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The problem of the naturalist fallacy for evolutionary ethics

K arla Chediak”

ABSTRACT

One of the most difficult problems for those who defend evolutionary ethibe inaturalist fallacy.
In this article, we examine the solutions proposed by W. Rottschaefer anchB.dRidNe believe
that these solutions are not good enough to completely eliminate the paftitematuralist
fallacy without compromising the specificity of morality.
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One of the theses most discussed among biological philosophers is the dnaffitis the
existence of a close relationship between morality and evolution. It id hamamentally on the
understanding that man is a natural species like any other and, therefoder to explain man’s
origin, it is only necessary to use his natural history, that is, thegg@t human evolution. The
evolutionary process alone would explain the origin and the formation of cemopext in the
human species.

In general, the evolutionary thesis holds that the last 5 milliors yeare fundamental for the
development of human skills, be they cognitive or practical, and that bidlbgitary would have
continued to exercise influence despite the fact that the cultutadyhid the species had begun.

With this, there would be many links between the human species and othersppemes.
Although for other domains such as social life, intelligence and languagsefltieace of
evolutionary biology is accepted, in relation to morality, the problem is qoitglicated. In spite
of this, some biological philosophers who affirm that there is a very cite@nship between
morality and evolution, conceive of a kind of evolutionary ethics. They hdldthempirical
investigation based on the theory of evolution can clarify the nature of motalihe point of
being capable of supplying a justification for some of our moral norms céhieption of morality
has been subject to severe criticism, partly because moralityigefridy understood as the
maximum expression of the indetermination and the independence of maniam teldlhe rest of
nature, something which expresses the capacity of the human specielsdetesaiination and
which has never been achieved by any other animal species.
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Among the numerous criticisms of the link between morality and evolution, one standstautly
because it is the most frequently cited, but because it is, possiblyosteifficult to refute—the
naturalist fallacy. This term—the naturalist fallacy—was coimg&loore to combat the naturalist
and metaphysical conception of morality.

However, before Moore dealt with the issue, David Hume touched on the probleng fiost

time, in a passage froAMTreatise of Human Naturéle says:

In every system of morality, which | have hitherto met with, | have alkeayarked, that

the author proceeds for some time in the ordinary way of reasoning, and estatiishe
being of a God, or makes observations concerning human affairs, when of a sudden | am
surprised to find, that instead of the usual copulations of propositions, is ant] ismeet

with no proposition that is not connected with an ought, or an ought not. This change is
imperceptible; but is, however, of the last consequence.

(Hume, 1978, p. 469).

Hume’s passage is usually understood to mean that it is not legitimatevta draral conclusion,
of a prescriptive nature, from factual premises insofar as thesenentsare of a different nature.
Hume would be denouncing the inconsistency of passing from “is” to “ought.” One of the
fundamental meanings of the naturalist fallacy is attributed to thiagasé Hume.

The other meaning of the naturalist fallacy was presented by Moore anddsedear in the
following passage frorRrincipia Ethica

Far too many philosophers have thought that when they named those other properties
[belonging to all things which are good] they were actually defining good; tha¢ thes
properties, in fact, were simply not “other,” but absolutely and entirelystirae with
goodness. This view | propose to call the “naturalistic fallagyMoore, 1978, p. 10).

According to Moore, it is fallacious to define goodness in terms of naturadiegpsince goodness
is not a natural property. It is also fallacious to define it using somethérgas for example,
happiness. In short, it is fallacious to define goodness which is, by its owe,natefinable. For
Moore, goodness is an unnatural, unique, and indefinable property.

When analyzing the problem of the naturalist fallacy, Frankena, in the &articdeNaturalistic
Fallacy,” makes a distinction between and correlates the two funddmmeraaings of fallacy. The
first one presents the naturalist fallacy as a logical fallaeyderivation of an ethical conclusion
from non-ethical premises, and the second as a fallacy of definition, ih wécwould define
“goodness” using another property, for example, a natural quality.

According to Frankena, the naturalist fallacy in the sense of a ldglieey, that is, the derivation
of an ethical conclusion from non-ethical premjgas be easily solved with the introduction of an
ethical premise. For example, the enunciation “pleasure is good sincenadlemk it” is fallacious
because it stems from a supposed fact—"all men seek pleasure”™— and cetithidbecause of
this, pleasure is good.” In reality, this would be an entimema, an argumentaytremise is
suppressed, which could be made valid by making the premise clear. In this exheethical
premise would be: “Whatever all men desire is good.” So there would be nothicagljogirong
with the following argument: “All men seek pleasure. Whatever afl seek is good. Therefore,
pleasure is good.” However, according to Frankena, the naturalist fallacytabeappear from the
argument, and this is because the naturalist fallacy is not,sjpehking, a logical fallacy since
this would only be the case if it were not possible to make the occult preleés. The problem,
then, is transferred to the way by which the ethical premise that wascteadés obtained, that is,
to the way the premise was obtained: “Whatever all men seek is goods’ ¢bitained by another
deduction, the problem is merely postponed. If it is by definition, in Moore’s poin¢wf there is



a fallacy since one would be identifying, that is, defining, a property through anidtieanaturalist
fallacy would be, in reality, a type of fallacy of definition.

Frankena observes that for enunciations like “what is pleasuraldeds ® be consider fallacious,

it is necessary that one accepts the fact that good cannot be defieredsiot pleasure; therefore,
this is the starting point of the argumentation and not exactly its concl@ioerwise, one runs the
risk of committingpetition principiisince “one must know that the characteristic is non-natural and
indefinable in natural terms before one can say that the definistakiregna mistake” (Frankena,
1977, p. 60). The problem is that the opponent may not allow himself to be convinced thasgoodn
is a unigue and indefinable property and, therefore, he would not have comnfétiadya

In fact, ever since it was presented, the problem of the naturdastfhas been the Achilles heel

of all the theses that attempt to defend an evolutionary origin for tyomiincipally because,
whether one accepts the thesis of Moore or not, the distinction between “igughd’ is almost
universally accepted. This acceptance is due in part to the obvianstahstbetween enunciations
which state how things aredescriptive enunciations, and those that state how they ought to
be—prescriptive enunciations. The specificity of moral enunciations would the iiact that they

are normative and non-descriptive; the problem, mentioned by many philosoptieat, when the
two are mixed together, there is the risk of annulling the normative ¢dachenoral enunciations.
This would occur, as Luc Ferry says, when “ought” is reduced to “is” ifotloeving passage:

Or we reduce the normative to the descriptive, the right to thetfectnoral to the history
and to the nature that determines it; however, in this case, it is neggeganounce the
idea of normative ethics and limit ourselves to describe moral behavioneutral way, as
we do with animal behavior. Therefore, ethics no longer exists; therdyigihology

which, with no judgment of value, is limited to showing why and how animals, human or
not, conduct their lives. (Ferry and Vicent, 2000, p. 86)

The risk of reductionism and, therefore, of the decharacterization of thativatyrof moral
enunciations, without a doubt, casts a shadow on the doctrine of moral evolutiois batéssary
to inquire whether all the conceptions of evolutionary ethics are s@dggeductionist, as Luc
Ferry believes.

In relation to the problem of the naturalist fallacy by definition, it isoaable to suppose that the
evolutionist who defends the existence of a correlation between manaditgvolution would
hardly embrace Moore’s conception that goodness is a simple property svhiohatural and
indefinable in terms of another property. It doesn’t make sense—for one whdessrthiat human
skills, whether cognitive or practical, had an evolutionary origin—t@rstdnd the concept of
“goodness” as something so autonomous. Besides, as Frankena declarexyesora ahitially
accept such an understanding, there is no fallacy, since the very notion ofalnpratperties
would not be accepted. After all, the affirmation of its existencetiseibevident and is precisely
what is in question and what the evolutionist would probably deny.

In this way, we are left with the problem related to the derivationahimgaf fallacy, namely, the
passage from factual premises to normative conclusion. As Frankenaisaigieistion is resolved
by inserting a normative premise. However, the evolutionist must show howehigspris
obtained without committing the naturalist fallacy. It would do no good toeceeaéw deductive
argument because the problem would be the same. The only option remaining is\fohutengst
to explain how he arrived at this normative premise to make the arguraeassiociates facts and
values valid. As Barrett observes in his article “Really Takinghraand the Naturalist Fallacy
Seriously,” there is a dilemma here for, if this premise is noegible in factual terms, it is not
relating the domain of ethics with that of facts, and the question esliifelf because the theory of
evolution would not have any relevance to morality. And if it were explaimali¢etual terms, one
would be committing a derivational fallacy.



An attempt to resolve the problem of the naturalist fallacy so age¢ndievolutionary ethics with
consistent arguments is carried out by William Rottschaefer in hitedifivolutionary Ethics: An
Irresistible Temptation: Some Reflections on Paul Faber’'s Engplation of Evolutionary Ethics.”
When considering the following fallacious deduction: “Evolution has shapednsumaursue the
community good. Therefore, the community good is morally valuable,” he looks for tbwa
correct it by inserting another premise. The argument goes like thet ig/morally valuable is
what evolution has shaped humans to pursue. Evolution has shaped humans to pursue the
community good. Therefore, the community good is morally valuable (Rottschb@®&:, p. 372).
The question is, then, one of explaining how we arrive at this inserted préwiisat is morally
valuable is what evolution has shaped humans to pursue.” For Rottschaefertheneays to
avoid the naturalist fallacy in its derived form is to debate thdae&hip between explanation and
justification. It is generally accepted that factual enunciatiomsbject to explanation but
normative enunciations are not. The explanations given to a normativeaimmare not relevant
to the acceptance of this enunciation since normative enunciationsemustified in such a way
as to produce its acceptance. For this reason, by furnishing an explanatiengmmise, one
would be committing the genetic fallacy, for it is one thing to furnisttéhuses that explain the
origin of a phenomenon, but it is another to furnish the reasons that judifiyrél enunciations
require justifications and not explanations.

However, for Rottschaefer, the theory of evolution would have a role hoinaime explanation but
also in the justification of morality without confusing them or considgetihe explanation and the
justification distinct. The author accepts this distinction in certaes;asuch as the well-known
example of Kekule that the idea of the structure of the benzene ring vaaddbben generated
through a dream of a snake biting its tail. This could have been the originidé#hleut could not
justify the structural formula of benzendowever, in other cases, the way that an idea is acquired
would be sufficient to justify the belief. For example, in the case of pgredyeliefs, the
perception is the origin of the belief and is sufficient to justifybelief. This case would be
analogous to that of the relationship between evolution and morality. tegllg possible to
maintain that some motivational, behavioral and cognitive capaciti¢sdetamorality were
selected during the evolution of the human species, then one can affirm theddbdgin at least in
part, human values and one can also have recourse to them to justify actioashéetdt and
Martinsen, 1991, p. 376).

One example presented by the author is that helping someone who is suffqriig, or sad is
considered to be a morally good act. In addition, preserving his or her lifetinelipslividual to
have children and to be able to care for his or her children, should that beghEaaution would
have selected types of behavior that favor survival and caring forashilfo, survival and caring
for children are generally considered good things and would justify helping somaefiieult
situations.

Rottschaefer states: “If we can find the mechanisms that reliebrate morally good stances,
then we can appeal to them in our justifications as well as our captahations.” (Rottschaefer,
1997, p. 376). Identifying the mechanisms that generate certain beliefs of moras oiaiethe
author, an empirical question and, therefore, refutable and of a probable basect oa
posteriorinota priori mechanisms. Besides, Rottschaefer says that he does not defend thmatiew t
the theory of evolution is sufficient to justify moral practice, butnisésts that it is one of its
elements. Strictly speaking, no theory by itself would be sufficient tibyjusoral beliefs
(Rottschaefer and Martinsen, 1991, p. 374).

The heart of Rottschaefer’'s argument is to imagine that the evolutithresig can be both a source
of explanation and a source of justification; in this way, that which wasdd in adaptive,
survival, and reproductive terms can justify its transformatitma moral value. The problem, in
our opinion, is that this cannot be generalized without producing some absurdgiestlonly
possible but very plausible that motivations and types of behavior have@weold, therefore,
favored the survival and reproduction of the individuals in a group; but, evdregayould not be



considered moral. And if this is true, we cannot distinguish what is pantnoiral system and what
is not by using evolution as the basis. Evolution becomes insufficiennisHu justification for
morality, and that which evolved and which is also considered morally good hasttbjéet to
another type of criteria, no longer of an evolutionary nature.

Another biological philosopher who tries to refute the argument of the nistdadihcy is R.
Richards inA Defense of Evolutionary Ethidsor him, the evolutionary theory should not repeat
the errors of the past by affirming that if something evolved, then it is gobgl,supposing that
hierarchies can be established in terms of what is more or lessdveWary specific culture
would answer for its own social arrangement. However, Richards defehtisatfeais a direct
relationship between evolution and moral norms. The naturalisticyfallaald not, in reality,
describe a fallacy, it being possible to derive norms from facts withounittng a fallacy. Thus,
it would be possible to justify the ethical premise of a mixed argumentlaggpeeevolution
(Richards, 1995, p. 269).

Richards argues that any ethical system deals with at leasttim&derations that can and should
be treated in an empirical way. First, an understanding of human nature—of avhis, of his
capabilities and of the relationships between individuals. Secondly, arstamfing of how the
considerations about what is morally good are elaborated in human society. Angl, teraiay
in which the justifications of moral systems and principles should beraotest (bidem,p. 271).

It is in relation to the third aspect that the important question drismaise Richards recognizes
that it is necessary to find a way to justify a norm that has an evolutiongny, for example, a
norm that says that the well-being of the community is the highest moral gooavothisbe
possible if one understands that to justify is “to demonstrate that a propasisystem of
propositions conforms to a set of acceptable rules, a set of adedptdibal propositions, or a set
of acceptable practices” (Richards, 1995, p. 276). The argument is basedaxt that a system
cannot justify its own principles. In this way, even if the propositions canmorifomore general
principles, the chain has to stop at some point. If it is not acceptetid¢yaare postulated, evident
by themselves, or based on authority, then there is no way to avoid thetappgrdrience. And
this is what he intends to do in relation to the ethical principle citedeabat says: “The well
being of the community is the highest moral good.” Evolution would have shaped the human
species so that individuals protect their life, that of their childnehtlaat of the community, and
this appears in the moral norms and values.

The heart of Richards’ argument is in the analogy established betweenimggsrocesses like “if
there is lightening, then there must be thunder” or “if | am a member of itrersity, | must
adequately prepare my classes” or even “if the human species evolved innaichsato promote
the well being of the community, then each one must act for the well beingaafntimeunity.” The
argument that would justify the thesis would be:

The evidence shows that evolution has, as a matter of fact, constructed human beings
to act for the community good; but to act for the community good is what we mean by
being moral. Since, therefore, human beings are moral beings — an unavoidable
condition produced by evolution — each ought act for the community(dpodeim p.

281).

Richards relates the use that one makes of the term “ought” in thalrsmiences—where it
indicates what is probable, what is expected—with the moral senseyofld certain way, he
believes that neither meaning is as distant from the other as is uboaifht. Richards states that
he took his model from Alan Gewirth, whose argument, according to Richards,ttseticahcept
of “ought” means fundamentally what is required for reasons that arggirom a structured
context — what is expected to happen under normal conditions if there is no extenfi@lence.
Therefore, there would be no fallaciousness in justifying the supposed ptbitése “Man should
act keeping in mind the well-being of the community” by means of the folloafiirgnation:



“Evolution prepared the human species in such a way that it acts foeliHeeing of the
community.”

Justification by means of using facts as a basis is supported by thisadssirof the moral sense
of “ought” and the sense of “ought” used by the sciences. However, it is natteidethis
identification can be done without severe harm to the sense of moral duagrééewith K.
Ferguson'’s criticisms i®emantic and Structural Problems in Evolutionary Etiwbgre he says
that, in making this assimilation, what is lost is the prescriptiveacher associated with moral
enunciations. For him, there would be two distinct meanings of “ought,” one ingjeetiat is
probable and which would be the scientific use and the other indicatingswbeguired and which
would account for the moral sendeidem p. 281). In this way, to accept that the sense of the
term “ought” meaning what is expected can be equivalent to the moral seéheday, meaning
what is demanded, even if they have similarities insofar as each one supptsetured context
in which it is formed, doesn’t appear very convincing.

It is notable that the two analyzed proposals that attempt to answeobtem of the
naturalist fallacy are subject to consistent criticism. Thebkstenent of a relationship between
evolution and morality cannot be done at the cost of compromising moral cipgdifiat is, by
means of indistinctness between justifying and explaining or by means oihictiisss between
moral and non-moral duty. In this sense, it seems to us that it is difficulefprafect of
evolutionary ethics to rid itself of the problem of the naturalist faliaéts form of derivational
fallacy or even genetic or definition fallacy. However, this does nohrmeaying the relationship
between morality and evolution; it means recognizing its limits.

In fact, defending evolutionary ethics of an objective character has egepreblematic since it
does not avoid the naturalistic fallacy. Because of this, as MiBhse states, the subjective
conception of morality seems to be more compatible with the evolutionary thesorality (Ruse,
1995, p. 321). For this author, conceiving ethics as subjective would avoid thdistefaltacy as
definition fallacy because, by not being objective, moral values could nosinglated by natural
facts. It would also avoid the naturalist fallacy in its derived formimsaf evolution alone
furnishes an explanation, it could not justify moral values and norms.

In this way, a subjective perspective of morality, because it does nohisedlge existence of a
foundation or a justification for moral values, could only be based on the enhatidimations of
the species. However, subjective evolutionary ethics is not suffiieaccount for human
experience because the evolutionist cannot eliminate this diomeofséthics. It is not possible to
negate that morality requires justification that can furnishoreas favor of certain norms.

It is true that, for evolutionists who defend a relationship between myamali evolution, there
would not be am priori basis for morality. This does not mean that morality must be conceived as
irrational in the sense of being only a direct manifestation of emotional dispef the species,
like feelings of obligation, guilt, and compassion. These would be impontsofar as they
generate behavior of approval and disapproval of certain behaviors budtleomisufficient to
account for human moral behavior that requires justification.

If the proposal of understanding morality by means of evolution cannot find alzdigrhishes
necessary reasons for our norms being as they are, it can, based on thentdmstagg of the
species, furnish information and explanations for why they are the wagrdeSo, reflections with
a basis in evolution have important contributions to make since they daimekp motivations
that were and still are parts of the present norms in human societied, these inorms, as
improbable as it may be, may cease to exist. The fact of having been gghgratolution
explains their probable permanence, but this fact alone does not seerarduffifustify their
permanence.
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