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AsstrACT. Morality can be adaptive or maladaptive. From this fact come polarizing disputes on the meta-ethical
status of moral adaptation. The realist tracking account of morality claims that it is possible to track objective moral
truths and that these truths correspond to moral rules that are adaptive. In contrast, evolutionary anti-realism
rejects the existence of moral objectivity and thus asserts that adaptive moral rules cannot represent objective moral
truths, since those truths do not exist. This article develops a novel evolutionary view of natural law to defend the
realist tracking account. It argues that we can identify objective moral truths through cultural group selection and

that adaptive moral rules are likely to reflect such truths.
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n evolutionary ethics, morality comprises a set of

rules that can lead people to proliferate or to be

selected out of the evolutionary system. Such
rules determine the rightness or wrongness of actions.
In this light, the right actions may correspond to the
enhancement of fitness—that is, to reproductive suc-
cess. If so, the right conduct translates into the genetic
perpetuation of the addressees of moral regulations.
Naturally, different moral rules or principles of
cooperation produce distinct evolutionary outcomes.
Given that adaptiveness to change dictates the differ-
ence between reproductive success and failure, some
conceptions of rightness and goodness promote adap-
tiveness, while others do not. Moralities and cultures
can thus be adaptive or maladaptive, depending on
whether their moral rules help individuals and social
groups adapt to their environments and increase
reproductive fitness.'

From this naturalist understanding come sharp dis-
agreements over the meta-ethical status of moral adap-
tation. The realist tracking account of morality
postulates that it is possible to uncover objective moral
truths—or moral facts—and that these truths translate
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Moralities and cultures can also be partly non-adaptive, as certain
moral or cultural traits may remain in a population despite not having
clear adaptive or maladaptive consequences. This article emphasizes
the dualism of adaptiveness/maladaptiveness because of its relevance in
evolutionary ethics, especially in the context of natural law, where the
relevant elements of moral systems are often explained in normative
terms.
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into moral rules that promote genetic survival (James,
2011, pp. 199-203; Richards, 2017). By contrast, evo-
lutionary anti-realism denies the existence of moral
objectivity. The most notable anti-realists claim that
adaptive moral reasoning evolved to promote cooper-
ation and reproduction, not to track objective truth.
They assert that moral reasoning is grounded in contin-
gent preferences, rather than in an open-ended capacity
to track or learn about moral facts. For them, moral
preferences reflect the unique evolutionary history of the
species, not objective moral truths (Joyce, 2006; Ruse &
Wilson, 1986; Street, 2006).

A proper but unexplored way to defend the realist
tracking account is through the natural law trad-
ition, for natural law holds that we can derive
objective and true moral rules from the rational
study of nature. The main Darwinian account of
natural law is the inclinations account, which depicts
true moral rules or virtues as both adaptive and
grounded in universal human inclinations (Arnhart,
2001; Boyd, 2004; Pope, 1994). But this depiction
seems incompatible with evolution because it
assumes a unified and stable human nature com-
prised of unchanging preferences. To uphold the
realist tracking account, this article develops a dis-
tinct evolutionary view of natural law. It regards
Aristotelian/Thomistic natural law as group-cen-
tered, detectable by reason, and objective with vari-
able content. On this basis, the article argues that
reason can track adaptive moral rules through cul-
tural group selection and that these rules are likely to
represent objective moral truths.

SPRING 2022 e VOL. 41, NO. I


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1214-2941
https://doi.org/10.1017/pls.2021.12
mailto:filipefaria@fcsh.unl.pt
https://doi.org/10.1017/pls.2021.12

Moral truth tracking

The article is structured as follows: The first
section outlines the main tensions between evolutionary
realism and anti-realism. The following section rebuts
the anti-realist idea that moral reasoning is based on
contingent preferences and defends instead the existence
of an open-ended capacity to track moral facts. In turn, it
advances a novel evolutionary view of natural law. The
final section depicts the workings of moral truth track-
ing, showing how the limits of moral reasoning are the
limits of adaptiveness. In doing so, it tackles the intuitive
objection that some adaptive behaviors are wrong
according to common moral views. In the end, it should
be clear that natural law theory provides conceptual
mechanisms for identifying objective moral truths in
social evolution. And, by showing that natural law is a
viable alternative to evolutionary anti-realism, the article
opens a promising avenue for moral realists to explore
and further develop.

The moral value of adaptiveness and the
evolutionary value of morality

Philosophers often hold that to be moral is to act
according to rules, norms, or virtues, whose inherent
definition of the good may or may not promote repro-
ductive success. But “the dominant view among evolu-
tionary anthropologists is that morality is a social
technology that evolved through biological and cultural
selection to deal with problems that early humans
faced” (Buchanan & Powell, 2018, p. 77). Solving
these problems allowed individuals and groups to per-
petuate. From a functionalist standpoint, morality
evolved to enhance fitness, and its technological func-
tion is to produce cooperative behaviors that are adap-
tive (Kitcher, 2011). Such a standpoint seems to be
approaching a consensus in evolutionary ethics
(Smyth, 2016).

Given this, the meta-ethical meaning of adaptiveness
is now a key subject of discussion that leads to conflicting
stances, especially when ethicists evaluate the objective
truth of moral systems. As an example, imagine that a
person follows the moral rules of her or his group, and
yet such rules fail to promote the group’s survival,
including her or his own survival. That person might
be following false—and wrongful—moral rules. Accord-
ing to the realist tracking account, this is indeed the case,
but anti-realism disagrees. The realist ties up objective
goodness with adaptiveness, while the anti-realist dis-
connects them and discards moral objectivity. By doing
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so0, the anti-realist deems it illogical to infer that moral
rules are false or wrong when they hinder reproductive
fitness.

The realist tracking account defends the existence of
an evolutionary kind of objective morality. It holds that
moral facts are properties of the world that have norma-
tive force because they increase the reproductive fitness
of those who can detect them and use them as moral
rules. In this regard, moral facts exist independently of
contingent preferences or opinions, in the same way that
five plus five is always 10 regardless of one’s stance. The
tracking account maintains that the mind has evolved to
identify truths about the world, making it possible for
people to cognitively track down adaptive notions of the
good that are objective (James, 2011, pp. 199-203;
Richards, 2017).

Anti-realism offers another understanding of how
moral elements fit into evolutionary theory. Here, some
authors argue that evolution disproves the existence of
objectivity in ethics and that the common belief in moral
objectivity is an error, a mere illusion (Joyce, 2006; Ruse
& Wilson, 1986). Morality is then a false belief that had
(by chance) adaptive qualities in the past, but is ultim-
ately “a collective illusion foisted upon us by our genes”
(Ruse, 1998, p. 253). It is at best a useful fiction (Joyce,
2001, chaps. VII-VIII). According to this anti-realist
view, moral facts cannot be tracked down by reason
given that there are no moral values that “bind people
irrespective of their desires or interests” (Joyce, 2006,
p. 192). As Michael Ruse and E. O. Wilson (1986)
explain, the instincts to cooperate are reflected in epi-
stemic rules that became innate. That is, although these
instincts make individuals behave in ways that seem
moral, they are entirely subjective and derivative of
diverse innate preferences.

For Ruse and Wilson, moral rules are the idiosyn-
cratic results of the genetic history of our species. If the
species had evolved differently, our rules of conduct
would have as well. To illustrate this idea, Ruse and
Wilson assert that an intelligent alien species could have
evolved to consider cannibalism, incest, or the mutual
eating of feces to be moral. They note that we could
have been that species, but because we have another
evolutionary record, we value different rules. In this
light, our moral rules are an expression of—naturally
selected—personal inclinations or preferences, such as
the preference for salt over sugar. Hence, there is
nothing objective about moral values given that they
originate in human preferences and are not necessary
facts of nature.
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Sharon Street (2006) also argues against the exist-
ence of objective morality.? In particular, she finds
the realist tracking account implausible and offers an
alternative view known as the adaptive link account.
Street claims that our minds were naturally selected
to link specific behaviors and contexts with fitness
maximization. But she believes that this linkage has
little to do with truth tracking or with the existence
of objective (mind-independent) moral principles.
Rather, we instinctively fear abandonment or search
for sex because these behaviors led our ancestors to
reproductive success, not because they are moral
facts about the world. Our evaluative tendencies
represent “adaptive links between our ancestors’ cir-
cumstances and their responses to those
circumstances” (Street, 2006, p. 127), getting people
to believe and act in certain ways. She considers her
adaptive link account to be more parsimonious, since
it links beliefs about morality with reproductive suc-
cess without assuming that reason evolved to track
adaptive moral properties.

Much like Ruse and Wilson, Street reduces morality
to naturally selected instincts, to innate contingent
desires, which are ultimately a “reflex mechanism”
(Street, 2006, p. 127). An example of this mechanism is
the automatic reflex that causes a Venus flytrap to snap
shut on a fly. Street notes, though, that reflex mechan-
isms and moral judgments are different. Unlike reflexes,
moral judgments involve the formation of reasons, and
people possess complex deliberative skills. Yet, the way
people respond to reasons is still a reflex mechanism that
is linked to biological adaptation. For Street, “we are
more sophisticated than Venus fly-traps ... but we’re
subject to the same evolutionary forces” (James, 2011,
p. 184).

Street (2006) argues that a general capacity to identify
factual truths is of “no advantage or even a
disadvantage” (p. 130) because such a capacity would
be too costly for an organism to maintain. A mechanism
that links behavior in certain contexts with reproductive
success would suffice. An open-ended capacity for track-
ing factual truths is, in her view, unlikely to evolve at all.
For Street, it is important to repudiate the existence of an
open-ended capacity to make evaluations in several

2Street is a moral constructivist. And there is disagreement about
whether constructivism is an alternative view to realism and anti-
realism. Yet, Street rejects the existence of mind-independent moral
truths. Thus, as the realism depicted here entails mind-independence,
she remains in the anti-realist camp.
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spheres because, if we do have such a capacity, then that
shows “that an evolutionary adaptation is not likely to
be distorting our truth judgements and ... that evalu-
ations might be more than contingent preferences, might
be revelatory of facts in the world” (Richards, 2017,
p. 153).

However, it is possible to conceive of rules in terms
of people’s innate desires while upholding moral object-
ivity. For instance, the inclinations account of natural
law—which draws on Thomas Aquinas and Charles
Darwin—holds that natural law is rooted in the innate
propensities of human beings as rational animals. Such
beings use their deliberative capacity to formulate
objective moral principles that help them satisfy their
natural inclinations. This view regards morality as an
expression of propensities that arise from the common
biological nature of humans—propensities such as self-
preservation, propagation, sociability, and knowledge.
And by studying biological leanings, rational beings
can understand normativity (Arnhart, 2001; Boyd,
2004; Pope, 1994). From this standpoint, natural law
is objective, but only insofar as it is grounded in
particular inclinations that are common to all humans.
What this law prescribes is universal and guarantees
adaptiveness because it directs people to achieve what
they are already prone to in the first place. Still, as we
shall see, the inclinations account appears inadequate
to defend moral realism.

Reason as an instrument for
moral truth tracking

A robust defense of the realist tracking account in
the context of natural law must overcome two chal-
lenges. First, it needs to account for the evolution of an
open-ended cognitive capacity to track truth, especially
moral truth. By doing so, it can show that personal
evaluations may not reflect contingent preferences—as
anti-realists claim—but the facts of the world. Second,
it must provide a better account of natural law than the
inclinations account, for biocultural diversity and evo-
lutionary change are difficult to explain if natural laws
rely on fixed preferences that are common to all
humans—as the inclinations account asserts. This art-
icle defends moral truth tracking within natural law in
a way that is not inherently skeptical or subject-
grounded. Let us begin with the anti-realist challenge
and then move toward the new evolutionary account of
natural law.
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From the adaptive link account to the Darwin
machines

Cultural evolution and the mind. For Ruse, Wilson,
and Street, morality relies on the innate and reflexive
instincts acquired by our ancestors. Such an idea fits well
with the postulates of standard evolutionary psychology
(Buss, 1999; Cosmides & Tooby, 2001). This school
holds that people’s behavioral traits reflect universal
cognitive modules that evolved to solve specific problems
in the ancestral past. In this sense, the mind is not a
general-purpose organ primarily shaped by culture.
Instead, social groups show distinct cultures because
those groups have the same specialized cognitive mod-
ules, which are responding to different environments—a
process known as evoked culture. For example, evolu-
tionary psychologists often suggest that status competi-
tion among males is a universal—and adaptive—innate
trait (Buss & Schmitt, 2017). This trait only expresses
itself differently in populations because it responds to
different ecological challenges. This school, however,
does not deny the existence of learning capacities or of
some phenotypic plasticity. Indeed, it thinks of these
features as adaptations. But it mostly stresses specialized
cognitive modules and their environmental triggers,
which strengthens the notion of moral behavior as a
reflex mechanism.

Yet, as cultural evolutionists point out (Mesoudi,
2009; Norenzayan, 2006), this explanation does not
properly account for the importance of the transmitted
culture that individuals receive from their social groups.
In particular, it does not have a satisfying justification for
why environments have changed radically since the
ancestral environment. It simply accepts that circum-
stances have changed and that the same cognitive mod-
ules have reacted to the change. Assuming a universal
human nature underplays the role of culture in shaping
genetic traits, including cognitive modules. But above all,
the evolutionary psychology explanation seems to
exclude the possibility of learning, identifying, and pro-
ducing culture and morality as an open-ended process
and as a critical driver of evolution (Wilson, 2002,
p.29).3

As evidence shows (Boyd & Richerson, 2005; Per-
reault, 2012), cultural and moral evolution occurs at a
much faster pace than genetic evolution. The main

3«Culture” here refers to information that is socially transmitted,
such as language, rituals, or inventions (Boyd & Richerson, 2005, p. 5),
while “morality” refers to the normative dimension of culture.

PoLiTiCcsS AND THE LIFE SCIENCES

https://doi.org/10.1017/pls.2021.12 Published online by Cambridge University Press

reason for this occurrence is that genetic evolution is
only transmitted vertically, from parents to offspring.
But cultural evolution is not only transmitted vertically.
It is also transmitted obliquely, from nonparents of
former generations to new generations, and horizontally,
from social contemporaries to other contemporaries
(Creanza et al., 2017, p. 7783). Since culture and mor-
ality evolve much faster than genes, the view of morality
as a sophisticated “reflex mechanism” (Street, 2006,
p. 127) seems implausible. If morality were a reflex
mechanism, one would expect the pace of moral change
to be tied more to the pace of changes in specialized
cognitive modules than it actually is. Moral rules also
evolve fast without substantial changes in the environ-
ment (Bell et al.,, 2009). Therefore, morality cannot
simply react to environmental cues. Rather, it shapes
biological evolution, in part through deliberate innov-
ation.

Empirical evidence on tribal interaction reveals the
importance of deliberate cultural innovation in the evo-
lutionary system. For instance, two neighboring African
tribes, such as the Nuer and Dinka, that were genetically
similar and that shared identical environments varied
considerably in cultural and moral terms. The cultural
and moral differences between these tribes had a decisive
impact on their reproductive fitness. Namely, “differ-
ences in marriage institutions ... led to the Nuer raising
larger fighting forces and the expansion of the Nuer at
the expense of the Dinka” (Bell et al., 2009, p. 17673).
Even with similar genetic constitutions, neighboring
groups can produce distinct moralities and cultures
through sheer innovation. This suggests that individuals
evolved the capacity to learn, develop, and generate
culture and morality as an open-ended process
(Wilson, 2002, p. 30).

David Sloan Wilson and colleagues (2014) provide a
more comprehensive explanation for how the mind
works regarding change in cultural evolution. They
understand the mind’s capacity to generate cultures
and moralities as something analogous to the immune
system. Namely, they see the mind as a Darwin machine,
which is a genetic mechanism that is capable of generat-
ing novel adaptive solutions and contains an evolution-
ary process within its constitution (Plotkin, 1994).

Notably, the vertebrate immune system has both
innate and adaptive components. The innate component
is modular and comprises specialized modules that auto-
matically respond to and fight against disease organisms.
This modular component is a reflex mechanism that
responds to threats, just as specialized cognitive modules
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respond to environmental challenges. But because dis-
ease organisms can change and appear in unprecedented
ways, the immune system has evolved an adaptive com-
ponent that generates new antibodies to deal with
unforeseen threats. When newly created antibodies suc-
ceed at matching a new disease organism, the adaptive
part of the immune system signals its innate part to
attack the threat. As Wilson explains, “the immune
system is an open-ended process of blind variation and
selective retention” and is “therefore capable of provid-
ing new solutions to new problems.” In a thriving
immune system, “antibodies that match antigens repro-
duce more, not by chance, but because the immune
system has been constructed that way” (Wilson, 2002,
pp. 30-31).

As a Darwin machine, the mind has both specialized
mechanisms (e.g., sexual drives, fear of abandonment)
and open-ended capacities (e.g., abstract reasoning).
Respectively, it has an innate modular component to
tackle familiar problems and an adaptive component
that generates novel solutions to unknown troubles
(Wilson et al., 2014). When the mind produces novel
solutions to environmental obstacles, these solutions
tend to replicate more within society—a process that
resembles the immune system when tackling new disease
organisms. By finding these solutions, the mind discovers
new behavioral rules that help individuals and groups
overcome constant challenges, such as out-group com-
petition, scarcity of resources, or cooperation failures.

This comprehensive understanding of the mind can
explain why people evolved the ability to create new
moralities and cultures faster than genetic evolution
would permit. That ability “allows us to evolve over
short time scales, which are normally accessible only to
short-lived species, while at the same time allowing for us
to enjoy the benefits of having a long life history”
(Perreault, 2012). In other words, it allows us to endure.
The open-ended mind arose because our ancestors had to
adapt quickly to diverse environments in time and space,
as well as to unstable climatic contexts (Boyd & Richer-
son, 2008). While many animals required genetic adap-
tations such as growing fur to be protected from the cold,
humans could simply create cultural and behavioral
norms to solve the problem (e.g., wearing clothes). With
open-ended mental capacities, individuals could identify
the most appropriate rules for any context and induce
collective behavioral change if those rules somehow
hindered group fitness. These open-ended capacities
can even override particular innate tendencies, such as
when humans eat herbs that are repulsive or taste bitter
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due to understanding their medical benefits (Boyd &
Richerson, 2005, p. 11).

Open-ended reasoning, not a linking process. The
account of moral reasoning as a Darwin machine—and
thus as a tracking device—seems more plausible than the
anti-realist account of morality as an expression of
evolved, contingent desires. In particular, it seems
implausible that people merely repeat the adaptive
actions of their ancestors in novel contexts, even if
through sophisticated reasoning—as Street’s adaptive
link account suggests. If groups can track adaptive rules
to radically transform their behaviors, they may adapt to
new contexts without discarding large parts of their
genetic constitution—that is, without reducing fitness.
Conversely, groups that depend on the evolution of
genetic traits to adapt to new contexts face constant
mismatches between past and novel environments, often
leading to maladaptation. A rule-tracking strategy has
more adaptive potential than a strategy that depends on
the slower evolution of fitness-enhancing evaluative ten-
dencies. As Joe Henrich (2016) notes, cultural plasticity
is the reason behind our success.

The open-ended capacity to track rules is thus more
than an expression of contingent desires; it may reveal
constitutive facts about the world. The anti-realist rejec-
tion of moral facts assumes that facts stand ontologically
separated from individuals as independent bodies and
that any evolved trait is epistemically directed to survival
only (Richards, 2017, p. 154). Yet, if the mind can
produce novel solutions to unprecedented problems by
examining different ecologies, then it does not merely
aim at survival but also at truth about the world. By
seeking to comprehend the distinctive features of natural
contexts, the mind helps organisms overcome new eco-
logical challenges, and thus confers fitness benefits to
individuals and groups. Likewise, through cultural
group selection (Boyd & Richerson, 2005; Henrich,
2016), those groups holding moral rules that foster
collective cohesion are more likely to overcome natural
obstacles. There is a correspondence between truths
about the world—including true statements about eco-
logical conditions—and the normative patterns that pro-
mote adaptiveness. Groups that use truths about the
world for their survival and that track them more effi-
ciently will have evolutionary advantages in the process
of intergroup competition.

However, given the difficulty of acquiring complete
and direct knowledge of nature, individuals construct
models of reality, which can vary in truth value. People
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use these models to reason about reality, often through
narratives or myths, thus building normative orders. As
Jean Porter (2005, p. 19) points out, objective standards
of morality are “underdetermined” by human action in
social practices and conventions. That is, current social
practices do not fully correspond to specific moral truths.
But those practices can be in accord with or contrary to
such truths. Moreover, biological evolution selects upon
practices and behaviors, and not directly upon theories
or reasons. Practice has priority over theory. Theories or
reasons may be wrong, but if they increase fitness, they
spread through culture as if they were true. This happens
when groups create myths or hold false beliefs that cause
adaptive behaviors by chance.

Behaviors based on false reasoning and false beliefs
can also be adaptive, even when performed for the wrong
reasons (Rappaport, 1979, pp. 97-145). For example, a
community may believe in a god that tells people to
multiply, which is likely adaptive. Although such a god
may not exist, there is still adaptive truth in this belief.
Yet, contexts change, and if the community stops believ-
ing in that god, it may stop believing in the moral duty to
multiply, which can be maladaptive. It might then be
preferable for a social group to uphold the true principle
contained in the false belief rather than the false belief.
Overall, it is likely that false beliefs become inadequate
when environmental changes take place, which shows
the importance of grasping and tracking moral facts in
social evolution.

The anti-realist may argue that the existence of the
mind as a flexible tracking device does not show that
moral facts exist. Adaptiveness and moral truth are
different things, after all, and one cannot simply go from
fact to value. To do so is to commit the naturalistic
fallacy. From this standpoint, moral reasoning can track
adaptive rules but not true moral rules. Anti-realists,
though, tend to overlook the (Aristotelian) moral func-
tionalism of adaptive rules. In this setting, to know
whether something is good is to ask for its natural
function. If a living being’s function is to grow and
multiply, to do so is objectively good. Likewise, if the
function of moral rules is to promote adaptiveness, the
rules that do so are objectively good. The naturalistic
fallacy is then bypassed.* Moreover, “there are objective
facts about the conditions and patterns of interaction
that make cooperation profitable” (Fraser & Sterelny,

*For further neo-Aristotelian arguments against the naturalistic
fallacy objection, see the works of William Casebeer (2003), Philippa
Foot (2001), and Judith Thomson (2008).
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2017, p. 9835). Elinor Ostrom (1998), for instance, iden-
tified general rules that help communities solve collective
action problems. Evolutionary game theory can reveal
the best cooperation strategies in different situations. If
rules have the function of enhancing adaptive cooper-
ation, we have cause to think that adaptive rules are
indeed true, for we can identify them, allowing the moral
functionalist to understand their concrete functions and,
hence, their truthfulness.

Natural law ethics and the Aristotelian-Thomistic
synthesis

Discarding  the  universalistic = view  of
natural law. To uphold moral truth tracking in natural
law, one must first clarify the interpretation problems of
the standard Darwinian account of natural law: the
inclinations account. Attributed to such authors as Craig
Boyd (2004), Stephen J. Pope (1994), and, especially,
Larry Arnhart (1998,2001), this account regards natural
law as consonant with evolutionary ethics and rooted in
the biological features of human agents. It depicts the
moral good as adaptive, objective, and grounded in
human inclinations or preferences. It sees natural law
as a universalistic set of virtues or rational principles—
and it is in this light alone that their proponents think
about social evolution.

The inclinations account, which includes Darwinian
interpretations of Aquinas’s natural law (Arnhart, 1998,
2001), expresses a classical universalistic view of natural
law. The universalistic view presupposes a universal
human nature and regards natural law as rooted in the
natural instincts of rational human beings; morality is
then an expression of common human propensities,
which science can understand. As such, the contents of
natural law are immutable in time and space, in part
because human nature and its inclinations are unchange-
able. This view is typical of the Stoic version of natural
law, according to which people’s sense of belonging—
otkeosis—expands from the self to other living creatures
and, with the aid of reason, even to all of humanity in the
kosmopolis. In the words of Cicero (1999), “[t]here will
not be one law at Rome and another at Athens, one now
and another later; but all nations at all times will be
bound by this one and eternal and unchangeable law”
(p. 71). Such a view is influential in the modern era, for it
fits best into the compositive-resolutive method of scien-
tific knowledge, whereby individuals, rather than
groups, are the point of departure when one considers
any kind of normativity.
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By taking this universalistic view, the inclinations
account seems incompatible with evolutionary ethics,
since it validates natural law only if human nature is
adaptive to change but not itself susceptible to change.
Yet, in evolution, we should expect constant change.
This account also makes it difficult to understand how
different cultures can develop distinct and successful
evolutionary strategies, as it considers that any culture,
regardless of circumstances, should follow the same
moral rules, the rules that are adaptive and thus right.
Some evolutionary anti-realists take this universalistic
standpoint to be representative of natural law. So they
sensibly regard evolutionary ethics and natural law as
incompatible (Ruse, 2001; Wilson, 1978).

Upholding natural law with variable content: Aris-
totle. Another classical view of natural law, however,
overcomes these challenges. It is the view of natural law
with variable content, which is compatible with evolu-
tion and has not yet been explored by evolutionary
theorists. Here, natural law is universal only in the sense
that it applies everywhere, but it can express itself dif-
ferently in every context. This alternative view asserts
that human nature has deep biological grounds, but
those grounds are already in play inside the system of
natural law. The system creates biological natures or
propensities, rather than the reverse. To understand
morality, rational beings must study the laws of nature
and the different ways that these laws express them-
selves, which leaves room for change in the normative
contents of natural law. Natural law with variable con-
tent can be found mostly in Aristotle, but Aquinas should
also be interpreted in this light.

When approaching natural law, Aristotle is thinking
of humans as rational and social animals. Rational
animals can understand the world and deliberate about
certain courses of action by using deductive and induct-
ive reasoning. Social animals depend on their rational
dimension because the rationality inherent in the delib-
eration practices concerning the good requires the prior
formation of the polis. But rational animals also depend
on their social dimension, since communities precede
individuals logically and chronologically (Aristotle,
1998, 1, 1253a9-29). Only in political communities
can men be truly rational.

The social setting of Aristotelian natural law, then,
involves rationality and is group-centered. And if group
norms are partly conventional and parochial (Aristotle,
2000, V 10, 1134b18-19), they are also partly required
by people’s rational capacity. Aristotle endorses neither
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pure conventionalism, the Sophistic view that social
conventions are valid simply because they are accepted
in a group, nor pure naturalism, the view that there are
universal principles of goodness applicable to all times
and places (Burns, 2011, p. 167). For him, the conven-
tionalist view deprives existing social orders of the
proper justifications that practical reasoning can bring.
The pure naturalist view is too rationalistic and inflex-
ible, since it relies on a standard that is supposedly
superior to the laws and customs of particular societies.

However, Aristotle sometimes seems to invoke a uni-
versalist framework. For instance, he maintains that
natural law has the same force or power (dynamis)
everywhere (Aristotle, 2000, V, 1113b19). What can
this mean? He defines power as “a principle of change
in another or in itself as another” (Aristotle, 1995a, V,
13, 1020a1-2; IX, 1, 1146a10-11). That is, power can
produce change in different directions. Medicine, which
qualifies as an example of power, may act to give health
or accidentally to deprive of health. The principle of
change behind warming another person to lower her
fever and give her health is the same principle that
deprives a person of health if the act of warming is
omitted (Aristotle, 1995a, VII, 7, 1032b18-21). There-
fore, the power to do good can be actualized in the action
of doing or not doing the required good (Aristotle,
1995a, IX, 2, 1046b24-28).

The same occurs with natural law: it can be actualized
or not, that is, specific laws can be rational or irrational
in this sense. Such is the range of Aristotle’s claim that
natural law has the same force or power everywhere, just
as fire burns equally in Greece and in Persia, even though
the conventional norms are different in Greece and
Persia. Each culture has its way of valuing things, of
attributing specific contents to values, and of creating
binding conventions. And cultures value things follow-
ing the natural faculties by which their members are
inclined towards a good. However, those norms can be
rational or irrational depending on whether they are in
accordance with principles of practical rationality that,
like mathematics, are equally valid everywhere. So, some
laws are irrational, and some are rational; that is, they
are against or in accordance with natural law.

Aristotle’s primary example is political constitutions.
He says that human-made laws are not the same every-
where, just as constitutions are not the same, but every-
where only one constitution is by nature the best
(Aristotle, 2000, V, 10, 1135a3-5). Yet, he is not saying
that there is one single optimal constitution that applies
equally to every culture—as Stoic views of natural law
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could say. What he is saying is that, in every culture, there
is an optimal constitution for that specific culture. It is
not only conventional laws that have different contents;
natural law also has variable content, provided that it is
rational within each particular state of affairs.

Upholding natural law with variable content: Aqui-
nas. This Aristotelian framework fits into Aquinas’s
broader theory of laws. For Aquinas, natural law derives
from eternal law and is actualized by human laws. In
themselves, natural laws are self-evident rational prin-
ciples, without any practical relevance. Natural laws
must then be understood as expressions of eternal laws,
which determine how rational entities partake in a cos-
mos with other entities and thus share certain features
with them (Aquinas, 1980, II-1 g. 91 a. 2). But natural
laws also relate to human laws directly. Human laws
turn the general principles of natural law into actual
rules—that is, into conventional laws. These rules are
addressed to human agents as rational animals in Aris-
totle’s sense (Aquinas, 1980, II-1 q. 94 a. 2).

The fact that natural law is in between two different
sets of laws—eternal and human—is vital to understand-
ing what Aquinas is saying. Unlike what authors such as
Arnhart (1998, 2001) claim, natural law cannot be
rooted in human nature’s inclinations, given that these
inclinations follow from the context of eternal laws. For
Aquinas, people’s natural inclinations must be satisfied
at three levels for the fullest flourishing of human life: the
natural tendencies of the body, the natural tendencies of
sensory desires, and the natural tendencies of intellectual
desires (Aquinas, 1980, I-II q. 94 a. 2). These tendencies
show that there is a continuity between human beings
and other animals. This continuity seems compatible
with the Darwinian thesis that humans evolved from
nonhuman animals (Barad, 1995). But it is a mistake to
think that Aquinas’s theory provides a sufficient basis for
claiming that natural law is rooted in a “biological
paradigm” (Arnhart, 2001; Lisska, 1996, pp. 96-109).
The reason is that all natural things, including irrational
creatures, are subject to eternal laws insofar as their
essences embody the principles that determine their
rightful actions (Aquinas, 1980, I-II q. 93 a. 5). Accord-
ing to Aquinas, men have certain propensities because
God created them as such within the realm of eternal
laws. And natural laws are the instruments whereby
people access eternal laws through understanding.
Human inclinations develop inside a framework that
already includes natural laws, so inclinations cannot
produce such laws.
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Aquinas (1980, I1-1q. 95 a. 2) also states that there are
two ways to derive human laws from natural law. One
way is to derive conclusions from first principles (per
modum conclusionis), for example, to derive “one must
not kill” from “one must hurt nobody.” Another way is
to make a specific application of a general and undeter-
mined law (per modum determinationis). In the latter
way, human laws add certain contents to natural law
(Finnis, 1998, pp. 266-270), and this addition allows
human laws to attribute variable contents to
natural laws.

For instance, suppose there is a natural law indicating
that people ought to have freedom of mobility. If so,
there should be human laws facilitating that goal, and
people should be free, for example, to drive to their
desired destinations. But whether it is obligatory to drive
on the right side or the left side of the road is something
that is only specified by human laws when applying
natural law. The obligation to drive on a given side of
the road is not deduced from the first principles of
natural law, but from the authority of human enactment.

When natural laws appear in a general and undeter-
mined form, they only become binding the moment they
are posited and actualized by human enactment. This is
the moment when rational beings create human laws that
induce their addressees to act in a certain way, thus
bringing moral obligation into the world. Human laws
command what, in the absence of convention, is morally
optional and uncertain. And they allow natural law to
have variable content from time to time and place to
place (Aquinas, 1980, II-I q. 94 a. §; Green, 2014,
pp- 204-205).

This reading of natural law and practical rationality
provides the basic framework for thinking about moral-
ity as both natural and group-centered. In such an
Aristotelian/Thomistic framework, moral rules can be
objective without having to be universally immutable.
Their contents can change from culture to culture, and
from time to time, yet remain an expression of natural
law. Also, this account of natural law is functionalist and
teleological. It draws on prominent functionalist explan-
ations in evolutionary ethics (Smyth, 2016), especially on
group selection (Sober & Wilson, 1998), for each social
group produces different evolutionary strategies that
reflect its context and specific traits. From a natural
law standpoint, the telos of the social group and its
members is sustainability and perpetuation over time—
the common good, in Aquinas’s terminology. The role of
reason concerning moral virtue is to understand how to
reach self-actualization. The Aristotelian good life, then,
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means functional adaptiveness, and the search for the
good communal life may represent the search for group
adaptiveness in the face of intergroup competition.

Toward moral truth tracking

The remainder of this article explains the workings of
moral truth tracking in natural law. It clarifies how
rational minds may evaluate and identify adaptive moral
rules that reflect objective standards of morality. In this
sense, if moral facts were different, rational minds would
relate to morality differently. Reason is unlikely to be a
sophisticated slave of evolved passions or instincts—as
the Humean tradition might suggest. Rather, reason is
better understood as a largely instinct-independent tool,
insofar as it can track and apply adaptive behavioral
rules.

The limits of reason in truth tracking

To be apt to reason in favor of reproductive fitness
does not mean one will necessarily do so, or that reason-
ing that is contrary to fitness enhancement cannot occur.
Some evolutionary thinkers have recognized the human
capacity to use reason against the natural telos of genetic
reproduction. As Richard Dawkins (2016) puts it, “we,
that is our brains, are separate and independent enough
from our genes to rebel against them ... We do so in a
small way every time we use contraception” (p. 434).
Daniel Dennett (1995) adds that this capacity “is our
transcendence, our capacity to rebel against the tyranny
of the selfish replicators ... and there is nothing anti-
Darwinian or antiscientific about it” (p. 471). Although
moral reasoning seems open-ended, it remains bound by
the laws of natural selection. In evolutionary natural law,
we can reason rightly or wrongly about morality at the
epistemic level. But only adaptive rules can be objectively
true and represent normative properties of the world.
Ultimately, if morality’s function is to enhance fitness
through cooperation, then to “rebel” against that func-
tion is to fall outside of the moral scope.

This view is both empowering and critical of reason.
At heart, it confers reason a strong role in understanding
morality. Yet, it also shows that reason cannot extend
beyond the limits of adaptiveness when postulating true
moral principles. For instance, let us assume that in-
group favoritism is adaptive (Faria, 2017; Hartshorn
etal.,2013). One may still prefer another moral strategy
such as universal egalitarianism—that is, treating all
groups equally. But if this other moral strategy is
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maladaptive, it ends up being outperformed (and erased)
by more adaptive moralities through cultural group
selection. In these instances, because moral facts are tied
up with adaptiveness, universal egalitarianism cannot
be true.

One could still argue that moral rules can be true even
when they lead their groups to extinction. This claim,
however, would disconnect moral truth from the adap-
tive requirements of evolution—a doubtful premise in
evolutionary moral realism. To defend this premise, the
evolutionary realist would need to argue that moral
reasoning has no adaptive function. Yet, because finding
cooperation rules is essential for human survival, such a
claim is implausible. Evolutionary ethicists thus tend to
dismiss it (Smyth, 2016). Nearly all evolutionary realists
connect moral truth to adaptiveness, in part or in whole
(Collier & Stingl, 2013; Fraser & Sterelny, 2017). When
a rule is maladaptive, we have good reason to think it is
false.

In this light, the potential and limits of reason look
clear. Reason can discover natural laws of adaptiveness,
which are also truths about the world, but it cannot
transcend them. As natural selection constrains our
moral choices, the existing freedom of choice to establish
any given set of rules is, in part, an illusion. What authors
like Dawkins (2016, p. 434) and Dennett (1995, p. 471)
regard as our mental capacity to transcend evolutionary
laws—or selfish genes—is mere maladaptation. Because
those laws select against maladaptive choices, reason has
moral power only within the limits of natural selection.

The practice of moral tracking

The Aristotelian model of natural law illuminates the
practice of moral truth tracking in the social and political
realm. Aristotle understands an unjust act as an act
contrary to the political law of one’s polis (Aristotle,
2000,V,1,1129b1-25;V, 7, 1134b18), thus suggesting
that there is no impartial standard of justice above one’s
political group. Yet, he notably claims that, by nature
and everywhere, the perfect political regime does exist.
Although Aristotle defends existing institutions as bear-
ers of moral truths, he leaves room for progress toward
an ideal regime. Such progress takes place inside the
sociopolitical group, as different collectives require dis-
tinct optimal rules. Sociopolitical organization is the
product of collective “friendship” (Aristotle, 2000, VIII,
1, 1155a17-33).

Likewise, in social evolution, the group is the natural
basis of morality and a potential unit of biocultural
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selection, for prosocial behavior is likely to evolve
through group selection (Okasha, 2006; Sober & Wil-
son, 1998; Turchin, 2016) or/and inclusive fitness (Birch,
2017, chap. II). The majority of social evolutionists
endorse these two models, which are equivalent “on
the grounds that gene frequency change can be correctly
computed using either approach” (Birch & Okasha,
2014, p. 28).

Notably, a social group consists of interdependent
agents—for instance, a family, a nation, or a civilization.
Groups have an identity and a sense of purpose, includ-
ing rules of cooperation and punishment mechanisms.
Sometimes their borders overlap, but they remain iden-
tifiable. From a group selection standpoint, adaptive
groups are those that successfully use rules and punish-
ment mechanisms to suppress self-serving behavior. This
suppression allows them to compete more ably against
other groups (Sober & Wilson, 1998). A tribe that can
suppress factions, and thus increase cooperative cohe-
sion, is more likely to prevail against another tribe where
agents only cooperate as small families—that is, a tribe
plagued by familism. By contrast, if competition between
tribes is weak, strong familism pays off. Overall, when
intergroup competition is weak, individual free riding
prevails, for egoism beats altruism within groups, but
groups of altruists beat groups of egoists (Wilson &
Wilson, 2007).

Also, cultural evolutionists have found important
cooperation patterns in successful groups. For instance,
according to Boyd and Richerson (2005, p. 13), a few
innovators of cultural norms and many conformists
typically constitute an adaptive biocultural group.
Innovators update the behavioral practices of a group
when it faces internal and external threats, while con-
formists make it a cohesive unit by adhering to new rules.
Innovators, in particular, must reason about the epi-
stemic conditions of their ecologies and assess the apt-
ness of cooperation rules—a process that highlights
moral reasoning as a vital tool of innovation.

The role of reason in moral truth tracking is then to
assess the trade-offs involved in enhancing group repro-
ductive fitness. Yet, we should not conclude that groups
increase their fitness by simply warring against nonre-
lated others—an idea associated with social Darwinism.
A reasoned appraisal of moral truth understands that
war does not always pay off. Even though war is a
powerful adaptive force of our evolutionary past
(Turchin, 2016), its careless use can be harmful, as it
can endanger the continuity of groups. War may cause
groups to lose their most altruistic members in the
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battlefields or even lose entire populations. Given this,
collectives must find the most appropriate relations with
other collectives by assessing the relevant trade-offs.

The same logic applies to the ethics of reproduction.
For example, an investment in sheer reproductive quan-
tity may be maladaptive if it represents the expansion of
unfit characteristics. That is why Darwin understood the
common good as rearing “the greatest number of chil-
dren in full vigor and health, with all their faculties
perfect, under the conditions to which they are
subjected” (Darwin, 1989, p. 121). Of course, medical
technology can now fix many health issues, which allows
many people with health problems to adapt to current
ecologies. Today, even those with unfit yet fixable debili-
tations would fit into Darwin’s notion of the common
good. The application of moral rules may hence change
along with technological progress.

But perhaps the most crucial trade-off is the one
between pursuing group adaptiveness and sustaining
the global environment. Intergroup competition may
cause environmental damage—for instance, in the case
of biological or atomic warfare. And aggressive compe-
tition for resources might lead to resource depletion. In
this sense, solving ecological threats is a moral necessity,
which often requires intergroup cooperation. Yet, nat-
ural selection rests upon relative fitness. It is not so
relevant that a group survives in absolute terms; what
is important is that it keeps growing better than other
groups (Wilson, 2002, p. 38). Even with large-scale
environmental cooperation, some groups will enhance
their fitness better than others since cultural and moral
diversity is enough to cause differences in adaptive cap-
acities. And there are no known intelligent extraterres-
trials to exert pressure for humanity to become a single
unit of selection. So, natural selection at the group level
will probably continue to operate among human-like
communities.

Yet, the size and cultural identity of groups may vary
according to ecological changes. In the last 10,000 years,
adaptive communities have replaced less adaptive com-
munities, in part because of their superior capacity to
learn and process information (Turchin, 2016). This
capacity has allowed for collective action to take place
at larger scales, giving rise to modern nations constituted
by millions. For sure, alliances against common enemies
often give rise to new sociopolitical identities. But there is
a trade-off between acting mostly at the small scale and
generating collective actions at a larger scale. By default,
agents ought to prioritize the smaller scale, where genetic
relatedness is higher and where more of their genes can
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replicate. However, it may be maladaptive to prioritize
the smaller scale, since large cohesive groups have com-
petitive advantages over small groups, as size is often a
valuable group-level adaptation (Wilson, 2002, p. 32).
When faced with these complexities, agents who best
understand nature’s trade-offs should be better at finding
the most adaptive rules for the appropriate scale.

From the intuitive objection to moral progress

A skeptic may counterargue that adaptive moral rules
do not reflect objective truths because rape or genocide
can also be adaptive. Are these acts not clearly immoral,
even if they are adaptive? Let us call this critique the
intuitive objection. Some evolutionary moral realists
dodge this objection by stating that moral facts are only
partly connected to adaptiveness. For instance, Collier
and Stingl (2013) argue that “morality is not a special
kind of fitness, though it contributes to fitness” (p. 225).
By rejecting fitness enhancement as the sole criterion to
assess moral facts, these realists can dismiss rape or
genocide as a moral good. Indeed, realists may assert
that when moral principles are maladaptive, they are
untrue, but moral facts do not equate with adaptiveness.
In this sense, to be adaptive is a necessary condition for
moral rules to be true, yet not a sufficient one. Rape being
adaptive, then, would not make it a moral fact. However,
at the ultimate level, fitness enhancement seems both
necessary and sufficient. For, as E. O. Wilson (1978)
notes, “morality has no other demonstrable ultimate
function” than to perpetuate genes (p. 167). It is then
hard to argue that moral rules such as “commit genocide
or rape” are false if they enhance fitness. Functionalist or
teleological accounts of the good could then be seen as
incompatible with our considered moral judgments of
the day (Odenbaugh, 2017).

Yet, the fitness trade-offs in natural law show that cases
such as rape or genocide do not have to collide with our
considered moral judgments. Rape, for instance, is a form
of cheating on the sexual and procreative rules of a collect-
ive. It may benefit the rapist, but not the group. Groups
composed of many rapists, rather than cooperators, are
unlikely to survive under group selection. Therefore, rape is
not a long-run adaptive strategy, which suggests that it is
not a moral fact. Moreover, the success rate of insemin-
ation in rape acts is notably low—around 2% (Lloyd,
2001). This also indicates that rape is an ineffectual way
to enhance fitness (Odenbaugh, 2017, p. 1042).

But what about mass rape as the result of one group
conquering another? Some could argue that this would
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be an adaptive strategy for any group, thus making it a
moral good. Mass rape might be a bad strategy, though.
For example, this strategy may create a new identity
group, due to mixing two different biocultural identities,
and this new group could become an adversary of the
conquering group. Of course, to prevent this problem,
the conquerors may integrate the members of the new
group. But these new members may cause instability by
cooperating mostly among themselves. And if they blend
with the conquering group, they may carry new norms or
inclinations, which may change the successful cultural
norms that led the conquerors to win conflicts. A better
strategy would be not to rape at all and to expand by
increasing birth rates—that is, by keeping group integrity
and avoiding disruption. The short-term gain strategy of
mass rape, as in the case of individual rape, might not be
adaptive in the long run, which casts doubt on it being a
moral fact.

Genocide as a strategy for surpassing out-groups also
has serious limitations. For instance, it would not be
adaptive if humans wiped out most living beings on
earth, as that is ecologically unsustainable and would
hence lead to human downfall. Likewise, groups may
often have more to gain from mutual interdependence
than from eliminating one another. Thus, it may be
detrimental for groups to embrace a steady moral rule
such as “commit genocide.” The fact that our considered
moral judgments of the day usually see genocide as
immoral suggests that it might not be as adaptive as
some might think. And people must know something
about morality as a social technology since they suc-
ceeded in evolution in part because of mastering
it. However, we still face an uncomfortable possibility:
in some circumstances, actions that we deem unaccept-
able at a given time may, in fact, be adaptive. Our
considered moral judgments, though, are often right in
disapproving these actions. And claims about the poten-
tial adaptiveness of such actions must show that, in each
context, there are no better alternatives—fitness-wise.

Given all the trade-offs in nature, even rational agents
require heuristics, as reason cannot always show people
how to build adaptive groups. After all, reason may also
produce novel moral rules that lead communities to
extinction. In this regard, Aristotle’s caution seems jus-
tified. He holds that scientific scrutiny can discover
natural law principles. At the practical level, though, he
cherishes sociopolitical conventions that have already
stood the test of time and thus contain some natural
law truths. In doing so, Aristotle appeals to practical
wisdom (Burns, 2011, pp. 67-68). Indeed, it is hard to
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know exactly how a group can be adaptive at a practical
level. But it is possible to find moral principles that are
epistemically valid. For instance, we know that to have
10 children is more adaptive than to have zero or that a
population with unchanging sub-replacement levels
becomes extinct. The Aristotelian project of studying
natural regularities and teleology to understand morality
remains as relevant as ever. Still, politics differs from
science in a vital sense. In politics, “precision is not to be
sought for alike in all discussions,” and it is enough to
postulate truth “roughly and in outline” (Aristotle,
1995b, 1094b12-14; 1104a1-5).

However, despite the importance of convention, evo-
lutionary natural law also entails moral progress. As
models of gene-culture coevolution show (Boyd &
Richerson, 2005; Durham, 1991), culture shapes genetic
evolution and genes shape culture in a feedback loop. In
particular, rules select for the genetic traits that will
evolve within groups—a selection that proceeds through
systems of punishment and rewards (Witt, 2008). But for
moral truth tracking to prevail in a population, moral
rules cannot stifle open-ended reasoning when aiming at
group conformity. Rules that select against moral innov-
ators can eliminate the capacity for truth tracking, thus
hindering epistemic progress. If this capacity disappears,
agents lose their neural plasticity and must hence rely on
neural specificity, namely, on rigid reflexive instincts.

It may be tempting for any group to increase its fitness
by imposing total conformity to plans that work in a
given environment. Yet, total conformity may destroy a
group’s capacity to acquire truths about the world, and
groups need this capacity to better adapt to new envir-
onments. To be resilient, communities must find the
correct point between total conformity to repressive rules
and total atomization, that is, between the absence of
innovation and the dissolution of the collective. Com-
munities must find, in fact, Aristotle’s golden mean.

Ultimately, if evolution selects for group agents who
excel at reasoning about moral changes, then there must
be in-built natural forces that select for superior reason-
ing capacities. The best minds are better apt to prosper
since they can best understand the evolutionary struc-
tures of the world, which contain moral information that
is factual and adaptive. If moral progress reflects an
increasing capacity to track moral facts, such progress
is not only possible but also an essential feature of
natural law. Indeed, we might be just at the beginning
of understanding morality, as there could be much more
to it than our evolved capacities now grasp. But better
moral rules can foster the improvement of reasoning
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capacities, which should gradually shed light on morality
itself.

Conclusion

This article developed a novel evolutionary view of
natural law to defend the realist account of moral truth
tracking. It argued that the common anti-realist chal-
lenges to moral realism fail within evolutionary ethics. In
the absence of a proper Darwinian account of natural
law, the article advanced a view of natural law as group-
centered, discoverable by reason, and objective with
variable content. On this basis, it argued that reason
can track adaptive moral rules through cultural group
selection and that such rules are likely to correspond to
objective moral truths.
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