‘king dom of ends’ was not sub ject to 
the con tin gen cies of his tory and cul ture, this paved the way for a uni ver sal sys tem of
human rights and val ues.
 Unfor tu nately Kant vac il lates between the view that the tran scen den tal sub ject is
merely a log i cal neces sity and the view that it is a dis tinct noumenal thing (in the ear -
lier sense of Des cartes).15 Despite this ambi gu ity, Kant’s tran scen den tal phi los o phy
has had pro found con se quences for juris pru dence. The notion of human beings as
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ends in them selves — and the sub ject of uni ver sal human rights — is derived from
these uncer tain Kantian foun da tions.
 Such ratio nal ist argu ments tend to be the prov ince of the left. By con trast, con ser -
va tism has its philo soph i cal ori gins in the nat u ral ism of the Scot tish Enlight en ment.
Michael Oakeshott, the great est con ser va tive phi los o pher of the twen ti eth cen tury,
argued that the roots of con ser va tive thought lie not, as widely believed, in the polit i -
cal soci ol ogy of Edmund Burke, but rather in the moral psy chol ogy of David Hume
(Oakeshott, 1956, p. 435). Hume believed that all our beliefs and val ues are grounded
in human pas sions. There is such a thing as nat u ral moral sen ti ment, and the task of
gov ern ment is to ensure that soci ety is aligned with this nat u ral is tic source of moral -
ity. In the same way that Adam Smith showed how eco nomic order could emerge nat -
u rally, through the oper a tion of the ‘in vis i ble hand’, Hume pro vided an equally
nat u ral is tic ground ing for moral ity.
 Con ser va tives, of course, believe that pol i tics is a highly lim ited activ ity and that
it’s not the busi ness of dem o cratic gov ern ments to tell peo ple what to think. Con cepts
like ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ arise out of nat u ral moral sen ti ment and the busi ness of gov -
ern ment is to cod ify nat u ral moral sen ti ment into laws. The con ser va tive approach to
law in gen eral is not that of a reform ing or pro gres sive instru ment. Sir James Ste -
phen’s His tory of the Crim i nal Law of Eng land (1883) recounts that the object of
crim i nal law is sim ply to give for mal expres sion to the nat u ral sen ti ment of anger pro -
duced by an act of wrong do ing. There would be no law with out a nat u ral pas sion for
ven geance, just as there would be no mar riage with out sex ual desire. Arnhart also
endorses De Waal’s etho log i cal the ory of the evo lu tion of the con cept of jus tice: ‘The
human sense of ven geance — the desire to get even — is the ear li est and deep est
expres sion of the human sense of jus tice’ (p. 79).
 Pub lic opin ion in mod ern social democ ra cies tends to be posi tioned well to the
right of the media and polit i cal classes, par tic u larly over issues like law and order,
immi gra tion and minor ity rights. So when ever pol i ti cians respond to pub lic con cerns
over these issues they are accused by their lib eral oppo nents of pop u lism, oppor tun -
ism and ‘sa loon bar pol i tics’. This became clear recently in the United King dom
when the (Labour) Home Sec re tary — who is often seen as fur ther to the right than his 
Con ser va tive coun ter part — was lam basted in the Guard ian over his plans to allow
vic tims and their rel a tives to have some influ ence over sen tenc ing pol icy. This is an
inte gral part of Islamic law, but is anath ema to the mod ern west ern con cept of ‘jus -
tice’ as an imper sonal force, best sym bol ised by the blind folded statue on the roof of
the Old Bailey, Brit ain’s most senior crim i nal court.
 The inter na tion al ist/uni ver sal ist agenda is usu ally asso ci ated with the left and is
ulti mately derived from St. Mat thew’s transformation of the Mosaic com mand ment
to love your neigh bour (and hate your enemy) into lov ing your enemy as your self, as
‘God sends rain on the righ teous and the unrigh teous’. Unfor tu nately this requires
‘per fec tion’ (Matt. 5.48), whereas Arnhart pre fers the more attain able teach ing of
Aris totle and Aqui nas that love for oth ers, as a nat u ral exten sion of self-love (born of
paren tal nur tur ing),16 is nat u rally more for those most like us than it is for strang ers.
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What the right sees as ‘pa tri otic pride’ the left dis misses as xeno pho bia and trib al ism.
But if Arnhart is right, empa thy for those out side the tribe comes from trav el ling, not
Chris tian ascet i cism or cat e gor i cal imper a tives.
 It would appear to be the case that the impli ca tions of Arnhart’s case for Dar win ism 
in eth ics and juris pru dence are inher ently weighted towards the polit i cal right. Is this
per haps the rea son that Wil son’s key note speech at the 1996 HBES meet ing was met
by such a hos tile response? Many of the the o rists in evo lu tion ary psy chol ogy, Rich -
ard Dawkins being an obvi ous case, like to view them selves as cen tre-left polit i cally,
and it is hard to see how this would be com pat i ble with eth i cal nat u ral ism. Arnhart
has been described as a ‘right-wing neo-Thomist’ (pri vate cor re spon dence) and cer -
tainly the title of his (2000) paper ‘Why con ser va tives need Charles Dar win’ would
give cre dence to this view.
 Some think ers on the left have made an effort to reverse the colo nis ation of Dar -
win ism by right-wing forces. Peter Singer makes a bold attempt with his new book A
Dar win ian Left, but he can never really break free from Kant. For exam ple, as his
reviewer in Sci en tific Amer i can says: ‘To Singer, and to me, the core of the Left is a
set of val ues, most nota bly that worth is intrin sic and does n’t depend on suc cess or
power’ (Van Valen, 2000).
 Given Singer’s con tro ver sial views on the (lack of) intrin sic worth of dis abled foe -
tuses this is a strange remark. The other prob lem is that this view is heavily depend ent 
on the Kantian rework ing of Chris tian prin ci ples. The work of Damasio (1994) and
oth ers would imply that the ‘worth’ of an indi vid ual (as an auton o mous moral agent)
is in pro por tion to the devel op ment of pre-frontal cor tex and it’s hard to imag ine what
a non-transcendental the ory of abso lute worth might look like. Singer then con cludes
with a list ing of ‘what a Dar win ian left would do’, much of which could have been
culled from any man i festo for ‘com pas sion ate con ser va tism’.
 Left-leaning polit i cal phi los o phy has tended to com prise a fusion of the Kantian
notion of intrin sic value (and its deriv a tive, uni ver sal human rights), together with the 
Hobbesian and Lockean view that denies a nat u ral human sociality and argues that
‘the moral incli na tions are utterly arti fi cial prod ucts of the social con tract’ (p. 72). In
com bi na tion with the twen ti eth-century move towards col lec tiv ism the left tends to
rely on the power of the state to con struct and enforce moral ity. It is hard to see how
this essen tially top-down model can be rec on ciled with the (Aris to te lian and Dar win -
ian) view that human sociality is an indi rect prod uct of the nat u ral affec tion pro duced
by the par ent-child bond.17 In the same way that left-leaning pol i ti cians have dis -
missed the work ings of the invis i ble hand in pol i tics, they have been equally sceptical 
about the emer gence of moral ity inde pend ently of state guide lines. For sim i lar rea -
sons the left tend to sup port the view that sex ual roles are largely socially con structed
and the prod uct of power rela tion ships in soci ety. Given the pub lished work by
sociobiologists in all these areas it is hard there fore to imag ine exactly what a Dar -
win ian left would look like, not with stand ing Pro fes sor Singer’s efforts. 
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THOUGHTS ON DAR WIN IAN NAT U RAL RIGHT:
A RESPONSE TO SUTHER LAND AND HUGHES

Larry Arnhart18

Eth ics is a prod uct of human con scious ness. Ani mals act in a goal-directed man ner to
sat isfy their desires based on their infor ma tion about the chang ing envi ron ments in
which they live. Ani mal move ment is thus inher ently nor ma tive or value-laden inso -
far as ani mals can not live with out choos ing between alter na tive courses of action as
more or less desir able. To the extent that some ani mals are con scious of them selves
and their envi ron ment, they can act vol un tarily by con sciously gath er ing infor ma tion
related to their desires and then act ing accord ing to their con scious assess ment of the
infor ma tion in rela tion to their desires. The greater exten sion and com plex ity of
human con scious ness allows human beings to for mu late delib er ate con cep tions of
right and wrong and to act in accor dance with those con cep tions, which makes human 
beings the only eth i cal ani mals. Only human beings can pur sue hap pi ness as a delib -
er ate con cep tion of the har mo ni ous sat is fac tion of their desires over a whole life,
because only they have the capac i ties for rea son and lan guage that allow them to for -
mu late a plan of life, so that they can judge pres ent actions in the light of past expe ri -
ence and future expec ta tions. To fully explain human con scious ness, there fore, we
must explain eth ics as a prod uct of human con scious ness.
 In Dar win ian Nat u ral Right, I have tried to explain eth ics as rooted in human bio -
log i cal nature. The good is the desir able, I argue, and there are at least twenty nat u ral
desires that belong to the nature of the human ani mal as shaped by nat u ral selec tion in
evo lu tion ary his tory. I am grate ful to Keith Suther land and Jor dan Hughes for the
gen er ous way in which they state their gen eral agree ment with my posi tion. But as I
would expect of such thought ful read ers, they also see some dif fi cul ties in my rea son -
ing. I will respond to their three main objec tions, which con cern Hume’s account of
the is/ought dichot omy, the com plex inter ac tion of rea son and desire in neurobiology, 
and the prob lem of incom men su ra ble desires.

Hume on the Is/Ought Dichot omy

The most com mon objec tion to any view of eth ics as rooted in human nature is that
mov ing from nat u ral facts to moral val ues, from an is to an ought, requires a fal la -
cious infer ence. This argu ment is attrib uted to David Hume, who is said to have
shown that there must be a rad i cal sep a ra tion between ques tions of what is or is not
the case, which belong to the realm of nature, and ques tions of what ought or ought
not to be done, which belong to the realm of moral ity. Part of my response to this
objec tion is the claim that this sharp dichot omy between is and ought is not Hume’s
posi tion but Imman uel Kant’s. Accord ing to Kant, judg ing what is the case belongs to 
the ‘phe nom e nal’ realm of nature, but judg ing what ought to be belongs to the
‘noumenal’ realm of free dom. He then uses this sep a ra tion to argue against Hume’s
nat u ral is tic view of moral ity by claim ing that moral ity belongs to an auton o mous
realm of rea son that tran scends the realm of nature.

80 L. ARNHART

[18] Depart ment of Polit i cal Sci ence, North ern Illi nois Uni ver sity, DeKalb, IL 60115, USA.
Email: arnhart@aol.com



 Suther land and Hughes, how ever, defend Barry Stroud’s claim that Hume really
does sep a rate facts and val ues: Hume argues that we can not derive an ought from an is
by rea son alone, because such a tran si tion requires some expe ri ence of the sen ti ments
or pas sions to bridge this gulf. This Humean view of the fact–value dichot omy is con -
sis tent with Hume’s eth i cal nat u ral ism because the tran si tion from facts to val ues
through the moral sen ti ments is itself nat u ral.
 Like Suther land and Hughes, I now find Stroud’s read ing of Hume per sua sive. So I
would mod ify what I say about this in my book. Although Hume does accept the
fact–value dichot omy, his ver sion of the dichot omy dif fers rad i cally from Kant’s; and 
it is Kant’s ver sion that denies eth i cal nat u ral ism. Accord ing to Hume’s ver sion, we
can not deduce a moral ought from a nat u ral is by rea son alone, because moral judg -
ments require moral sen ti ments or pas sions that are part of human nature. But accord -
ing to Kant’s ver sion of the dichot omy, the moral ought belongs to a tran scen dent
realm of human free dom beyond the realm of human nature. I would defend Hume’s
ver sion and reject Kant’s.
 In the same sec tion of his Trea tise of Human Nature where Hume dis tin guishes is
and ought, he explains his fun da men tal point about how rea son with out pas sion can -
not infer moral con clu sions by using the exam ple of judg ing incest. Hume asks ‘why
incest in the human spe cies is crim i nal, and why the very same action, and the same
rela tions in ani mals have not the small est moral tur pi tude and defor mity?’ (Hume,
1888, pp. 467–8). If moral judg ment were sim ply a mat ter of rea son dis cov er ing cer -
tain fac tual rela tion ships in the world that are right or wrong, and if inces tu ous rela -
tion ships are fac tu ally the same in the case of human beings and ani mals — that is,
sex ual mat ing between closely related kin — then ani mal incest should be just as
mor ally abhor rent as human incest. Although non hu man ani mals might lack the ratio -
nal abil ity to per ceive the immo ral ity of their inces tu ous rela tions, those rela tions
would still be immoral as a mat ter of fact even if they could not per ceive that fact. But, 
of course, we do not per ceive ani mal incest to be immoral, as we do human incest,
even when the fac tual rela tions are the same, because human incest arouses a moral
sen ti ment of blame that ani mal incest does not. To move from the fac tual judg ment
that some ani mals are mat ing with close rel a tives to the moral judg ment that this is
wrong, we must feel a moral emo tion of dis gust towards such mat ing; and we nat u -
rally tend to feel this in the case of human mat ing but not in the case of ani mal mat ing.
 There is now a lot of evi dence to sup port a nat u ral is tic expla na tion of the incest
taboo as rooted in the moral emo tions of human bio log i cal nature. Elab o rating an
insight sug gested by Charles Dar win, Edward Westermarck argued that there was a
nat u ral pro pen sity for human beings to feel a sex ual aver sion towards those with
whom they had been asso ci ated in early child hood, that this pro pen sity had been
favoured by nat u ral selec tion in evo lu tion ary his tory as a mech a nism for avoid ing the
del e te ri ous effects of close inbreed ing, and that this pro pen sity would be expressed
cul tur ally as a moral rule against incest.19 Although rea son is impor tant in for mu lat -
ing kin ship rules and in gen er al iz ing the emo tional aver sion to incest as cus tom ary or
legal norms, it is the emo tional aver sion itself that orig i nates the sense that incest is
wrong. And if Westermarck is right, the pro pen sity to acquire this aver sion belongs to 
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the bio log i cal nature of the human spe cies as shaped by nat u ral selec tion. This illus -
trates how Dar win ian biol ogy can sup port a Humean view of eth ics by root ing it in a
mod ern sci en tific account of human nature. The judg ment that incest is wrong arises
not as a Cat e gor i cal Imper a tive of rea son know able by any ratio nal agent in the uni -
verse, but as a nat u ral emo tional pro pen sity of the human spe cies. Hume is right. Kant 
is wrong.

The Neurobiology of Rea son and Desire

Although they gen er ally agree with me in adopt ing Hume’s nat u ral is tic view of
moral ity, Suther land and Hughes crit i cize Hume for employ ing ‘an arti fi cial dichot -
omy between pas sion and rea son’, which they iden tify as a mis take com mon to ‘folk
psy chol ogy’. The fal sity of this dichot omy between rea son and emo tion has been
clearly revealed, they believe, in the neurobiological research sur veyed by Anto nio
Damasio and oth ers, which shows ‘the inter de pen dence of rea son and emo tion’. The
idea of dis em bod ied ratio nal ity as opposed to embod ied emo tions is false, because all
human rea son ing is embod ied and thus embed ded in the somatic and social life of the
human ani mal.
 I agree with them that our philo sophic view of moral ity would be improved by a
moral psy chol ogy that rec og nizes the mutual depend ence of rea son and emo tion as
revealed by mod ern neurobiology. But to speak of ‘in ter de pen dence’ implies sep a ra -
tion as well as union. A sci ence of psy chol ogy requires that we dis tin guish fac ul ties
of the mind even when we know that in prac tice human men tal expe ri ence is a com -
plex inter ac tion of fac tors in which every thing is con nected to every thing else. More -
over, as Suther land and Hughes indi cate in their com ments on the neu ro log i cal basis
of psy chop a thy, some peo ple with neuropathological dis or ders can show ‘ra tio nal-
ana lytic behav iour’ that is dys func tional because they lack the social emo tions that
guide nor mal human behav iour. As Damasio indi cates, the prob lem with such peo ple
is that rea son has been sep a rated from emo tion: ‘to know does not nec es sar ily mean
to feel, even when you real ize that what you know ought to make you feel in a spe cific 
way but fails to do so’ (Damasio, 1994, p. 211). Ted Bundy ‘knew’ what he was doing
when he bru tally mur dered his vic tims, but he could not ‘feel’ the moral emo tions that 
such bru tal ity elic its from nor mal human beings. Such extreme cases show that rea -
son and emo tion are sep a ra ble, even as they con firm that healthy human func tion ing
requires the union of rea son and emo tion. 
 This sus tains Hume’s insight that we need to sep a rate the effects of these two parts
of the mind for the sake of psy cho log i cal anal y sis, but we also need to see that san ity
and social life require their insep a ra ble coop er a tion (Hume, 1888, pp. 415–18, 493).
It seems to me that ‘folk psy chol ogy’ — that is, the com mon-sense under stand ing of
human psy chol ogy — rec og nizes the com plex inter de pen dence of rea son and emo -
tion, and that prog ress in neurobiology will only give us tech ni cal refine ment in what
we already know by com mon sense.
 That tech ni cal refine ment is impor tant, how ever, in fill ing in the gaps in our knowl -
edge about how we acquire moral char ac ter by habit u a tion and how we learn moral
rules by instruc tion. So, for exam ple, although there is plenty of evi dence to sup port
Westermarck’s claim that human beings are nat u rally inclined to learn a sex ual aver -
sion for their early child hood asso ci ates, which then is expressed cul tur ally as rules
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against incest, we still need to know how neurobiological mech a nisms medi ate this
pro cess of habit u a tion and instruc tion.

The Prob lem of Incom men su ra ble Desires

Suther land and Hughes rightly iden tify the deep est prob lem in my posi tion when they 
write: ‘Arnhart’s basic moral prin ci ple — that the good is the desir able — is sim ply
inad e quate as an arbi ter among pro foundly incom men su ra ble desires’. It is inad e -
quate ‘be cause we can never estab lish a sin gle, ulti mate stan dard of desir abil ity
against which com pet ing claims can be mea sured’. People in dif fer ent sit u a tions will
dis agree about what is ‘de sir able’, and when they dis agree deeply about issues that
are too fun da men tal to be ignored, there might seem to be no way to resolve the dis -
agree ment except by one party exploit ing the other through force and fraud.
 Some other read ers have seen the same prob lem in my book. John Hare,20 a Pro fes -
sor of Phi los o phy at Cal vin Col lege, defends the tra di tion of Chris tian Kant ian ism in
eth ics, and he crit i cizes my book as illus trat ing how a purely nat u ral is tic view of eth -
ics tends to ‘re duce the eth i cal demand’ by deny ing the eth i cal demand for impar tial
and uni ver sal benev o lence as con trary to nat u ral desires. He sum ma rizes my argu -
ment as a ‘dou ble infer ence’: ‘The good, he says, is the desir able, and the desir able is
what is gen er ally desired by human beings.’ (Hare, 2000)21 But when these nat u ral
desires cre ate con flicts between human beings, he argues, there is no higher prin ci ple
in a purely nat u ral is tic eth ics to resolve such con flicts with out coer cion or manip u la -
tion. For exam ple, if the nat u ral desires for wealth, social sta tus, and polit i cal rule
lead some human beings to enslave oth ers, the desire of the mas ters to exploit their
slaves comes into con flict with the desire of their slaves to avoid being exploited. If
the mas ters have enough power to sup press the rebel lion of their slaves, the mas ters
will pre vail by force and fraud; and there is no rea son in terms of nat u ral self-interest
for the mas ters to give up the insti tu tion of slav ery. Sim i larly, if men can sat isfy their
nat u ral desires by exploit ing women through patri ar chal prac tices, the men have no
rea son to stop such exploi ta tion as long as they have the power to sup press any resis -
tance from the women. He believes the record of his tory sug gests that both slav ery
and patri ar chy have been widely prac tised because there was a con flict of desires
between exploit ers and exploited, and the exploit ers pre vailed through force and
fraud.
 When such con flicts in the nat u ral desires arise, is there any eth i cal prin ci ple that
would resolve them? Suther land and Hughes appeal to a prin ci ple of Aris to te lian nat -
u ral ism, while Hare appeals to a prin ci ple of Kantian ide al ism. Suther land and
Hughes argue that we must look to ‘con sid er ations beyond desir abil ity’, which would 
pro vide ‘ob jec tive, quan ti fi able cri te ria by which we can adju di cate among com pet -
ing moral i ties’. They sug gest that such a stan dard would be found in Aris totle’s con -
cep tion of human hap pi ness (eudaimonia in Greek) under stood as human well-being
or flour ish ing. This could pro vide ‘mea sures of health and well-being that apply uni -
ver sally to human beings in vir tue of their com mon bio log i cal struc tures’.

THOUGHTS ON DAR WIN IAN NAT U RAL RIGHT 83

[20] The son of the influ en tial moral phi los o pher R.M. Hare (see above, p. 64). 

[21] For an elab o ra tion of his Chris tian Kant ian ism in eth ics, see also Hare (1996).



 Hare argues that we must look to Kant’s Cat e gor i cal Imper a tive, which says that
we should act only on those rules that we can will as uni ver sal laws, and we should
treat all peo ple as ends in them selves and never merely as means. Accord ing to this
Kantian (and Chris tian) ver sion of the Golden Rule, we are mor ally obli gated to
respect the equal worth of all human beings by show ing a dis in ter ested and uni ver sal
benev o lence towards all peo ple with out favour ing our own desires over the desires of
oth ers. 
 I agree with Suther land and Hughes that the gen eral uni for mity of human nature
sup ports some uni ver sal stan dards of moral judg ment. But I would stress that the
appli ca tion of these uni ver sal stan dards to the par tic u lar cir cum stances of par tic u lar
indi vid u als in par tic u lar soci et ies requires pru dence or prac ti cal judg ment that can not 
be reduced to ‘ob jec tive, quan ti fi able cri te ria’. For exam ple, I argue in my book that
female cir cum ci sion (clitoridectomy and infibulation) frus trates the nat u ral desires of 
both women and men, and thus we can rightly con demn such prac tices even where
they are deeply rooted in local tra di tions. But a pru dent respect for such local tra di -
tions demands that we work for grad ual reform rather than imme di ate abo li tion. As I
sug gest in my book, we could employ strat e gies of reform sim i lar to those used to
abol ish foot-binding in China. Such an attempt to grad u ally reform an oppres sive tra -
di tion implies some uni ver sal stan dard of human wel fare, but it also implies respect
for human diver sity. The moral con tro ver sies sur round ing prac tices such as female
cir cum ci sion illus trate the four sources of moral dis agree ment: fal li ble beliefs about
cir cum stances, fal li ble beliefs about desires, vari able cir cum stances, and vari able
desires. Moral reform in such cases requires a shrewd judg ment of what would be
best, given the beliefs, the desires, and the cir cum stances of the peo ple involved.
 As Suther land and Hughes indi cate by their quo ta tion from my chap ter on men and
women, I think that deep con flicts of inter est can cre ate moral trag e dies in which
there is no prin ci ple for resolv ing the con flict. In the cases of men exploit ing women
and mas ters exploit ing slaves, I argue that in the long run such exploi ta tion is
self-defeating for the exploit ers. In most cases of exploi ta tion, the exploit ers do not
under stand that exploi ta tion is not truly desir able for them. In any case, I doubt that
there are many cases in which exploit ers have been per suaded to vol un tarily give up
their exploi ta tion even though this was con trary to their inter ests. 
 Hare thinks that the way to resolve con flicts of inter est is to appeal to a truly dis in -
ter ested and uni ver sal benev o lence. I agree that our moral con cern can expand to
ever-wider cir cles to include our extended kin, our clan, our group, our nation, all of
human ity, and per haps even all life forms. The expe ri ence of ‘glob al iza tion’, in which 
we expe ri ence the advan tages of coop er a tion with strang ers and thus develop some
sym pa thy for their sit u a tion, illus trates this. But while uni ver sal sym pa thy is pos si -
ble, it will never be totally impar tial, because it will always favour those close to us
over those far away. The rhet o ric of groups like Amnesty Inter na tional and Human
Rights Watch con firms this. We can feel sym pa thetic con cern for peo ple whose unjust 
suf fer ing is viv idly pre sented to our imag i na tions so that we feel some affinity to
them, but we do not feel equal con cern for every human being regard less of their rela -
tion to us. Indeed, peo ple who would care more for strang ers in a for eign land than for
their own fam ily and friends would be moral mon sters. The futil ity of Hare’s appeal
to utterly dis in ter ested benev o lence as con trary to human nature is indi cated by what
he says about the ‘moral gap’ in Kantian eth ics: since human beings on their own can
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never live up to the moral demands of true benev o lence, because they are cor rupted
by ‘orig i nal sin’, they need God’s assis tance to bridge the gap between their nat u ral
incli na tions and the moral law. But until such a divine trans for ma tion of human ity
occurs (on earth or in heaven), it seems that Hare’s Kantian moral ity is not fit ted to
the human con di tion.
 In con trast to Hare, and in fun da men tal agree ment with Suther land and Hughes, I
defend Dar win ian nat u ral right as a form of moral real ism. As social ani mals that can -
not live well with out coop er at ing with oth ers, we try to over come con flicts of inter est
by find ing con flu ences of inter est. We are helped in doing that by our nat u ral pro pen -
sity to sym pa thize with the plea sures and pains of oth ers. Some times we are inclined
to exploit oth ers, but that incli na tion pro vokes resis tance from our poten tial vic tims.
Some times our moral con flicts cre ate tragic choices in which we must choose
between goods or choose the less bad as good. To choose cor rectly requires a pru dent
man age ment of our desires in a man ner that fits our cir cum stances. There are no
abstract rules that would make this easy. We must use the tools nature has given us —
our capac i ties for think ing, feel ing, and learn ing. We make the best of what we have
as we strive to sat isfy our deep est desires as mor tal crea tures nat u rally adapted for life 
on earth.
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