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How the evolution of mankind can be linked to ethical behaviour. 

Since ancient times, philosophers held that it is within the nature of the Homo sapiens that 

they hold moral values turning them into a Homo moralis10. The term moral refers to beliefs 

about what is good, better said the “right” and “wrong” behaviour such as how to treat people 

fairly7. Ethical thinking is the reassessment of a moral thought. In order to be able to conduct 

ethical behaviour is thought to be a consequence of the fact that we possess the three 

conditions for ethical behaviour: the ability to assess the consequences of our actions, the 

ability to judge values and the ability to choose our actions10.   

Within this article, an attempt will be made to investigate an old question whether ethics are a 

product of human culture, of human nature or whether these are simply a product of 

biological evolution of mankind.10 To answer this question, it first has to be considered what 

is human culture, what is human nature and what is biological evolution.  

To explain the importance of the above mentioned more clearly, the importance of moral 

thinking should be explained. Moral thinking is of importance within a society, as moral 

thinking results into the norms and values that a society should contain in order to maintain a 

certain balance within a society. For example, moral rules and their sanctions are made to 

hinder individuals within a society from conducting behaviors such as lying, cheating or 

stealing, which are considered to be selfish4,5,6. 

However, morals can differ per culture, as the set of moral rules can differ per culture and 

ethical thinking can be quite individualistic , invididualistic in a sense that an individual can 

choose, has control of his own choices and can take responsibility for them8. Therefore, 

human culture can be considered as the way humans have developed our ethical thinking 

through experiences and through the environment that they reside in 10. In contrast, human 

nature can be defined as a ‘common set of unbending, nowadays known to be genetically, 

specified behavioral predilections that are unlikely to be altered by circumstances’ 3,11. 

Finally, biological evolution can be described as the way the humans have evolved over time 

through natural selection, as formerly described by Charles Darwin3. Of which it is nowadays 

known to be due to genetics 8. 



Even though, the idea of natural selection has been scientifically proven to be succesfull as 

well as that inheritance of genes plays an important role in behaviour, there were social 

scientists that believed that human behaviour was not affected by genes such as Boas and 

Watson 2, 10. There is variation within behaviour, which does not always need to have a 

genetic component and appears to be more a result of an interplay of genes and the 

environment 8.  Another argument against the genetic involvement of our genes is that ethical 

behavior can develope and change as a consequence of our thinking. However, our thinking is 

directly promoted by natural selection as behavioural traits can be selected for, but are not 

necessarily promoted due to genetic adaption. Moreover, we have multiple courses of actions 

that we can take which do not appear to be bound by genes, but appear to be due to the 

emotional and cognitive potential 1.  

Still, one could question whether human behaviour is influenced by a set of genes, as the 

central assumption of evolutionary ethics is that genes direct the construction of the body and 

the brain, therefore contribute to behavioural features 13. Moreover, there is a whole field of 

studies named behavioral genetics which studies the inheritance of behavioural phenotypes. 

Since, genes, genomes and epigenetics can be analysed and can attribute to certain 

behaviours, comparative behavioral genomics can be done. However, what remains unclear 

within this field is the interaction between genes and their environment, one could also refer 

to this as the nature, nurture and their interaction discussion 8.  

To answer the old question, ethical thinking is a consequence of the combination of human 

culture, human nature and of biological evolution, as it is never due to solely one of the three 

aforementioned. However, ethics are developed and influenced by the three aspects but do not 

appear to evolve due to any of the three. From an evolutionary point of view, the development 

of an ethical thought is a consequence of our evolved capacity to reason and our how morality 

evolved, but it cannot provide us with the ethical arguments to decide whether we should do 

something or not. 

1. Allchin, D. The Evolution of Morality. Evo Edu Outreach 2, 590–601 (2009). 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12052-009-0167-7 

2. Boas, F. (1911). Mind of primitive man. New York, NY: Macmillan. 

3. Darwin, C, 1809-1882. (1859). On the origin of species by means of natural selection, 

or preservation of favoured races in the struggle for life. London :John Murray, 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12052-009-0167-7


4. Ellemers, N. (2017). Morality and the regulation of social behavior: Groups as moral 

anchors. Milton Park, UK: Routledge. 

5. Ellemers, N., & Van den Bos, K. (2012). Morality in groups: On the social-regulatory 

functions of right and wrong. Social and Personality Psychology Compass, 6, 878-

889. 

6. Ellemers, N., & Van der Toorn, J. (2015). Groups as moral anchors. Current Opinion 

in Behavioral Sciences, 6, 189-194. 

7. Haidt, J., Koller, S. H., & Dias, M. G. (1993). Affect, culture, and morality, or is it 

wrong to eat your dog? Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 65, 613-628. 

8. Krüger, O., Korsten, P., & Hoffman, J. I. (2017). The rise of behavioral genetics and 

the transition to behavioral genomics and beyond. In J. Call, G. M. Burghardt, I. M. 

Pepperberg, C. T. Snowdon, & T. Zentall (Eds.), APA handbook of comparative 

psychology: Basic concepts, methods, neural substrate, and behavior (pp. 365–379). 

American Psychological Association. https://doi.org/10.1037/0000011-018 

9. Lavazza A. (2016). Free Will and Neuroscience: From Explaining Freedom Away to 

New Ways of Operationalizing and Measuring It. Frontiers in human 

neuroscience, 10, 262. https://doi.org/10.3389/fnhum.2016.00262 

10. National Academy of Sciences (US); Avise JC, Ayala FJ, editors. In the Light of 

Evolution: Volume IV: The Human Condition. Washington (DC): National Academies 

Press (US); 2010. 16, The Difference of Being Human: Morality. Available from: 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK210003/ 

11. Schwartz, Justin, It Ain’t Necessarily So: The Misuse of 'Human Nature' in Law and 

Social Policy and Bankruptcy of the 'Nature-Nurture' Debate. Texas Journal of 

Women and the Law, Vol. 21, 2012, Available at 

SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=1898886 

12. Watson, J. B. (1930). Behaviorism. New York, NY: Norton. 

13. Wilson, C. (2007). Evolutionary Ethics. In M. Mauthen, C. Stephens (eds.), 

Philosophy of Biology, pp. 219-247. Amsterdam: Elsevier. 

 
 

https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0000011-018
https://doi.org/10.3389/fnhum.2016.00262
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK210003/
https://ssrn.com/abstract=1898886

