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transgression, and we feel strongly obliged to help a friend 
in need. Such moral judgments do not need to be explicit. 
They might be implicit, as happens, for instance, in our 
moral emotions. When I regret what I did, I am implicitly 
making a negative valuation of my behavior. Therefore, 
what characterizes moral judgments is their motivational 
force.

We often feel obliged to help people we are affectively 
attached to, such as family and friends. The fact of having 
these sorts of relationships with other people makes us mind 
their wellbeing, so that we are motivated to behave in ben-
efit of their interests. For purposes of simplicity, we use the 
expression “motivation to be partial” to refer to the motiva-
tion we feel to act in benefit of our close others’ interests. 
With such cases, our spontaneous tendencies align with our 
moral judgment. Sympathy, care, or compassion are some 
of the psychological phenomena that have been identified as 
illustrative of this inclination towards close others. It does 
not seem mysterious that we feel motivated to act proso-
cially towards members of our circle of affection out of a 

Introduction

An evolutionary account of morality has to address the 
question of moral motivation: why we feel compelled to act 
according to our moral judgments (Roskies 2003; Björns-
son et al. 2014; Rosati 2016). Moral motivation is the part 
of our moral psychology by which we feel motivated to act 
in accordance with our moral judgments, that is, with what 
we judge to be the morally right action. On the contrary, 
failing to act according to our moral judgments, without 
excuse, makes us feel miserable, remorseful, and guilty. For 
instance, we feel horrified at the very thought of a taboo 
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Tomasello (2016, 2019) offers a genealogy of both kinds 
of moral motivation. In his terms, he first accounts for the 
emergence of sympathy and fairness as motives for moral 
behavior, which we interpret as motivation to be partial. 
Next, he characterizes impartiality as a form of generalized 
partiality, following the classical strategy of the moral sense 
school, best exemplified by Smith (1759). Tomasello’s proj-
ect is grounded in Stephen Darwall’s (2006) second-person 
view of morality. Yet, as Darwall (2018) has objected, his 
evolutionary proposal of the motivation to be impartial risks 
circularity.

In this article, we propose an alternative evolutionary 
account of moral motivation in its two-pronged dimen-
sion, building on the discussion between Stephen Darwall 
and Michael Tomassello. In reply to Darwall’s objections 
to Tomasello’s proposal, we argue that both forms of moral 
motivation are grounded in the way we interact with oth-
ers: either in the affective relationships we develop with 
them, which trigger a motivation to be partial to them, or 
in the demands that we reciprocally address to, and recog-
nize from, each other, which require some impartial valid-
ity. We further argue that the feeling of obligation appeared 
when humans anticipated and, critically, internalized others’ 
sanctions to the violation of social norms. Consequently, we 
posit that social norms and sanctions appeared first at the 
community level, and only after that were they internalized 
in the form of self-directed reactive attitudes.

In the next section, we present the second-person stand-
point of morality, first as Darwall conceives of it, and then 
as we reinterpret it from a naturalistic approach. In the third 
section we synthesize Tomasello’s evolutionary account of 
morality; and, in section four, Darwall’s objections to it. In 
the fifth section we present our evolutionary proposal and 
argue that it avoids those objections. Finally, we derive 
some corollaries which follow from our proposal.

The Second-Person Standpoint of Morality

We agree with Tomasello that a second-person approach to 
morality has the potential to account for the evolution of 
moral motivation in both its forms, motivation to be par-
tial and motivation to be impartial. This second-person 
approach is owed to Stephen Darwall in The Second-Per-
son Standpoint (2006). Yet the aim of Darwall’s project is 
not to give an evolutionary account of morality, not even 
a descriptive one. Instead, he aims to conceptually analyze 
some key moral notions such as respect, obligation, right 
and wrong as involving intrinsically a second-person stand-
point, that is, as being grounded in the relationships between 
subjects. Despite its analytical nature, Darwall’s proposal 

moral judgment when we already feel motivated to benefit 
them. However, an evolutionary account of the feelings of 
obligation must explain the motivation that stems from a 
moral judgment also when no such affective connection 
occurs. In this latter case we say that morality provides a 
“motivation to be impartial.”

Moral motivation might have, at least, two different 
forms: motivation to be partial, which stems from our rela-
tionships with close others; and motivation to be impartial, 
which stems from impartial norms. In the case of motivation 
to be partial, we feel motivated to act morally towards oth-
ers out of the specific relationships that bind us with them. 
In such cases, we would not be so motivated were the recip-
ient of our behavior anyone in general. But crucially, we 
sometimes feel morally motivated to be impartial, that is, 
we feel motivated to act morally out of an impartial norm. 
In these cases, we would feel similarly motivated whoever 
is the person involved in the situation, regardless of our rela-
tionship to them.

Both forms of moral motivation could align. Someone 
could be motivated to help a friend either because of the 
specific relationship that they both hold (motivation to be 
partial), or because this is how friends ought to act to one 
another, regardless of the specific person who is in that 
position (motivation to be impartial). The main difference 
between the two of them is their source: either the specific 
relationship, or a general norm. Contrary to the Kantian 
approach, which restricts moral motivation to instances of 
what we call motivation to be impartial, we argue that both 
cases are instances of moral motivation. The fact that moti-
vation to be partial aligns with our natural inclinations is not 
a reason to reject it as a moral motivation. What makes a 
motivation moral is its psychological structure, that is, that 
it comes with a feeling of obligation and with a normative 
expectation that has been internalized. Consequently, moral 
motivation does not need to be contrary to our inclinations. 
On the other hand, this does not preclude the possibility 
that co-occurrence of these two forms of moral motivation 
might pull us to act in incompatible ways, hence the com-
mon experience of conflict in moral dilemmas (Christensen 
and Gomila 2012).

An evolutionary account of moral motivation must 
account for both forms of moral motivation. However, some 
accounts just focus on the emergence of the motivation to 
act in benefit of those to whom we are somehow bonded (for 
instance, de Waal 2008; Trivers 1971). In these cases, it is 
assumed that motivation to be impartial somehow emerged 
as a generalization of the former. Other proposals only focus 
on the evolution of a motivation to be impartial, which they 
take to be a requisite for morality (for instance, Gibbard 
1982, 1989; Stanford 2018).
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need to take place, and it does not matter whether it takes 
place. The value of the second-person standpoint is justifi-
catory. It does not explain the emergence of flesh and blood 
individuals who are motivated by morality.

A Naturalistic Approach to the Second-Person 
Standpoint

Despite its analytical nature, Darwall’s second-person per-
spective presupposes a descriptive dimension: it requires 
agents with a set of psychological capacities for intentional 
interaction, such as basic perspective-taking, an impartial 
perspective, some degree of self-control and self-regulation, 
the ability to hold oneself accountable, and the ability to rec-
ognize oneself and others as having shared second-personal 
authority as mutually accountable second-personally com-
petent agents (Darwall 2006, 2018). Darwall does not make 
it explicit, yet this set of psychological capacities is presup-
posed in his notion of “second-personal competence.” Sec-
ond-personal competence is the “capacity to view oneself 
and another from a second-person standpoint, in which both 
oneself and the other recognize one another as having the 
same shared competence and authority to hold themselves 
accountable to one another” (Darwall 2018, p. 808). In other 
words, to be second-personally competent, or to be moral, is 
to have the capacity to be sensitive to the normative claims 
that any single member of the community can address to 
me, including myself.

Although Darwall does not aim to provide an evolu-
tionary account of the emergence of such second-personal 
competence, he concedes that it “is the object of natural 
selection under the conditions of obligate collaborative for-
aging” (Darwall 2018, pp. 807–808). The problem with his 
standpoint, though, is that the process of natural selection 
does not guarantee the emergence of the sort of rational and 
deliberative agents his view prescribes.

A naturalistic approach to the second person, on the 
contrary, is interested in the explicit characterization of the 
psychological capacities of the agents that did evolve. In 
particular, it is interested in the capacity for mutual inten-
tional attribution, as well as emotional expression and 
recognition, required for the face-to-face, intentional, and 
reciprocal interaction in real time, which our moral concepts 
presuppose (Christensen and Gomila 2012). This capacity 
has also been called “the second-person perspective” of psy-
chological attribution (Gomila 2001, 2002, 2015). Morality 
presupposes agents capable of this kind of intersubjective 
interactions (Gomila 2008; Isern-Mas and Gomila 2018). 
Demands are addressed and honored within these kinds of 
interactions. As a matter of fact, an evolutionary account 
of moral motivation consists in the effort to make explicit 

can be developed as a naturalistic project, which can shed 
light on the psychology of morality, and its evolution.

Darwall’s Second-Person Standpoint

The second-person standpoint is “the perspective you and I 
take when we make and acknowledge claims on one anoth-
er’s conduct and will” (Darwall 2006, p. 3). When someone 
steps onto my foot, I assume that I have a second-personal 
authority as a person to demand that the other move their 
foot. I also assume that they, as a person, have the right to 
demand something of me; and that we both can hold the 
other and ourselves accountable if either of us does not com-
ply with the other’s demand without an excuse. According 
to Darwall, morality presupposes this second-person stand-
point. Morality consists in the practices of holding each 
other accountable and responding to those claims. Accord-
ingly, he understands second-personal morality “as norma-
tive requirements that obligate all moral agents,” and which 
“consists in demands with which second-personally compe-
tent agents are mutually accountable for complying” (Dar-
wall 2018, p. 809). Second-personal morality presupposes 
that the participants can acknowledge each other’s second 
personal authority to raise demands; and that they can also 
hold the other, and themselves, accountable for incompli-
ance without excuse. Thus, “second-personal interactions 
always have the seeds of universalism in them” (Darwall 
2018, p. 811).

As a consequence, moral obligation is defined as “what 
those to whom we are morally responsible have the author-
ity to demand that we do” (Darwall 2006, p. 14), whereas 
moral motivation is defined as the “intrinsic desire to com-
ply with moral demands to which one may be legitimately 
held accountable” (Dill and Darwall 2014, p. 14). There-
fore, Darwall equals moral motivation with motivation for 
impartiality, and dismisses motivation for partiality as a 
source of moral motivation, as it fails the universalizabil-
ity criterion. According to Darwall, we are motivated to act 
morally because we are aware of those actions for which 
we could legitimately be held responsible; and we perceive 
moral norms as objective because they are those norms the 
violation of which would be justifiably blameworthy. There-
fore, moral motivation comes from the experience of norms 
as objective, not from concern for others.

Apart from overlooking our motivation for partiality, 
this view does not aim to describe our moral psychology, 
rather to analyze our moral concepts. According to Darwall, 
a norm is moral if in case of incompliance without excuse, 
a rational and free agent could legitimately be held account-
able for any other free and rational agent who is part of the 
moral community, including themselves. Yet this second-
personal interaction is not factual but axiomatic: it does not 
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behaviors, and reacted negatively when those expectations 
were violated. Yet those expectations were still merely 
empirical, or statistical: they were about how an agent would 
act. Hence their transgression caused frustration or disap-
pointment (Engelmann et al. 2017). To count as fully moral, 
interactive partners should form normative expectations as 
well, that is, expectations about how an agent should act 
and what they deserved. Such expectations can be said to 
be in place when an agent’s transgression causes the moral 
emotion of resentment or indignation which, unlike frustra-
tion or disappointment, implicitly addresses a claim to the 
transgressor, asking for recognition of wrongdoing (Straw-
son 1974; Darwall 2006, 2013).

Tomasello proposes that this sort of normative demand 
appeared later in the human lineage because of the change in 
the ecological conditions of life in the savannah. In adapting 
to this new environment, the best adaptive strategy was to 
cooperate through joint intentional activities. Cooperation 
became necessary to survive, and its more adaptive form 
was as a joint intentional activity. According to Tomasello, 
the seeds of morality can be found in this new form of coop-
eration because it required the appearance –-in our human 
ancestors— of three new psychological abilities: cognitive 
processes of joint agency, social-interactive processes of 
second-personal agency, and self-regulatory processes from 
joint commitments. The key for the emergence of moral-
ity lies in the development of these psychological capacities 
that made possible joint intentional activities.

Joint intentional activities “can give rise to a ‘we-over-
me’ psychology that represents the beginning of all things 
moral” (Engelmann and Tomasello 2017, p. 11). Tomasello 
calls this kind of morality that emerges from joint activ-
ity “second-personal morality.” According to Tomasello, a 
second-personal morality is a dyadic morality of face-to-
face interactions between agents collaborating, and feeling 
responsible to one another, as a jointly committed “we.” 
In fact, the phrase “second-personal morality” is meant 
to emphasize the scope of this kind of morality, which is 
reduced to the dyad and, specifically, to the dyad’s collab-
orative activity.

It is at this stage that proper motivation to be partial 
appears, as agents are already capable of some basic level of 
normative assessment, reduced to the dyad.

Tomasello proposes a final transition from this second-
personal morality to the emergence of objective morality, 
which he views as the precondition for the motivation to 
be impartial. When two partners engage in joint intentional 
activity, they get to see each other as part of a cooperative 
activity which must follow some standards, that is, role ide-
als about how to perform a part of the joint activity. They 
also understand what Tomasello calls “self-other equiva-
lence”; both partners know that each could perform the 

the evolution of these psychological capacities if they make 
possible the emergence of the required forms of motivation.

Michael Tomasello on the Evolution of 
Morality

Michael Tomasello’s proposal in A Natural History of 
Human Morality (2016), and in “The Moral Psychology of 
Obligation” (2019) can be interpreted as an account for the 
emergence of both moral motivation to be partial, and moral 
motivation to be impartial. Tomasello’s proposal relies on 
two related points: his well-known case for joint agency 
as the key to human evolution, and his notion of a second-
person morality as a basic level of normative regulation that 
emerged from joint agency.

Tomasello contends that morality emerged out of a 
group of individuals who competed to survive. He departs 
from the common ancestor of chimpanzees and humans 
and proposes that a first transition towards morality was 
the appearance of cooperation. Cooperation appeared, as 
is standardly assumed, through reciprocity, understood as 
a sort of delayed mutualism, when the short-term loss of 
cooperation was compensated by the long-term gain. Con-
ceding this first transition, the challenge is to explain how 
self-interested cooperators whose motives for cooperation 
were prudential gave rise to morally motivated agents.

To address the challenge, Tomasello introduces a twist to 
the standard view of evolutionary game theory of agents as 
self-interested and prudential. For before engaging in recip-
rocal cooperation these cooperative individuals were not 
strategic, rational, isolated players who could opt out of the 
social dilemmas they faced. They were already social. The 
common ancestors between humans and Pan already lived in 
social groups, and they related to each other, as kin, friends, 
or cooperative partners, in a way similar to how living chim-
panzees and bonobos currently do. According to Tomasello, 
we share with other great apes our concern for those with 
whom we have close ties. This feature was selected through 
kin selection, to promote the survival of those carrying our 
genes; and then reinforced through reciprocity and mutual-
ism, to promote the survival of those who help us. There-
fore, when early humans encountered the situation where 
they were better off if they cooperated, they were not indi-
vidualistic, rational, and strategic agents. Rather, they were 
already affectively interconnected, bonded agents with a set 
of affiliative relationships. For this reason, their motivation 
to cooperate was not prudential but other-regarding from the 
start: they already cared for each other, and were capable of 
empathy.

In this cooperative interaction, agents adjusted their 
behaviors to each other, formed expectations about others’ 
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dyad address to each other mean to be valid for any member 
of the community. To interact “second-personally,” individ-
uals need to assume that they would, and should, interact 
following a general norm about how persons should interact 
with each other. Accordingly, a second-personal demand is 
not merely “a bare or naked demand” which is only valid in 
the dyad, but “a putatively legitimate one” (Darwall 2018, 
p. 808) which is “committed to presuppositions of univer-
sal human morality” (Darwall 2018, p. 809). Tomasello’s 
second-personal morality lacks these universalizing trends.

This is acknowledged by Tomasello, who concedes that 
second-personal morality has “only partially universalizing 
tendencies” (2018, p. 825) and hence cannot be considered 
“full” morality. This difference could be seen as termino-
logical, with Darwall using morality for norms that apply to 
everybody and Tomasello distinguishing a sense of moral-
ity for norms that apply only for each dyad of interacting 
agents. But this move does not help with Darwall’s second 
point.

Darwall’s second objection is that impartiality is in fact 
a requirement for joint agency, and therefore, it cannot 
emerge out of it. According to Darwall (2018), impartial-
ity was, for the participants in the dyad, “something that 
the mutual intelligibility of their collaboration was presup-
posing,” rather than “something it was creating” (2018, p. 
812). The reason for this claim has to do with the contrac-
tualist view of morals Darwall assumes, according to which 
the partners to any enterprise must recognize each other as 
potential partners (Darwall 2018). For two individuals to 
jointly act, they must assume the second-personal authority 
(in Darwall’s sense) of anyone capable of entering this sort 
of collaborative activity; they must presuppose that both 
cooperators have an authority to issue claims and demands 
which is previous and independent of their joint activity. 
This kind of independent, impartial, authority is revealed 
by the fact that both cooperators must assume from the 
start that anybody can be a partner, and that anybody has 
a right to refuse the invitation to collaborate. In Darwall’s 
words, “it is only by reciprocally recognizing one another’s 
basic independent second-personal authority that you and I 
can form a committed we” (2018, p. 807). Therefore, joint 
agency cannot be the source of impartiality. In Tomasello’s 
account, participants develop a motivation to be impar-
tial by engaging in joint intentional activity: they develop 
mutual respect, commitment, and trust towards others, as 
they interact with them. Yet, according to Darwall, these are 
preconditions for joint agency in the first place.

In sum, Tomasello’s proposal fails to provide an account 
of how standards, or norms of a kind that justify the term, 
can appear within two-person collaborations, and then 
extend to the community. Darwall argues that a norm must 
hold for the community right from the start to count as a 

other’s role and that the other could perform theirs. Once the 
partners understand both role ideals, and self-other equiv-
alence, they develop an impartial point of view about the 
agreements initially reached in the dyad.

To go from the norms of the dyad to the norms of the com-
munity, Tomasello resorts to a version of Smith’s impartial 
spectator (1759). According to Tomasello (2016, 2018), the 
impartial perspective is enhanced through two interrelated 
processes: generalization of role standards and awareness 
of third-parties’ assessment (Tomasello 2019). According 
to Tomasello, the clue lies in the fact that the dyadic col-
laboration “occurs between individuals in a larger pool of 
collaborators in a loosely structured social group” (Toma-
sello 2018, p. 825). The impartial perspective is acquired 
through generalization after several interactions with differ-
ent partners and through increasing awareness of “how oth-
ers in the potential pool of collaborators were viewing, or 
would view, certain kinds of actions within a collaboration” 
(Tomasello 2018, p. 825). The force of the commitment is 
thus enhanced by the potential collaborators who witness 
the collaboration. The role of these bystanders contains the 
seeds of the “fully moral kind of objectivity and normativ-
ity” (Tomasello 2018, p. 825). With this emphasis, Toma-
sello explains how second-personal morality “had at least 
some generalizing tendencies–implicit reference to others in 
the pool of collaborators– that provided the external refer-
ence point needed for participants in a collaborative activ-
ity to give socially normative forces their due” (Tomasello 
2018, p. 826).

Objections Raised by Stephen Darwall

Darwall has raised two circularity objections against Toma-
sello’s evolutionary scenario. First, second-personal moral-
ity must already involve universalizing tendencies to be 
considered morality at all. According to Darwall, it makes 
no conceptual sense to call morality what only concerns a 
dyad of agents. Second, joint intentional agency already 
requires impartiality, and therefore it cannot account for its 
emergence, on pain of regress.

The first objection is that second-personal morality must 
already include universalizing tendencies to qualify as 
morality at all. According to Darwall, even if second-per-
sonal processes take place only in the dyad, the demands 
addressed between participants must be of universal appli-
cation. Although moral requirements are grounded in 
second-personal interactions, they are not “restricted to 
obligations each party has to the other, within the interac-
tion” (Darwall 2018, p. 810). There is no qualitative differ-
ence between obligations within the dyad and obligations 
towards the group. The demands that the participants of the 
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layer of conceptual articulation that assigns duties, affirms 
rights, and fixes obligations to each other, that is, duties and 
obligations that are felt as compelling.

The key notion for such an account, in our view, is that of 
expectation. Expectations concern physical events, but they 
also develop for intentional interactions, as one’s behavior is 
often conditional on the behavior of others. Repeated inter-
actions give rise to reciprocal expectations, that is, anticipa-
tions of what is about to happen when relating to another 
agent. These expectations might be related to a particular 
dyad, but given the scope of interactants, they might also 
emerge at the group level.

After several interactions, these merely descriptive 
expectations acquired a proto-normative nature, as their 
violation started to trigger non-normative reactive attitudes 
such as disappointment, or frustration, or anger. This is 
indeed what happens in our ordinary attributions of blame, 
which depend on how much of the blameworthy behavior is 
done or how people go about doing it (Bostyn and Knobe 
2020). These reactions to violations of expectations work 
as a social sanction and play a main role in turning those 
descriptive expectation into normative ones. At this stage, 
the partial bystander might have had a role in sanctioning 
or questioning the adequacy of the reaction: whether such a 
reaction made sense in the situation, and whether some con-
sequence was in order – what is called third-party punish-
ment in accounts of the evolution of cooperation (Fehr and 
Fischbacher 2004; Gintis and Fehr 2012). In other words, 
a failed expectation elicited some form of social control to 
redress the situation, either by the one disappointed or by an 
ally. Alternatively, it could have been that the expectation 
did not hold and had to be modified.

These elements are enough to account for the emergence 
of social norms. According to the influential account of Bic-
chieri (2006, 2016), social norms involve two levels of agent 
expectations: empirical expectations about what people nor-
mally do in the circumstances, and normative expectations 
about what the other people think someone ought to do. In 
her words: “A social norm is a rule of behavior such that 
individuals prefer to conform to it on condition that they 
believe that (a) most people in their reference network con-
form to it (empirical expectation), and (b) that most people 
in their reference network believe they ought to conform to 
it (normative expectations)” (2016, p. 35).

Notice that these normative expectations need not be 
explicit. They can be implicit in the estimated probability 
that the group will force conformity. The relevant “ought” 
of the norm is cashed out as the expectation that other agents 
are ready to intervene to make it happen that way (through 
third-party punishment, reputation tracking, or any other 
form of social control). Long before discussion about norms 
and potential agreements on them were possible, social 

norm. Similarly, Tomasello proposes that moral norms 
emerge out of joint intentional activity, but Darwall objects 
that the recognition of the normative authority of subjects is 
a condition of possibility of joint agency in the first place. 
Since Tomasello’s second-personal morality consists in the 
agreements reached by the dyad, it is difficult to explain 
both how the dyad can be in a joint activity without such 
standards; and how those agreements could emerge from, 
and transcend, the dyadic collaboration of agents. Without 
such impartial standards, no impartial motivation is pos-
sible. Therefore, it seems that Darwall is right and that the 
evolution of fairness and impartiality are not successfully 
explained in Tomasello’s proposal.

An Alternative Second-Person Account

The difficulties of Tomasello’s account come from the 
assumption that morality emerged in dyadic interactions 
and was later generalized to the community. Instead, an evo-
lutionary account of moral motivation must be framed at the 
community level from the start. On the other hand, social 
norms should not be conceived as emerging to reinforce 
moral norms as part of a group’s identity, as Tomasello pro-
poses. Instead, moral norms, and their distinctive motiva-
tional power, must be conceived as a specialization of social 
norms: those whose sanctions also became internalized.

Our phylogenetic scenario starts from a stage in which 
norms are not yet present. In this pre-normative stage, our 
ancestors were already competent at some form of second-
person intentional attribution (introduced in the second sec-
tion, as our naturalistic alternative to Darwall’s notion). Our 
ancestors evolved towards ultrasociality, and second-person 
intentional attributions developed along with an increase 
in the expressive bodily cues that grounded them, so that 
increasing forms of coordination were made possible. 
Those second-person intentional attributions mediated emo-
tional reactive attitudes that implied some form of implicit 
appraisal, not yet normative, but often motivated by a broad 
class of prosocial motivations (attachment, sympathetic 
concern, empathy in general).

To explain how a further normative level emerged, three 
aspects must be considered. First, that any two agents may 
interact repeatedly. Second, that each agent may interact 
with many other different agents in a group, in succession. 
And third, that each interaction involves the two partners, 
and occasionally one (or more) third party–we call it the 
partial bystander, insofar as that individual might be any of 
the other members of the group somehow related to each 
of the interactors. And the question is how to go from the 
sort of intentional interactions and emotional reactions 
described to the emergence of moral norms, as a further 
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blame (Tomasello 2019). This internalization was pos-
sible through those emotions whose appraisal involved a 
self-assessment. Emotions such as guilt, shame, remorse, 
or pride constitute internal assessments of one’s actions 
in relation to the expectations at stake. As Darwin (1872) 
already observed, these emotions are typically induced by 
what one thinks that others will think about oneself. In addi-
tion to involving self-assessment, they also motivated the 
agent to repair the relationship with the complaining part-
ner and so diminish reputational costs (Ketelaar and Tung 
Au 2003; Sznycer et al. 2016). For instance, if someone 
felt guilty, they would assess their actions as blameworthy, 
and they would probably seek to reestablish the relationship 
with the person who had been wronged (Scanlon 2008). The 
intensity of the feeling of obligation would vary depending 
on the severity of the social demands and the anticipation 
of the costs of failing to comply with the relevant expecta-
tions. For this reason, those emotions emerged first towards 
affiliated others, but their structure is that of motivation to 
be impartial.

Moral emotions, then, worked as internalized sanctions 
for not complying. The idea is that moral norms took hold 
on a set of already existing motivations and preferences 
for cooperation and constituted a reinforced motivation. It 
clearly made us receptive to others’ demands and claims, 
and ready to take them into account, when they match our 
own appraisals–and to rebut them when they do not. Cor-
respondingly, such self-valuations could also be applied 
to others, as in blame and resentment, motivating these 
demands and claims, but also in the positive, as in envy 
and admiration, and trust. In this sense, the second person 
addresses and demands described by Darwall constitute an 
important dimension of the evolution of morality, when 
naturalized. Obligations made our ancestors sensitive to the 
reactive attitudes of their partners in a very special way.

Importantly, this psychological mechanism can take any 
normative content. It is a dispositional structure that can 
be applied to any social group and to any kind of expec-
tation (Sznycer et al. 2018). Accordingly, different groups 
may moralize different norms; a group may come to change 
their moral norms as well. On this subject, two comments 
might be in order. First, from the naturalistic approach that 
we take, morality does not have a universal content. It is 
rather a facet of human mental life. Consequently, what we 
aim to account for is not the universality of the content of 
morality but the motivation to be impartial. Second, the kind 
of valuation that is involved in moral emotions might not 
be explicit, and it does not need to take the form of a judg-
ment. Explicit formulation of norms as general statements 
probably took much longer to emerge, through language, 
perhaps in the context of overcoming behavioral conflicts 
(Gibbard 1989).

norms emerged when the agents involved developed such 
twofold expectations. While the normative ones require 
some robust means of control against deviance, it is not 
required that a central authority be in place, nor any explicit 
formulation, nor that such expectations apply across the 
group. In our view, as stated, social norms begin to operate 
when agents begin to take such normative expectations into 
account. And expectations become normative when agents 
are ready to sanction those failing to comply.

Once norms emerged within a community, some norms 
became moral at a further stage. At this point, before detail-
ing what else was needed for moral norms to appear, we 
must show first that such moral norms would improve fit-
ness, that agents and groups capable of moral normative 
guidance would be better-off than agents with just social 
normative guidance. In other words, what is to be explained 
is the emergence of the feeling of obligation, the motiva-
tional feeling to comply with some particular social expec-
tations that characterizes the binding force of moral norms. 
In Bicchieri’s terms, social norms are conditional, but moral 
ones are unconditional (Bicchieri 2006). Our idea is that it is 
through this psychological twist that norms became moral, 
when they were internalized, and seen as well as external 
and objective (Stanford 2018). Internalization of norms has 
already been shown to be an evolutionarily stable strategy 
(Gintis 2003; Gavrilets and Richerson 2017).

From an evolutionary point of view, then, morality 
emerged because the feeling of obligation countervailed the 
long-term costs of nonconformity, that is, the costs of not 
doing what is expected by interacting partners and bystand-
ers. These costs might be much bigger than the short-term 
benefits of not doing so (Barclay 2013; Gaus 2015). Felt 
obligations were forms of commitment to non-myopic 
courses of action—a role that has been attributed to emo-
tions in general (Frank 1988). Performing according to 
normative expectations and group demands signaled the 
reliability of the agent, thus reinforcing their value as a part-
ner, and the likelihood of receiving help from others. For 
partners with strong ties, existing motivational mechanisms 
may be enough to maintain cooperation and coordination, 
but as the human groups became bigger a new adaptation 
was selected. Thus, the emergence of feelings of obligation 
made sense for groups whose members might not always 
be close kin. If the selective pressure primed bigger groups, 
groups of agents able to feel obliged to perform as expected 
would be better-off than those that were just motivated by 
kin and by the various forms of strategic reciprocity.

What psychological mechanism might be necessary for 
the feeling of obligation to appear? In our view, the key 
lies in “internalization” (Gintis 2003; Gavrilets and Richer-
son 2017). The sense of duty that comes with moral norms 
emerges when we internalize an anticipated sanction, or 
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new patterns of interaction were made possible, and new 
conceptual developments and linguistic practices probably 
followed. These new patterns may well be called second-
personal, if it is made clear that the sense intended concerns 
the sensitivity to mutual demands of interacting agents—
rather than to their reciprocal attributions per se.

Consequences of our Account

The difference between Tomasello’s proposal and ours lies 
in that his proposal derives impartiality from the structure 
of dyadic interactions, while we view it as the outcome of 
the group dynamics. For this reason, the standard is already 
properly normative: it is endorsed not just by the collabora-
tive dyad, but also by the community at large. Given this 
common ground, the collaborative agents can imagine how 
any other member of the moral community would react 
to their transgressions, and can reason from an impartial, 
moral, perspective.

Our account avoids Darwall’s two objections. On the one 
hand, our proposal honors his point that norms involve uni-
versalizing tendencies. Norms appear as shared expectations 
revealed in the valuations implicit in emotional reactions. 
Empirical expectations become proto-normative when the 
group dynamics make them stable and independent of any 
specific individual. On the other hand, we avoid the second 
objection, related to the structure of joint agency, as we do 
not focus on a single form of interaction.

From the picture we have proposed of the evolution of 
morality, then, some corollaries follow. First, from an evo-
lutionary point of view, norms are not mind-independent 
entities. Norms are the unplanned, unexpected result of 
individuals’ interactions; they are the objectification of the 
implicit normative expectations that we form about others 
while interacting with them, when the group acquires its 
own dynamics. In this sense, they are similar to grammar, 
the norms of languages1: they are not mind-independent, 
because they actually depend on the minds of the speakers 
of that language and can be changed by them; but they are 
still objective because they cannot be just made up by any 
speaker alone because they require interaction. Importantly, 
this does not mean that all norms are “just conventions”: 
due to their intersubjective nature they involve an emotional 
mechanism of commitment and valuation which makes us 
feel them as more binding, objective, and authority-inde-
pendent (Turiel 1983).

Second, moral emotions are the bridge from mere inter-
active and reciprocal adjustment to each other to morality. 

1   We are indebted for this example to Shelly Kagan. A similar idea has 
been developed by John Mikhail (Mikhail 2011). We are indebted for 
this reference to an anonymous reviewer.

Anthropological evidence of such a scenario can be 
found in the importance of honor in human societies–a term 
that has to do with reputation. Honor codes can be viewed 
as an early form of moral norms, in that they are felt as an 
obligation and their function is also to promote cooperation 
within a group, imposing a very high cost on noncompli-
ance. While honor is important across the board, honor cul-
tures are those that demand of their members readiness to 
kill and die (Leung and Cohen 2011). Revenge and purifica-
tion is the function of the prescribed violence (Handfield and 
Thrasher 2019). Revenge is addressed at out-group agents; 
purification, at in-groups who failed to conform to what was 
expected from them, thus “bringing dishonor” to the whole 
group. In our view, the importance of honor norms in human 
societies makes clear that the idea that any human being 
deserves equal respect is relatively recent. Similarly, apol-
ogy and other forms of conciliatory behavior are not uni-
versal forms of repairing a relationship; recovering honor 
involves some form of violence. Very often violent acts are 
performed out of a moralistic motivation (Black 1983; Fiske 
and Rai 2014). Defending one’s honor in this way equally 
provides information about the reliability of an agent as a 
potential partner, as somebody to be trusted (Thrasher and 
Handfield 2018).

Our proposal also finds support in ontogenetic evidence. 
On the one hand, the psychological structure of obligation 
and the self-conscious emotions that signal it would have 
become canalized like the rest of our basic motivational sys-
tems. Thus, self-conscious emotions are universal but they 
may be elicited by a diversity of circumstances (Sznycer 
et al. 2018). On the other hand, the content of the relevant 
moral norms must be learnt from the previous generation, 
in a process that could allow for changes in the norms. The 
self-reflection required for self-conscious emotions seems 
to develop at the end of the second year of life (Lewis 1992), 
and the first self-conscious emotion to appear is embarrass-
ment, in the third year of life (Lewis 1995), which involves 
a distinctive psychophysiological reaction (Lewis and Ram-
say 2002). Shame and guilt follow through after the third 
anniversary (Lewis 1992; Tangney 1995), revealing the sen-
sitivity to the attitudes of others towards oneself. Children 
thus begin to discover the relevant norms by discovering the 
expectations of those with whom they interact and adhering 
to them.

In summary, we have offered an account of how moral-
ity could have emerged out of agents competent at sec-
ond-person interactions–able to recognize goal-directed 
behavior and emotional expression in the basic way of 
second-person attributions. After the emergence of social 
norms, the key transition was the appearance of self-con-
scious emotions, which made our ancestors sensitive to their 
partners’ appraisals, and internalized them. Consequently, 
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The kind of norms that can emerge from cooperation are 
just coordination norms, but not necessarily moral ones 
(Gauthier 1986). The problem of cooperation can be solved 
in other ways that do not require morality, such as group 
selection (Sober and Wilson 1998), kin selection (Hamilton 
1964), and mutualism or reciprocal altruism (Axelrod 1981; 
Wilkinson 1990). To explain why we humans are moral, we 
need a different starting point: morality emerged not from 
strategic, self-interested individuals who had to cooper-
ate to survive; but from social individuals who related to 
each other through second-personal mental state attribution. 
Accordingly, what was first selected in our species was the 
need to establish long-term bonds with others, and to relate 
to them. The second-person perspective of psychologi-
cal attribution contributes to this, especially in nonverbal 
creatures. Morality emerged within these second-personal 
interactions; not because of what joint action required, but 
because of the set of common expectations developed at 
the community level, which became normative, as we have 
presented.

Conclusion

While sharing with Tomasello and Darwall the project of 
an intersubjective grounding of the genealogy of morals, 
our proposal rejects the common assumption that morality 
emerged in a scenario of strategic, self-interested, coopera-
tors. Instead, morality emerged in groups of cooperators 
who already had an interest in the wellbeing of others and 
had normative expectations. As we have argued, we have 
been evolutionarily selected to be motivated to bond with 
others and to take others’ interests into account; hence our 
motivation for partiality to act morally towards others, once 
we became capable of normative guidance.

As Tomasello contends, those cooperators were already 
tied to others, and motivated by sympathy to act prosocially 
towards kin, friends, and potential partners. And, crucially, 
they were capable of a second-personal mental state attribu-
tion. That is, they were able to interact with others through 
a spontaneous, emotional, and engaged attribution of men-
tal states. Through this sensitivity and adjustment to others, 
expectations develop. These expectations become norma-
tive due to generalization of interactions to the community, 
and third-party endorsement or sanction. After that, some 
of these normative expectations involved a new, internal, 
sanction, in the form of the feeling of obligation and the 
self-conscious assessment of one’s actions. Through this 
process we came to understand the moral norms as also 
objective, independent of our own assessment. Their moti-
vational nature becomes now impartial because it is derived 

They express and reveal an implicit level of normativity, 
and hence they might not require language (Rowlands 
2012). This kind of proto-normativity might be already 
present in nonhuman animals (de Waal 1996, 2014; Bekoff 
2004; Brosnan 2006; Andrews 2009; Pierce and Bekoff 
2012; Brosnan and de Waal 2014; Vincent et al. 2019), and 
children (Blake and McAuliffe 2011; Castelli et al. 2014; 
Blake et al. 2015; Engelmann and Tomasello 2019). Never-
theless, one could say that, although moral emotions are not 
expressed through language, they actually require proposi-
tional content as they are propositional attitudes (Gomila 
2012). Either if they involve an implicit, nonverbal, norma-
tivity, or if they involve propositional content anyway; their 
intermediate position between explicit norms and behav-
ioral adjustments and between subjective preferences and 
impartial standards maintains.

Third, moral norms come originally from behavioral 
dispositions based on emotions, which are lately shaped by 
interaction with others in a way similar to how traffic norms 
shape our behavior while driving (Sie 2014). It should not 
surprise us then to find that we are not always impartially 
motivated agents, but rather partially motivated ones with 
some preferences for our “near and dear” (Wolf 2012); and 
that we see the moral norms of our group as more objective 
than those of other groups (Sarkissian et al. 2011). From 
an evolutionary perspective, morality in general, and moral 
emotions in particular cannot be as impartial as some expect 
them to be (Prinz 2011; Bloom 2014), and the motivation 
for partiality must be taken into account. The question about 
whether an agent with only a motivation for partiality to 
act morally would count as a fully moral agent becomes 
a terminological one: with Kantians willing to reserve the 
term “morality” just for those agents capable of full-blown 
normative guidance, and those from the school of the moral 
sense preferring to view it as a graded, fuzzy, term.

Fourth, we can evolutionarily explain why moral judg-
ments are experienced as both motivating, and objective. 
This apparent contradiction of moral judgments having 
simultaneously the appearance of both objective statements 
that state something about the world, and subjective states 
that motivate us to act, constitutes what Smith (1994) calls 
“the Moral Problem.” Smith’s worry in The Moral Problem 
(1994) is to make sense of this paradoxical appearance of 
moral judgment “with the standard picture of human psy-
chology that we get from Hume” (1994, p. 14). Putting aside 
the discussion about Hume’s description of human psychol-
ogy, our worry here has been of another kind: in explain-
ing impartial motivation, we have provided an evolutionary 
account for moral judgments being experienced as both 
objective, and motivational.

Finally, according to this view morality does not emerge 
to solve “the problem of cooperation” (Greene 2013). 
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