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Does the theory of evolution support any particular meta-ethical theory? If so, 
which theory does it support, and why? If not, why not?

Introduction

In this essay,  I will provide a definition for the aspect of evolution which I think is relevant 

to the issue of ethics, and then outline four types of meta-ethical theory, considering for 

each one whether, if we suppose it to be true, there are any logical contradictions with an 

assumption that evolution is also true.  I will then briefly discuss whether the theory of 

evolution fits particularly well with any of these theories.

The theory of evolution may be used as a foundation for arguments which have “second-

order” implications for any ethical theory: for example, by accepting evolution, it might be 

claimed that we have undermined any reason to believe in God; if there is no God then 

various moral positions become untenable.  This essay concentrates just on the first order 

implications of evolution only. 

Definitions

Evolution

The aspect of evolutionary theory which concerns this essay is the process of natural 

selection, or “survival of the fittest”.  According to this theory, it is the case that across 

successive generations of a species, random genetic mutations may occur in individuals.  In 

some cases, these mutations will confer benefits with respect to the environment in which 
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the individuals live, and since these individuals will be better at surviving and passing on 

their genetic variations to their own offspring, then over very long periods of time, the 

“beneficial” mutations will spread through the community.

Human beings are, so far as we are able to tell, unique in that no other animal has the same 

kind (or perhaps any kind) of moral sense.  Supposing the theory of evolution is true then, 

and that humans have evolved from creatures which had no such trait, this implies that 

moral sense is either:

P1) a trait that is, or has in the past been, beneficial

P2) a trait that, while not positively beneficial, has no disadvantages, and is perhaps a 

harmless side-effect of some other evolutionary process (perhaps like male nipples)

P3) a trait that is actually harmful but has only appeared very recently (in evolutionary 

terms).

For the purposes of this essay I will discount the second two possibilities (which would, if 

true, suggest that in the long term moral sense would disappear), and proceed with the 

following suppositions:

S1: human beings are simply a kind of animal which is the product of many generations 

of natural selection

S2: the moral sense that humans have exists because it has, over time and on balance, 

provided benefit to those individuals who possess  it.
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Meta-ethical theories

In contrast to “normative” ethics, which attempts to give an account of, and explain why, 

certain Actions and States of Affairs (henceforth abbreviated as ASA) are morally desirable, 

a meta-ethical theory is concerned with whether such moral concepts as “right”, “wrong”, 

“justice” and “evil” actually exist, and if so what kinds of things they are.  I will consider 

four common approaches to meta-ethics in this essay, with the aim of assessing not whether 

evolution implies that certain ASA are good or bad, but whether it is consistent with any of 

these four meta-ethical approaches. 

While all four approaches attract support, and may be subject to criticism in themselves, I 

do not intend to evaluate their strengths and weaknesses except inasmuch as they are 

coherent with evolution (in the sense defined earlier).  So in each case, I will suppose that 

the given meta-ethical theory is true, and then see whether this leads to any problems or 

inconsistency given S1 and S2 above.

Naturalist Moral Realism

This view holds that ASA do in fact have moral value, and that such moral value is derived 

from natural properties: that is, “properties that can be specified using non-moral 

terminology” (Pigden 1993:421).  For example, if a “good” action is no more or less than 

one which promotes happiness, and an “evil” action is no more or less than one which 
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promotes pain, it would (in principle) be possible to evaluate the moral value of any ASA 

by analysing the amount of happiness or pain involved (no special “moral properties” are 

involved).  Moral judgement in this case is based on beliefs about the properties of ASA, 

and while different people might form different judgements about whether a given ASA is 

good or evil, there is a fact of the matter about which it is possible to be correct.

Suppose that this idea is correct.  Depending on what natural properties are grounds for 

moral value, then it does not seem inconsistent with the idea of humans evolving a moral 

sense based on the appreciation (albeit not perfect) of those properties.  For example, 

consider “the suggestion that a moral fact can be characterised in terms of a tendency 

towards social stability or unrest” (Smith 1993:405).  It seems that there might well be an 

evolutionary advantage in being able to promote social stability and avoid unrest, in which 

case such an ability would spread through the population over time.  

It does not appear that such a meta-ethical view is incompatible with evolution: things 

could have happened this way.  And if it is true that, say, social stability really is morally 

good, then it seems plausible that an evolutionary process would cause us to appreciate that 

property as “good” rather than than “evil”, or morally neutral.

Non-Naturalist Moral Realism

This view is similar to natural moral realism, in that ASA are regarded as truly having 
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moral values; the difference is that in this case the properties which give rise to such moral 

value are “a basic feature of reality which cannot be further analysed or explained” (Pigden 

1993:421 again).  These are what Mackie labels “queer” properties, because, unlike natural 

properties, they have some power to incline us towards certain courses of action.  Again, 

moral judgements are based on beliefs, and as such may be true or false, depending on 

whether the non-natural properties have been correctly discerned.  

This possibility is not ruled out by evolution: it is not impossible that such queer properties 

do exist, and that, as per S2, being able to detect them confers some kind of benefit. 

However, if they do exist, then it must be the case that such non-natural properties have 

implications in the natural realm.  For example, assuming that there really exists a property 

“bloobness”, which attaches to some trees and not others.  There would be no evolutionary 

advantage in having the ability to sense “bloobness” unless it trees which possessed such a 

property were different in some other way (such as being more fruitful, or less poisonous 

than other trees).  Bloobness on its own would be irrelevant.  Similarly with moral 

properties: if certain actions are “evil”, then this is of no consequence so far as natural 

selection goes, unless  being associated with evil actions per se has some kind of  harmful 

effect.

Error Theory

Both forms of realism equate moral judgements with beliefs about the value of properties in 
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the world, and entail that such judgements are therefore either correct or incorrect: there 

actually is a correct answer to the question “what is the moral value of such-and-such an 

ASA?”, whether or not we happen to be able to determine what it is.  A more sceptical view 

claims that in fact no properties (either natural or non-natural) have any moral dimension, 

and consequently that while we do have beliefs about the moral value of ASA, those beliefs 

are neither true nor false, but are based on a fallacy: this is the basis of moral error theory.

This approach too is consistent with S2.  In this case, as Ruse suggests,  “Morality is no 

more than a collective illusion fobbed off on us by our genes for reproductive ends” (Ruse 

1993:506).  In other words, it turns out that in the distant past, those individuals which 

(falsely) believed there to be a moral dimension to the world prospered at the expense of 

those who didn't.  In this scenario, there are no moral absolutes: those desires and 

inclinations which from our personal point of view of  appear to be discerned by our 

conscience, or moral intuition, are in fact simply urges that cause us to behave in ways 

likely to help our genes prosper.  A belief that generosity is a good thing is, on this account, 

not substantially different than a belief that eating pizza will be satisfying.

Non-Cognitivism

While the previous three ideas assume that moral judgements are based on beliefs about the 

way the world is, an alternative, non-cognitivist approach claims that they are not beliefs at 

all, but rather states of mind, or attitudes about certain ASA.  “Utterances like 'Cheating in 

exams is wrong' do not strictly state anything about the activity of cheating, since there is 
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no such property as 'wrongness' and therefore no true statements ascribing such a property. 

Such utterances express attitudes rather than state facts.  In this sense they are rather like 

polite expletives” (Benn 1998:4).

This view also sits comfortably with S2, for the same reasons as those given for error 

theory: if by having an attitude of approval towards certain ASA we are better able to 

survive, then the trait of having such attitudes will spread.  The fact that we sometimes 

perceive moral judgements as beliefs about external properties is again an illusion which 

happens to be the most effective way of causing us to behave in a way conducive to our 

survival.

Discussion

None of the four theories discussed is definitively ruled out if we accept S2.  However, it 

must be admitted that certain of them sit more comfortably with the idea of evolution than 

others.   If we were to start simply with the premise of S2 and consider the most likely  

explanation for our moral experience, then the idea that moral properties do not exist, and 

that our experience of them is simply an illusion does seem very tempting: either a non-

cognitive position or that of the error theorist seems most plausible.  The fact that we might 

feel uncomfortable about such a position (for example, it may not fit with our own gut feel 

that child pornography absolutely and objectively evil, say) is neither here nor there: any 

discomfort we feel can be explained in terms of evolutionary processes which render us 

unable to help ourselves feeling this way, regardless of the fact that our reason may tell us 
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that there is no such thing as evil.

Ruse takes this position, and argues that the idea of evolution implies weakens the case for 

any form of realism: “There is no guarantee that evolution has directed us to believe 

precisely that which coincidentally happens to be objectively true” (Ruse 1993:507).  In 

other words, it does not necessarily follow that  those ASA which have the properties that 

make them morally good are going to be exactly the same as the ones which are most 

conducive to the survival of the species.  It seems more plausible to say that things 

evolution led to our believing that things which are conducive to survival appear to us as 

“good”, and that when we think about “goodness”, we can discern the underlying natural 

properties which are at work.  

However, I think that while starting from S2 might not lead us into believing that it is likely 

that moral properties really do exist, it does not rule out the realist position.  In the case of 

non-natural realism, it has to be admitted that if moral values are derived exclusively from 

non-natural properties, then it is difficult to see what benefits would accrue to an individual 

that was able to appreciate them.  For both S2 and non-natural realism to be true, it must be 

the case that moral properties have “knock-on effects” into the natural world, and it is these 

which result in humans evolving a moral sense.  This would tend to support the view that 

non-natural properties per se do not exist, or at least, that they do only inasmuch as they are 

inseparable from various combinations of natural properties.   
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If we suppose that moral properties do exist, and that S2 is also true, it follows inevitably 

that humans would evolve abilities to discern them, provided doing so conferred some 

benefit.  If “moral” beings are fitter than “non-moral” beings, then this is could quite well 

be because “moral facts” actually exist, and that S2 results in our having a moral sense 

which can work out what they are.

Conclusion

This essay has attempted to show that accepting the idea of evolution is not necessarily 

incompatible with any of the four main meta-ethical approaches.  While an investigation 

into morality which starts with by supposing simply that evolution is true might lead to the 

conclusion that there are no objective moral truths, and that we are simply deluded into 

believing that they exist, I believe that it is profitable to suppose also that moral truths do 

exist, and that by doing so, we can if we do that, this can help our understanding both of 

morality and evolution.
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