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Work on the evolutionary origins of morality has emphasized cases in which an individual helps another 
without external pressure, threat, or enticement. These are taken as the only real sources of evidence for 
morality—or its precursors—in non-human animals, as examples involving external pressure can be 
dismissed as self-interested. This focus, we maintain, limits the range of moral theories under consideration, 
and stacks the evidential deck in favour of theories that characterize morality as a kind of niceness, usually 
based on emotional capacities such as empathy. We argue that the phenomenon of demand sharing, in 
which animals share after solicitation, request, or demand, should be seen as a central phenomenon in the 
evolution of morality. The resulting research programme would be more theoretically open-ended. It may, 
for example, shift the literature towards second-personal moral theories that take conflict to be central. It 
may also shift the literature towards moral psychologies that recognize the complexity of mixed and 
conflicting moral emotions. The question for such a research programme is how, in evolutionary time, 
conflict gave rise to demands that create moral interaction. 
 

 

1. Introduction 

To illustrate his claim that non-human primates possess what he calls ‘the building blocks of 

morality’, de Waal relays the following story: 
 

During one winter at the Arnhem Zoo, after cleaning the hall and before releasing the 
chimps, the keepers hosed out all rubber tires in the enclosure and hung them one by one 
on a horizontal log extending from the climbing frame. One day, Krom was interested in a 
tire in which water had stayed behind. Unfortunately, this particular tire was at the end of 
the row, with six or more heavy tires hanging in front of it. Krom pulled and pulled at the 
one she wanted but couldn’t remove it from the log […] Krom worked in vain on this 
problem for over ten minutes, ignored by everyone, except Jakie, a seven-year-old Krom 
had taken care of as a juvenile […] Without hesitation he pushed the tires one by one off 
the log […] When he reached the last tire, he carefully removed it so that no water was 
lost, carrying it straight to his aunt, placing it upright in front of her. Krom accepted his 
present without any special acknowledgment, and was already scooping up water with her 
hand when Jakie left. (de Waal 2006, pp. 31–32; adapted from de Waal 1996) 

 

Crucial to this example—for de Waal’s purposes and for ours—is that Jakie’s help is offered free 

from duress and without external enticement: Krom does not coerce Jakie with a threat, nor does 

she tempt him with a reward. Jakie is under no pressure from Krom, as de Waal is careful to 

underscore. 
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Researchers interested in morality’s evolution tend to focus almost exclusively on scenarios like 

this—what we’ll call no pressure cases. It is these cases, the thinking goes, where one can say with 

confidence that we’re witnessing the effect of a moral motive, or one of its evolutionary precursors. 

Identifying and focusing on such cases seems necessary because of what is called the problem of 

altruism, and the common thought that it implies that animal behaviours should be considered 

selfish until proven otherwise.  

The problem of altruism is that evolutionary altruism involves, by definition, the surrender of 

some fitness advantage to another individual, making it difficult to understand how it could have 

evolved in the first place. Competition between individual organisms is typically thought to be 

fierce, so we’d expect those who behave altruistically to be less likely to pass on their genes. Much 

of the related literature, then, aims to show that purportedly altruistic behaviours needn’t actually 

involve the problematic sort of fitness sacrifice at all: sacrificing for one’s offspring actually 

benefits one’s genes, a sacrifice in one moment might result in a future benefit due to reciprocation, 

and so forth. 

Morality requires sacrifices of various sorts, and it seems fair to expect that some of these would 

sacrifice fitness. The same would presumably be true of any proposed psychological dispositions 

behind morality. For instance, a creature that is motivated to help other group members in 

general—and not merely, say, its own offspring—would unlikely distinguish between cases where 

helping comes at a fitness cost from those where it does not. One might wonder, then, how any 

such disposition could evolve. Indeed, some have gone so far as to argue that the problem of 

altruism not only rules out altruism in the evolutionary sense, but also in the psychological sense. 

That is, some have gone so far as to argue that evolution should produce creatures that are 

ruthlessly selfish: even apparent acts of care or helping are actually motivated by a kind of selfish 

calculation. 

This position is known as psychological egoism. Proponents of this view famously respond to 

any suggestion that an action is motivated by concern for others’ well-being by proposing an 

alternative explanation based on selfish motives (Sober and Wilson 1998). Concocting a selfish 

alternative usually isn’t difficult—alternatives appealing to social pressure or fear of retaliation 

are almost always ready to hand. So anyone arguing for psychological altruism among the animals, 

like de Waal, who sees this as a ‘building block’ of morality, can reasonably predict that they will 
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face such an egoist reply. The most direct way to avoid this reply is to identify cases in which an 

individual appears to make a sacrifice while experiencing no pressure or enticement from others. 

These are the instances in which a plausible ulterior self-interested motive is most difficult to find.  

We agree with those who argue that animals can be psychological altruists, against the egoists, 

and we think that arguments based on no-pressure cases have been valuable for making a widely 

convincing case that this is true. But any broader story about the evolution of morality, rather than 

just altruism, must include a theory of what morality is. And when researchers decide at the outset 

to select for certain kinds of evidence, this choice will partially determine which kinds of theory 

they can articulate and support. 

So here is the broad point for which will be arguing: The exclusive focus on no-pressure cases 

in the literature on morality’s evolution encourages theorists to overlook phenomena that many 

moral theorists see as important, or even fundamental. Specifically, we have in mind conflict, 

disagreement, and demands that do feature prominently both in moral life and in moral philosophy, 

but that nevertheless involve the application of external pressure on the organism who does the 

acting. We worry that by ignoring these phenomena, the dominant research programme 

surrounding morality’s evolution rules out too quickly some potentially illuminating theories, 

while attempting to account for something that turns out to be significantly narrower than morality 

itself.  

We thus aim, over the course of this article, to expand the theoretical space under consideration 

by calling attention to a behaviour that gets overlooked when we restrict our attention to no 

pressure cases: demand sharing—sharing that occurs after the issuing of a demand. We use this 

term in a deliberately capacious way for now, including any behaviour in which the transfer of 

some good is initiated by the recipient, while the donor facilitates the transfer or forgoes an 

opportunity to prevent it. Unlike what is called ‘free offering’, demand sharing can involve social 

pressure, conflict, disagreement and—of course—demanding itself. 

In making a demand, a human will sometimes make a claim on an object possessed by another, 

before the other begrudgingly hands it over despite preferring to keep it for himself. But rather 

than being motivated only by fellow feeling or generosity, the demand’s recipient might comply 

simply because he was asked. In such a case, he may be said to be motivated by a recognition of 

the requirements of duty or morality. Making and responding appropriately to demands is part of 
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our everyday moral practice, after all, as well as a central part of what moral philosophers study 

and theorize. We believe it should be a central part of work on the evolution of morality, too. 

Behaviour with the general form we are capturing with the term ‘demand sharing’ is observed 

across the animal kingdom, including in ants, nestling (baby) birds, great apes, and of course, 

humans. We believe all these cases are worth study. We do take it to be an open question which 

will actually tell us something interesting about morality or its precursors. Moreover, we take it to 

be an open question exactly what constitutes the right sort of demand both behaviourally (are cases 

where a demand is explicit importantly different than tolerated theft?) and normatively (is 

demanding different than less loaded ‘requesting’?). 

More specifically, we hope that we might bring attention to the second-personal features of 

morality that discussions of its evolution too often pass over. In philosophy, moral theories that 

place these second-personal features at their centre have regained popularity in the last couple of 

decades. These views, we suggest, hold promise as overarching views of morality, its evolution, 

and its psychology. On such views, we argue, the possibility of conflict is at the foundation of 

morality: the evolutionary question would be how conflicting motivations and behaviours generate 

demands that create moral cooperation. In turn, this approach seems to us more likely to capture 

the fact that motivations in moral situations can be—and likely almost always are—complicated, 

mixed, and even contradictory. By highlighting, rather than side-lining, cases with prominent 

second-personal features, we encourage consideration of how sympathy, benevolence, and 

conflict-free cooperation might interact with a broader range of moral motives, and ultimately hope 

for a richer and more unified understanding of morality’s evolutionary roots. 

2. Evolution, Altruism, and Motivation 

Puzzlement over the very existence of altruism is most often explained by puzzlement over the 

possibility of behaviours that benefit another at some cost to oneself. In the last several decades, 

considerable work has gone into articulating and modelling processes by which a disposition to 

engage in such behaviours might have evolved. These include reciprocity (Trivers 1971), kin 

selection (Bourke and Franks 1995), and group selection (Sober and Wilson 1998) as prominent 
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examples.1 Mostly, these work by demonstrating that if we take a larger view, the observed 

behaviour is not actually a net sacrifice by the supposed altruist. The phenomenon being explained 

here is usually referred to as evolutionary altruism (or biological altruism), in which costs and 

benefits are defined purely in terms of evolutionary fitness. This terminology is intended to 

distinguish it from psychological altruism, which is the individual motivation to care about another 

(Sober and Wilson 1998; Kitcher 2011). 

The problem of altruism has shaped many discussions relevant to morality’s evolution, 

especially those focused on three questions: (1) Is some observed behaviour actually an instance 

of evolutionary altruism? (2) If so, what evolutionary process might explain its presence? (3) Are 

the individual animal’s motivations psychologically altruistic? A certain—counterproductive—

pattern is common. When addressing question 1, the problem of altruism is often taken to create a 

heavy evidential burden for any claim that a behaviour is truly an instance of evolutionary altruism. 

When addressing question 2, it is assumed that any case of purported evolutionary altruism must 

be explainable in terms of some evolutionary process (usually those just listed), and also that any 

answer to question 3 that attributes psychological altruism to the animal must already having the 

right kind of answers to questions 1 and 2. In other words, the ‘selfish’ interpretation of a behaviour 

is commonly favoured at each step (in the sense of that term relevant to the question being asked), 

unless it can somehow be disproven. Where this pattern prevails, explanations that attribute 

genuinely altruistic motivations to animal face an outsized evidential burden. 

There are several literatures that address these three questions across biology, ecology, ethology, 

psychology, and philosophy. Different literatures approach them in different ways, and so this 

pattern is far from universal. For example, work on social insects in biology discusses the role of 

enforcement and punishment in maintaining cooperative behaviour without dismissing that 

behaviour as selfish.2 Moreover, not all apparently altruistic behaviour is taken to be troublesome; 

for example, parents sacrifice considerably for their children, but everyone acknowledges that this 

makes evolutionary sense because children carry the parents’ genes (a form of kin selection). 

                                                
1 Reciprocal altruism is when apparent altruists in one interaction gain net benefits across multiple interactions; kin 

selection theory suggests that helping closely related individuals provides a genetic benefit, even at personal cost; 
group selection theory suggests that personal cost in an interaction is offset by the fact that an action helps the 
collective group, which in turn helps individual survival. 

2 See (Wenseleers and Ratnieks 2006; Ratnieks and Wenseleers 2008; Ratnieks and Helanterä 2009). 
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Nevertheless, the pattern is common enough that it has a profound effect on discussions of 

purported animal morality and its evolution. A couple of examples will illustrate. 

Consider field research on food sharing in chimpanzees, and how it approaches question 1 

(whether a behaviour is truly evolutionarily altruistic) and question 2 (how it evolved). This work 

generally divides sharing behaviours into three categories: unsolicited giving, giving in response 

to a request or demand, and tolerated theft. While unsolicited giving of food seems to be virtually 

non-existent among chimpanzees (Teleki 1973; de Wall 1989), intentional transfers in response to 

begging occur regularly—often initiated by a chimp holding out hands his palms upturned. The 

same is true of tolerated theft: chimpanzees sometimes come up and take food with no resistance 

from the one controlling it. 

Work on these behaviours largely aims to explain their evolution by showing how a supposed 

altruist might gain a fitness benefit—the loss of food by the possessor might be worth it if it 

strengthens a valuable relationship or avoids harassment from the requestor, for example (Celli et 

al. 2006; Gilby 2006). As Stevens (2004, p. 451) argues (in a paper titled ‘The Selfish Nature of 

Generosity’): ‘Harassment may provide a selfish explanation of apparently altruistic behaviour’. 

The implication is that finding any mechanism by which a supposed altruist might benefit from an 

interaction is enough to deem it ‘selfish’.3 

In laboratory experiments that approach question 3 (about motives), Tennie et al. (2016) found 

that, in their particular setup, chimpanzees did not help others access food. This set off an 

illustrative exchange. Melis et al. (2018) point out that the potential recipients did not signal a 

need, and thus, potential helpers may have simply failed to understand the need even if they had 

helpful intentions. In response, defending the original interpretation, Jensen et al. (2018) assert 

that signalling for help might count as harassment. This is meant to imply that the action in such a 

case would be performed to avoid annoyance, rather than to provide help. Once again, the mere 

possibility of the selfish explanation does most of the argumentative work.4 

                                                
3 One consequence is that demand sharing and tolerated theft among chimpanzees and bonobos—despite being 

common phenomena—haven’t received as much close study as social practices or interactions as they deserve. One 
exception (Gilby 2006) is discussed in section 7. 

4 These authors are members of Tomasello’s lab, and Tomasello’s view on the evolution of morality will be addressed 
shortly (sec. 3). 
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In philosophy, and in discussions of the evolution of morality, this pattern is sometimes taken 

to provide a kind of scientific backing for psychological egoism. Thus, it makes sense that an 

author like de Waal would be concerned to head off egoist replies to his argument that chimpanzees 

are capable of real psychological altruism. Though not everyone believes that evolutionary theory 

gives compelling evidence for psychological egoism, enough do that he’d expect his argument to 

attract the standard egoist reply.  

Indeed, the story about Jakie and Krom quoted earlier comes from a book that includes replies 

from prominent philosophers (de Waal 2006). In that very book, Kitcher (2006) advances a version 

of an egoist reply. Kitcher claims that de Waal’s arguments only establish very rare, limited kinds 

of psychological altruism in chimpanzees. Tellingly, he finds de Waal’s Jakie–Krom example most 

compelling, calling the others ‘a lot less convincing’ (2006, pp. 130–31). His argument is more 

sophisticated than a flatfooted appeal to the problem of altruism, but Kitcher is, regardless, treating 

psychological altruism as the hypothesis that faces the burden of proof. 

Attempting to deflect the egoist, those writing about the evolution of morality typically grant 

that psychological altruism needs to shoulder this burden, and then set out to meet it. The most 

natural way to do so is to search for pure no pressure cases.5 And this means accepting, either 

explicitly or implicitly, that phenomena involving social pressure, such as demand sharing, cannot 

tell us anything interesting at all about the evolution of morality. 

However, in our view, this takes the fixation with egoism too far. Examples of behaviour that 

involve social pressure could potentially tell us a lot about the evolutionary roots of morality. 

While the problem of altruism is important and relevant to the evolution of morality, we worry 

that this literature’s single-minded focus on it, and specifically its egoistic interpretation, has shut 

down potentially valuable inquiry into demand sharing. And as we will argue, this has the 

unintended effect of skewing the picture of morality that ultimately emerges. 

                                                
5 Both de Waal (2006, pp. 57–58) and Tomasello (2016, pp. 14–18), whose views we discuss below, bemoan the idea 

that evolution must produce egoists, and the general project of tracing the fitness benefit of every specific interaction. 
However, both still depend on no pressure cases. We tend to agree that the argument from the problem of altruism 
to egoism is often overblown—clearly, psychological altruism did evolve somehow—but we sidestep that argument 
for now. 
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3. How Choice of Evidence Affects the Picture of Morality  

When de Waal relays the anecdote about Jakie assisting Krom, his purpose is to show that non-

human primates possess the ‘building blocks’ of morality. ‘[…] the moral domain of action’, he 

writes, ‘is Helping or (not) Hurting others’ (2006, p. 162). Of course, what he has in mind here is 

not help grudgingly given in response to threat or coercion, but help motivated by benevolence. It 

is this generous disposition that he treats as the basic foundation upon which more sophisticated 

practices can be constructed. For instance, he suggests that raw emotional contagion—as when 

one becomes frustrated while watching one’s fellows struggle with a difficult task—is eventually 

supplemented with the capacity for cognitive empathy, and then ultimately the ability to fully 

inhabit another’s position (2006, p. 39). The story of morality’s evolution is thus the story of our 

disposition to aid others out of benevolence or sympathy, repeatedly refined with the addition of 

further capacities. 

De Waal’s own focus on no-pressure cases is largely motivated by his desire to show continuity 

between human moral behaviours and behaviours of other primates. This is a goal with which we 

are sympathetic, and we agree that in pursuing it, it makes sense to limit oneself to no pressure 

cases as a way of avoiding the egoist reply. What we want to emphasize here is that selecting 

evidence in this way biases the view of morality and its evolution that emerges. That is to say, if 

we begin by tabling all cases other than those of pure, unconflicted helping behaviour, we will 

naturally explain these with an emphasis on moral sentiments such as benevolence. In turn, the 

account we arrive at will be one in which such sentiments serve as morality’s evolutionary 

foundation, and thus, a conception of morality built on such sentiments. 

This is indeed what de Waal does, and his approach isn’t at all idiosyncratic. Bekoff and Pierce 

(2009), for instance, place empathy at the heart of a sense of justice and (psychological) altruism. 

Along similar lines, Kitcher (2006, p. 168) presents the first step towards morality as ‘a 

reconciliation of Darwin and Hume’, where Hume represents a tradition that prizes sympathetic 

concern for others. And Rudolf von Rohr et al. (2011, p. 17), who aim to characterize the 

evolutionary precursors of social norms, write that ‘empathetic competence enables individuals to 

recognize a social event as having a “moral” valence’. 

Interestingly, even Tomasello (2016), whose view centres joint attention rather than sentiments, 

emphasizes no pressure cases in a way that shapes his view of morality. The capacity for joint 
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attention is, roughly, the ability to orient one’s focus and activity around a common goal at which 

‘we’ aim together, along with shared ideals governing our behaviour as we pursue it. His primary 

example is a group of apes banding together for a hunt. This kind of cooperation, he thinks, is our 

fundamental moral capacity: ‘[…] the natural home of morality […] is cooperative activity for 

mutual benefit’ (2016, p. 40). Indeed, Tomasello explicitly contrasts cases of moral (or proto-

moral) behaviour with instances where an ‘individual somehow feels pressured by a multitude of 

others (or one especially powerful other) to behave in a certain way’. In those cases, ‘the standard 

is “their” standard, and my adherence to it is purely a matter of individual instrumentality or 

strategy with respect to an external constraint’ (2016, p. 55). This, he thinks, is sufficient to rule 

out such cases as exhibiting any sort of rudimentary morality. 

What we want to emphasize here is that treating sympathy, benevolence, and cooperation toward 

shared goals as paradigm cases affects profoundly the shape of the account of morality that 

ultimately emerges. Put crudely, the method guarantees that whatever story is told about morality’s 

evolution will be primarily a story about the evolution of ‘niceness’. Our worry is that if morality 

can be about something more than niceness, then the most prominent accounts of morality’s 

evolution will be inadequate. In particular, our worry is that these prominent accounts sideline 

conceptions of morality that treat as central behaviours like demanding, begrudging compliance, 

or deferral of a decision to someone whose ends one fundamentally doesn’t share. We agree, we 

hasten to add, that non-human animals are not psychological egoists; they are capable of kindness, 

tenderness, and other-concern. We agree, as well, that morality has evolutionary roots. However, 

we think the literature has reached a point (largely due to work by authors such as de Waal and 

Tomasello) where we can be more exploratory about what morality is without abandoning this 

point. 

To be clear, most theorists do make room for practices surrounding demands. It’s just that rather 

than being treated as potentially foundational, these practices appear as add-ons to an account that 

already takes sympathy, empathy, helping, and/or cooperation as fundamental. De Waal (2006, 

pp. 166–73), for instance, describes morality as a three-level tower with a foundation comprised 

of the sentiments, with upper-level tiers allowing individuals to use ‘social pressure’ to enforce 

social rules. Tomasello (2016, p. 50; 2020) proposes something similar, wherein the capacity for 

joint attention and cooperative activity is supplemented by an ability to enforce norms of fairness. 
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And this leaves us with two related concerns. First, the approach simply assumes the morality-as-

niceness understanding of the topic, thereby ruling out without argument other conceptions of what 

morality is. Second, it treats demands and social pressure as more of an accessory than anything 

that could be central to morality’s operation. Social pressure is understood as an appendage that 

does the bidding of the helping sentiments and capacities—it is treated as potentially inessential, 

and not deeply integrated into the rest of our moral psychology.6 

Up to this point, we’ve tried to raise a worry about the dominant accounts of morality’s 

evolution. In what follows, we take on the positive task of arguing that demanding really does 

deserve significantly more attention from those doing research in this area. 

4. Demand Sharing Versus Free Offering 

One of the few serious studies of demand sharing was conducted by Peterson (1993), an 

anthropologist focusing on hunter-gatherer peoples in Australia. Peterson defines demand sharing 

as any practice in which a transfer is initiated by the recipient, while the donor facilitates or forgoes 

an opportunity to prevent the transfer. Peterson reports that this sort of interaction—as opposed to 

unsolicited offering—makes up a significant portion of the generosity exhibited by the peoples he 

studies, who are, on the whole, radically egalitarian and generous. Rules of demanding, he argues, 

are inculcated from a young age, and the practice is widespread. Indeed, there are relatively 

complicated practices that surround avoiding demands, such as concealing a valued item or lying 

about having it. The existence of these practices, however, does not imply that demands are seen 

as rude or illicit. They are, instead, part of the pattern of social practices into which demand sharing 

fits. 

                                                
6 There are, of course, many other worthwhile treatments of conflict in this literature. Boehm (2009) and Sterelny 

(2016) both treat conflict as essential in the transition from hierarchical societies in great apes to egalitarian human 
small societies, and in turn to hierarchical larger human societies. This may well be part of the story our approach 
ultimately suggests, but we hope that the study of demand sharing can help locate much deeper roots of morality 
(sec. 7). Burkart et al. (2014) argue that cooperative parenting drives the evolutionary transition from ‘reactive’ 
prosociality (such as demand sharing) to ‘proactive’ proscoiality, which may also be an import part of the story. 
Ågren et al. (2019) argue that some form of enforcement is essential to ‘cooperation’ at every biological level, from 
‘cooperating’ genes, to the formation of eukaryotic cells and multicellular life, up to animal societies. If this is right, 
it would also support our approach here. Other discussions of conflict include (Moore 1984; Ratnieks and Helanterä 
2009; DeScioli and Kurzban 2018; Wenseleers et al. 2021; Monsó and Andrews 2022). 
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Peterson (1993, p. 861) complains that Westerners tend to view demands negatively because of 

‘the particular ethical construction that Westerners place on generosity—that of outwardly 

unsolicited and altruistic giving’. But this is just a bias, he says, and more careful study of demand 

sharing reveals it to be just as much a form of generosity as unsolicited giving, often playing a 

similar pro-social role in the social lives of the peoples he discusses. For instance, they are 

important in the formation and maintenance of social relationships—a point he illustrates with a 

story:  
 

Myers recounts a case where the male leader of a Pintupi community hid cooked meat in a 
flour drum on hearing of the arrival of his close and generous relatives from a nearby 
community. One of them came across and asked whether he had any meat, to which he 
replied that he was empty-handed. The visitor clearly did not believe him in light of the 
evidence of cooking strewn about, and he proceeded-without rancor-to open various flour 
drums lying around until he found the meat. 

 
This story illustrates layers of social significance: 

 
The leader's polite rejection of his kinsmen through hiding was an expression of autonomy 
that did not lead to a repudiation of relatedness nor create conflict, because he had been 
generous enough in the past. The visitor's sense that he could search without offence was 
likewise an expression of his relatedness to the leader and at the same time a recognition 
of the leader's right to autonomy as expressed in hiding the meat, since in searching without 
rancor he accepted the likelihood of the leader's deception (Peterson 1993, p. 868; 
discussing Myers 1988, pp. 59–60) 
 

This is a moral exercise, constituted by moral interaction. It involves recognition and respect for 

another’s autonomy, a phenomenon categorized as moral by theorists and laypeople alike. It also 

involves an individual’s sacrificing an advantage relative to another—the very sort of phenomenon 

that interests researchers who study morality’s evolution. If we simply dismiss it as a withholding 

leader confronted by a presumptuous relative—and on this basis, rule out any interpretation that 

includes generosity or morality—we miss the point entirely. 

Peterson’s definition of demand sharing is broad. It would include cases of begging and tolerated 

theft, as these terms are used in the chimpanzee literature discussed above. Other terms, such as 

‘request’, ‘solicitation’, and ‘harassment’ can describe behaviours that would also be included. 

Such a broad application of the term could, of course, elide differences that matter. As social 

This is not a published article. This is an accepted manuscript, without copyediting, corrections, formatting, or online data files, and before publication.
The completed version of record is expected to be published with DOI https://doi.org/10.1086/741307 in an upcoming issue of The British Journal for the Philosophy

of Science, published by The University of Chicago Press. Copyright 2026 The British Society for the Philosophy of Science.



 
Mike Dacey and Paul Schofield 

 
 

British Journal for the Philosophy of Science 

interactions, tolerated theft can be very different from begging. Normatively, a mere request might 

be something very different from a demand. Nonetheless, we adopt Peterson’s broad application 

of the term, which we think is appropriate to the current stage of research. Consider it a preliminary 

operationalization of the term: it gives researchers a class of behaviours to study as phenomena of 

interest. As research progresses, it will be important to refine it, both in extension of application 

and normative connotation. These are matters of important theoretical substance, and we believe 

it would be more productive to leave them open initially rather than stipulating answers from the 

outset. 

There has been some debate about how central demand sharing actually is to small hunter-

gatherer groups generally (Kishigami 2004). But, setting aside questions of actual frequency or 

social centrality in specific cultural contexts, we submit that demand sharing is a regular part of 

life in many, perhaps most, human cultures. It is also, we will show, common across a number of 

species of non-human animals. So at the very least, instances of demand sharing should be 

considered relevant for study of morality’s evolution. More ambitiously, we take seriously the 

possibility that demand sharing is a core case of a moral (or proto-moral) interaction, and thus 

deserves to be a primary focus of study. These claims are taken up in the next two sections: first, 

the assertion that demands are a phenomenon for moral theory and then, second, the possibility 

that they are a core phenomenon. 

5. Demands as Moral Phenomena 

Consider the following two imaginary cases: 

 

Scenario 1: A homeowner, out for a walk on his substantial plot of land, discovers a trespasser on 

its edge. Calmly but coldly, he tells the trespasser to vacate the premises. The trespasser ultimately 

would prefer to stay, and since he’s doing no harm, he thinks the owner is being ungenerous, petty, 

and small-minded. Because the demander is weak and unthreatening, and he doesn’t seem inclined 

to call the police, the trespasser isn’t moved out of fear. Nevertheless, he acknowledges the force 

of the demand by exiting the property of his own accord. 
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Scenario 2: A man sets out to pursue a romantic relationship with a woman he doesn’t know well. 

In his mind, he’s certain that the two of them will be happy together if only she will give him a 

chance. After rejecting his overtures, she tells him to leave her alone and to not contact her again. 

Of course, he thinks she’s making a mistake—she’s passing up on an opportunity for happiness. 

Nevertheless, he responds by relenting and does not contact her again.  

 

Nothing in either scenario requires that the actors feel empathy, be motivated by benevolent 

concern, or exhibit any positive sentiments at all. These are cases in which the demander is 

relatively unemotional, and the demand’s recipient either thinks what’s being demanded is 

wrongheaded or feels that the demand comes from a place of stinginess. Furthermore, in neither 

scenario are the individuals involved in a cooperative endeavour, joining their attention and 

helping one another in pursuit of a shared end. These are relative strangers whose goals are at odds 

with one another. The interaction isn’t nice. 

Both scenarios do involve the exertion of pressure, however, as it’s a demand issued from one 

individual to another that serves as the impetus for action. So cases such as these are likely be set 

aside by researchers with a preference for no pressure cases, like we’ve already discussed. But it’s 

not clear why these cases should be considered anything other than straightforward, fully fledged 

instances of moral interchange. The demander in each case issues no threat and offers no reward. 

The motivations of the demandees are likely mixed and complicated, but the demand itself is a 

significant part of the motivational picture. In many versions of such cases, it is the deciding factor. 

While there are undoubtedly social practices and norms helping to structure these interactions and 

explain why the demands are taken as legitimate, we would be ignoring the role of such practices 

and norms in morality if we simply threw out the cases in which they’re appealed to. Our worry, 

then, is that by ignoring cases such as these, those interested in morality’s evolution are 

overlooking an entire class of moral behaviour. 

Now, there exists a tendency to assume that cases such as these must ultimately reduce to self-

interest, despite initial appearances. Such a view might seek support from a common reading of 

Hobbes, on which the demands of the sovereign motivate only through the threat of punishment. 

If this is indeed how demands work as a general matter, then our two imaginary scenarios above 
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will appear to be ones in which nothing genuinely moral occurs at all. Rather, they’ll be cases in 

which some self-interested motivation ultimately drives the individuals to act. 

But the insistence that this is how demanding actually works is really just an assumption—one 

that that is neither an uncontroversial, nor innocent. For even Hobbes—despite how he is often 

read—seems like he might disagree with it. Consider the following passage from Leviathan: 

 
The words Doe this, are the words not onely of him that Commendeth; but also of him that 
giveth Counsell […] and yet there are but few, that see not, that these are very different 
things […] Command is, where a man saith, Doe this, or Doe not this, without expecting 
other reason than the Will of him that says it […] Counsell is where a man saith, Doe this, 
or Doe not this, and deduceth his reasons from the benefit that arriveth by it to him to who 
he saith it. (1996, p. 176) 

 

Hobbes, here, is drawing a distinction between directives that are supposed to be followed out of 

self-interest versus those that are supposed to be followed because the directive counts as a reason 

for acting in itself. Though this often goes unnoticed, one of Hobbes’s aims in the book is to explain 

how someone might legitimately be moved by such a reason as this. What is important for our 

purposes is the way the distinction between counsel and command helps us interpret the cases of 

the trespasser and the unwelcome suitor. In neither case is the individual who issues the demand 

threatening that some misfortune will befall the demandee should the directive go unheeded—at 

least, there is no reason to assume that such a threat must be operating in the background. The 

cases are, rather, instances of genuine command, where the demander expects compliance because 

of the demand.  

Hobbes, of course, is a thoroughgoing empiricist. But there are those within the rationalist 

tradition who similarly characterize non-self-interested compliance with a demand as a 

paradigmatic moral phenomenon. In his treatise Foundations of Natural Right, the German 

philosopher Fichte (2000, p. 35) identifies as the most fundamental case of moral interaction one 

in which an individual ‘determine[s] itself in consequence of the summons [a demand]’, where the 

demand in itself, and not some external motive, is taken as a reason for acting. Indeed, this idea 

that someone can be motivated by a demand continues to be central to contemporary debates in 

philosophy about the nature of authority.7 

                                                
7 See (Korsgaard 1996; Schapiro 2002; Schofield 2018). 
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Note that our point, here, stands regardless of whether humans typically (or ever) act purely out 

of deference to a demand. Mixed motives are likely common, if not ubiquitous. For example, 

sometimes agents are motivated both by the bare fact of the demand, and by feelings of 

benevolence. The two can work together, and can do so alongside other motivations. In this 

respect, our approach shares much with Midgely (2002, 2010), who argues that morality is 

precisely about managing conflicting motivations.8 Furthermore, the line between being motivated 

by a demand and being motivated by some other consideration needn’t be particularly sharp. The 

trespasser might leave the property because of an actual demand issued by the owner. But he might 

leave, instead, because he imagines that the owner hypothetically would demand that he do so, if 

only the owner knew he was trespassing. Or he might just believe that there is a moral norm telling 

him not to trespass, while taking that norm to have a ‘demanding addressing quality’ to it—a 

suggestion made by philosopher Darwall (2006, p. 9), as he attempts to identify the defining 

characteristics of moral obligation. We remain agnostic about exactly which motivations must be 

present. The important point is just that the possibility of being morally motivated (fully or 

partially) by demands (actual or hypothetical) is a live one. The history of moral philosophy takes 

seriously the fundamentality of demands, and the issue remains a topic for philosophical research 

and speculation to this day. By devoting attention almost exclusively to no pressure cases, and 

eliminating from consideration all cases on which demands supply even only a partial motivation, 

researchers risk providing an evolutionary account of something that misses entire swathes of the 

moral domain, or, worse still, isn’t really morality at all.  

6. Conflict and Second-Personal Morality 

We take ourselves to have raised the suggestive possibility that demand sharing is an important 

part of morality. We will now say more in support of the idea that it is a central moral phenomenon. 

In A Natural History of Human Morality, Tomasello (2016, pp. 39–84) characterizes morality as 

‘second-personal’—a term he borrows from Darwall. Tomasello, we said earlier, affirms 

something like the conception of morality-as-niceness, for his paradigmatic moral interaction 

involves individuals working cooperatively toward a shared goal. The appeal to second-personal 

                                                
8 Her evolutionary story, which she traces to Darwin, is that increased intelligence allowed humans to consider their 

past and future, and think about how to square their motivations and actions across time. 
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morality is an attempt to capture this. Here is how Tomasello (2016, pp. 40–41) ultimately 

characterizes the morality that his evolutionary account is meant to explain: 
 
[…] second-personal agents [have] the standing to make joint commitments to collaborate 
and to jointly self-regulate their collaboration (Gilbert 2014). The joint intentional activity 
[is] now what social theorists would call contractualist, since it [is] constituted by an actual 
agreement between second-personal agents. The outcome [is] what we may call a second-
personal morality: a dyadic morality of face-to-face interactions between the second-
personal agents ‘I’ and ‘you’ (perspectivally defined) collaborating together, and feeling 
responsible to one another, as a jointly committed ‘we’.  

 

While we don’t contend that Tomasello has misread Darwall, we do submit that his presentation 

of Darwall’s view emphasizes certain of its features at the expense of others, thereby missing 

something crucial about the nature of morality. 

To see what we have in mind, consider the way Darwall (2006, p. 3) introduces his central idea 

in the opening passage of his book The Second-Person Standpoint: 
 
Call the second-person standpoint the perspective you and I take up when we make and 
acknowledge claims of one another’s conduct and will. This might be explicit, in speech, 
as with the performatives J. L. Austin botanized—demanding, reproaching, apologizing, 
and so on—or only implicit in thought, as with Strawsonian reactive feelings like 
resentment and guilt […] But whether explicit and voiced—‘You talkin’ to me?’—or 
implicit and felt, as in a resentful sulk, the I-you-me structure of reciprocal address runs 
throughout thought and speech from the second-person point of view. 

 

While he eventually derives from this (through an intricate argument) a shared perspective, what 

we wish to note here is the absence of any language at the outset about benevolence, altruistic 

motivation, cooperating, or activity engaged in by some jointly constituted ‘we’. There is no 

mention of common purpose, fellow feeling, or shared intentions. The standpoint, as characterized, 

is the site of demanding, reproaching, apologizing, and resenting—phenomena that often occur in 

the midst of significant conflict. Occupants of the standpoint can be individuals who are so 

unfamiliar with one another that there’s little sense in calling them a ‘we’. After all, when someone 

says, ‘You talkin’ to me?’, the context is rarely one in which the principal agents do anything we’d 

consider helping one another. 
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To further illustrate his main ideas, Darwall (2006) considers the case of someone standing atop 

another’s foot, and the stepped-upon person demanding that the foot be removed. He stipulates 

that the case is not one in which the person removes their foot as a kind of benevolent gesture, 

motivated by sympathetic concern (2006, p. 5). Nor is it a case in which the directive is issued in 

furtherance of some shared project, as in a case where one teammate might say to another, ‘Get 

off my foot, I need to get into position!’. Rather, the case reads as one in which a stranger intrudes 

on another’s space because he wants to occupy it, the other has the opposing desire that the 

person’s foot be removed, and, finally, the stepped-upon person demands that the conflict be 

resolved in her favour. 

Now, as previously mentioned, Darwall does go on to develop a view on which joint 

commitment to norms helps determine which demands are the legitimate ones, actually requiring 

obedience. The development of his view does eventually require the introduction of a ‘(first-person 

plural) perspective of the moral community’, which each of us takes up as its members (2006, p. 

9). But the way Darwall sets things up, the seminal act is a demand issued between strangers in 

conflict, not an altruistic act motivated by benevolence in the context of shared commitment to a 

common goal. Our worry is that by privileging no-pressure cases, researchers fail to consider this 

possibility.  

The fundamentality of conflict, or at least its deep importance, is emphasized even in traditions 

typically associated with benevolence and sympathy. Hume, for instance, is often taken as a 

paradigm proponent of the idea that morality grows out of sympathetic concern for others. But at 

a key moment in A Treatise of Human Nature, even he takes seriously the limitations of such an 

account: 
 
I have already observ’d, that justice takes its rise from human conventions; and that these 
are intended as a remedy to some inconveniences, which proceed from the concurrence of 
certain qualities of the human mind with the situation of external objects. The qualities of 
mind are selfishness and limited generosity; And the situation of external objects is their 
easy change, join’d to their scarcity in comparison of the wants and desires of men […] 
Here then is a proposition, which, I think, may be regarded as certain, ’tis only from the 
selfishness and confin’d generosity of men, along with the scanty provision nature has 
made for his wants, that justice derives its origin. (1978, 3.2.2) 
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Hume’s worry here is that even if we have sympathetic concern for those closest to us, this is not 

sufficient to move us under conditions where we are forced to vie for limited resources with 

strangers toward whom we don’t feel particularly generous. Such conflict-laden situations are what 

give rise to justice in the first place, he thinks.  

Hume is a thoroughgoing empiricist. But we can find expressions of this view by rationalists as 

well. Here is Rawls (1999, p. 110) in A Theory of Justice, echoing Hume: 
 
For simplicity, I often stress the condition of moderate scarcity […] and that of conflict of 
interests […] Thus one can say, in brief, that the circumstances of justice obtain whenever 
persons put forward conflicting claims to the division of social advantages under conditions 
of moderate scarcity. Unless these circumstances existed there would be no occasion for 
the virtue of justice, just as in the absence of threats of injury to life and limb there would 
be no occasion for physical courage. 

 

For both authors, the story begins with conflict and competing claims, in circumstances where 

fellow feeling is absent. For both, justice—a central, if not the central moral concept—is 

introduced to adjudicate the competing claims, or conflicting demands.  

Now, Hume and Rawls introduce the notion of a convention or social practice as a way of 

addressing the conflict, and there’s an obvious sense in which participation in a convention or 

social practice counts as cooperation. Furthermore, when we participate in conventions or social 

practices such as these, our emotions are ultimately engaged, and we are motivated by a sense of 

justice. Thus, no one is suggesting that cooperation and getting along are irrelevant to this topic, 

nor should anyone. Nevertheless, the sort of cooperation that emerges for Hume and for Rawls is 

not the kind of cooperation wherein individuals adopt a shared goal and then need to resolve 

disputes and enforce norms as a means to achieve it—it’s not like Tomasello’s paradigm case, 

where a group takes on the task of hunting game and then needs the practice of demanding in order 

to keep everyone oriented toward the task at hand. Rather, it’s cooperation that emerges from an 

attempt to resolve conflicts that arise as a result of competing demands. In other words, the 

cooperation emerges as a result of conflict and demands, not the other way around. Putting it in 

terms of de Waal’s tower or Tomasello’s multi-tiered account, demanding resides at the foundation 

rather than in an upper tier.  
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Our concern, then, is that if research into morality’s evolution begins by turning away from 

cases where competing demands are made between individuals whose interests are fundamentally 

misaligned, then the whole research programme will be in no position to account for the emergence 

of justice as understood by thinkers like Hume and Rawls. And this, we think, would lead to a 

rather significant lacuna in our understanding. To rule out views like those described above from 

the start is to rule out a large collection of different views of morality from different traditions. 

The question for the evolution of morality understood in second-personal terms is this: how do 

conflicts generate demands that then create the right kind of cooperation? We take this question to 

be an open one. Indeed, we don’t take it to be the case that there needs to be one single answer. 

It’s possible, in principle, that morality could evolve differently in different lineages. Plausibly, 

there are a number of factors that could have developed in evolutionary time to affect the right sort 

of change. Addressing these questions will require getting clear on normative and metaethical 

issues: what exactly is a demand (as opposed to, say, a request)? How do explicit demands relate 

to implicit or hypothetical ones? How do one-on-one demands relate to the more abstract 

‘demands’ of moral obligation or duty? These are questions at issue in the literature on second-

personal morality, with different approaches on the table (for example, Schaab 2023). Our hope is 

that the evolutionary approach suggested here can inform the normative and metaethical theory as 

well as the moral psychology itself. To settle this range of questions, we need to study demand 

sharing across the animal kingdom, compare its different manifestations, and decide which 

versions matter most for morality. 

7. Sketching the Way Forward 

Demand sharing—in our admittedly broad sense of the term—can be found across the animal 

kingdom. In fact, it appears to be substantially more evolutionarily ancient and widespread than 

emotional capacities such as empathy. This is part of what makes cases of it a valuable subject of 

study. Behaviours that include demands in various parts of the tree of life will be caused and 

associated with various motivations, emotional capacities, patterns of social behaviour, and social 

relationships. Demand sharing is, in our view, a phenomenon for study that is particularly well 

suited to help us uncover the deeper dynamics between all these factors. 
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Our suggestion is to start with a wide net, and study these behaviours in all the forms we find 

them. As we learn about all the factors that can vary in how animals make and respond to demands, 

we can consider which of these mirror human morality in which ways, and which we view as 

important to morality. The idea here is a kind of reflective equilibrium that adjusts our 

understanding of morality itself as we learn about and evaluate particular cases of demanding 

across the animal kingdom. This is hard work, but arguably not as different from other work on 

animal cognition as one might assume (Dacey 2023). 

In this section, we introduce some of the better-studied examples of demands in the animal 

kingdom, providing hints about how the empirical project may proceed. These are far from 

exhaustive, but should give a sense of the range of options. The claim is not that these are 

necessarily examples of morality, or proto-morality, themselves. But even if they aren’t, they are 

worth learning about. Tracing commonalities across taxa can inform thinking about the origins of 

morality, while tracing differences can show what changes mattered most. What, exactly, is 

different between a good candidate case of animal morality, and one we think is clearly not? This 

is one way to triangulate what really matters. 

That said, we do think each of these examples is more complicated and interesting than it might 

appear at first blush. For each example, we describe the phenomenon and say a little about research 

on the topic that suggests the behaviours might shed light on some interesting feature of demands. 

 

Chimpanzee Food Sharing: In his observations of chimpanzees in Tanzania, Gilby (2006, p. 956) 

notes several forms of begging behaviour, including staring at the possessor’s food, reaching 

towards the food, touching the food or its possessor, and putting a hand over the possessor’s mouth. 

He asks whether actual sharing is explained by harassment (for example, Stevens 2004) or 

reciprocal exchange (for example, de Waal 1997). We suggest such research could be expanded 

to consider a broader view of the social dynamics around food sharing, including longer term 

relationships and trends in how particular individuals are treated in a group. This could help build 

towards a better understanding of the motivations and mental states of individuals on each side of 

the interaction. 
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Feeding Nestling Birds: In many bird species, a parent will forage for food, and come home to a 

nest full of nestlings furiously peeping with gaping mouths, waiting to be fed. This behaviour by 

the nestlings is often termed ‘begging’. It is commonly thought that there is some information in 

the begging behaviour itself that the parent uses to distribute food. Of particular interest has been 

the question of whether the nestlings accurately signal their level of need (Kilner and Johnstone 

1997; Caro et al. 2016). 

 

Trophallaxis in Social Insects: Trophallaxis in social insects is a behaviour in which one 

individual regurgitates food from her ‘crop’—a non-digesting storage organ—for another 

individual to consume. This is primarily a method by which individuals who have been foraging 

can share food with those in the nest (including larvae). Free-offering is common, but trophallaxis 

is also often demanded by the recipient using complex tactile interactions with antennae, 

mouthparts, and front limbs (LeBoeuf 2021). Beyond food sharing, this behaviour has been 

observed when an individual reunites with nest-mates after solitary isolation (Boulay et al. 2000), 

after incidents of aggression (Liebig et al. 1997), and it may serve a function of communicating 

information about nest membership (LeBoeuf et al. 2016). It may also spread chemicals that 

control the development of larvae, and that aid immune responses (Hamilton et al. 2011). Work 

on other cooperative behaviours in social insects has noted the importance of enforcement 

mechanisms in their evolution and maintenance, suggesting even further layers of complexity in 

how such behaviours play out in a hive or nest (Wenseleers and Ratnieks 2006; Ratnieks and 

Wenseleers 2008). It remains open what this behaviour might tell us, but in one of the earliest 

arguments that morality evolved, Kropotkin (1908, p. 12) describes this behaviour as a prime 

example of mutual aid among the animals. 

 

Linguistic Animals: In those instances where animals are taught human language, it seems that 

the majority of their utterances are demands or requests. Greenfield and Savage-Rumbaugh (1990), 

for instance, report that 96% of the bonobo Kanzi’s signed utterances were requests. Rivas (2005) 

analysed video of five signing chimpanzees from between 1992 and 1999, finding that 86% of 

utterances were requests for objects or actions. Pepperberg (1988) reports teaching Alex the grey 
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parrot a modifier ‘want’ to explicitly differentiate requests from attempts to label an object before 

him. He learned this, and quickly adapted it to novel circumstances. 

 

What we wish to emphasize is that if one takes seriously the possibility that demand sharing is a 

phenomenon fundamental to morality, there are candidates for study all over. These behaviours 

will likely be easier to find than to interpret. Each particular example above might, perhaps, be 

rightly explained by mere reflexes, and have no interesting connection to the roots of morality. Or 

they might each be explained entirely by other-directed empathy, and so support the view of 

morality we are challenging. But each might also be explained by motives, behavioural practices, 

or cognitive capacities that constitute precursors to, or different forms of, second-personal 

morality. We’re not currently in a position to know which interpretation is best, and that is why 

we need more research. And even if these examples don’t turn out to be good candidates for 

morality or its precursors, they can still serve as helpful contrasts to demonstrate what factors do 

and do not matter for the emergence of morality. 

In this approach, a large spread of examples in different species will be helpful in parsing out 

the contributions made by many involved factors. As we’ve suggested, motivations are typically 

complicated and multifarious, and likely not neatly categorized as selfish or altruistic. 

Additionally, there are a large number of factors involved in any particular candidate moral 

behaviour. To know which ones matter in the shift from conflict to moral demands, we need to see 

the ways these factors can interact and modify the behaviours. 

Empathy is one such factor. We do suspect that its role is likely to be more complicated than 

that of pure benevolence, and that it will operate as one factor among many. Consider, for example, 

an influential study by Bartal et al. (2011) purporting to show empathy in rats. In these studies, the 

‘empathetic’ rat is responding to alarm calls by another individual who is trapped. A popular 

criticism has been that the rescuing rat is not motivated by empathy, but by a desire for social 

contact. We suggest that these need not be competing explanations. The helping rat may be 

responding to demands from the trapped rat, and still, at the same time, may (or may not) be 

motivated by empathy. Whether empathy is part of the story is not answered merely by the fact 

that helping occurred—in the positive—or that the help was a response to a demand or another 
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kind of enticement—in the negative.9 We also note that the emotional states of the trapped rat, 

demanding help, seem relevant to the way we understand the demand. 

Additionally, there are a number of cognitive factors that may matter. De Waal (2006) 

emphasizes the importance of capacities for reasoning about a situation and for perspective-taking 

in chimpanzees, as both can expand their empathetic capacities (‘cognitive empathy’ and 

‘attribution’, respectively, in his terminology). Westra and Andrews (2022) argue that many 

different cognitive capacities may contribute to the ability to understand social norms, especially 

as we consider cross-species examples (in this sense, their general approach is very much like 

ours).10 Other work has suggested that the capacity to consider the mental states of others 

represents an important feature of moral cognition.11 We may also think that self-consciousness of 

some form is important, including, perhaps, mental time travel to compare one’s past, present, and 

future (Midgley 2002, 2010). 

Finally, we may locate the most important features in the structure of behaviour patterns 

themselves. We might find evidence of moral responsibility practices in a kind of give-and-take 

between individuals (for example, Behdadi 2021). We can also see how demand sharing impacts 

social bonds and the structures of groups over longer periods of time, or find it in behaviours such 

as third-party punishment of norm violations (Rudolf von Rohr et al. 2011; Westra and Andrews 

2022). 

All of these factors may influence demand sharing in important ways, so they should all be 

considered. There may be others as well. They may also interact, so each should not be considered 

entirely in isolation, nor should it be expected that the right answer will simply pick out one of 

these. Along the way, we’ll need to reassess the moral theory to help make the most sense of the 

empirical results. Which of these behaviours count as demands in the morally relevant sense? What 

are the differences between a demand and a mere request? What is the difference between a 

demand and a mere threat? These are questions we can aim to answer as we evaluate the theory in 

light of the evidence. 

                                                
9 For discussion of this case, see (Monsó and Andrews 2022). 
10 See also (Andrews 2020). 
11 See (Guglielmo et al. 2009; Gray et al. 2012; Young and Waytz 2013). 
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The phenomenon of demand sharing, we suggest, is especially well placed to show how all these 

factors interact. It invites the kind of open-ended and expansive theoretical approach we suggest 

here. Overall, the research project we envision has a long way to go, but it strikes us as promising. 

8. Conclusion 

Our goal in this article has been to propose a new research programme for the evolution of 

morality—one that focuses on demand sharing as a core phenomenon and source of evidence. A 

demand sharing approach, we think, would put us in a position to examine new, potentially relevant 

moral or proto-moral phenomena, and would open many more possible avenues to develop a moral 

psychology. It would also encourage study of the evolution of morality in all its complexity—not 

just the morality of niceness, but morality as it concerns conflict, disagreement, and demanding. 

In making this proposal, we’ve argued that theorists’ approach to the problem of altruism has 

led them to study no pressure cases almost exclusively, thus ignoring large swathes of moral life. 

If we’re right, though, work on the evolution of morality does not actually need to solve the 

problem of altruism before it can proceed, nor need it be hostage to any particular understanding 

of what the problem of altruism implies for individual motivation. To be clear, this doesn’t imply 

that the problem of altruism should be tabled, nor does it change the original problem: Demand 

sharing, just like free offering, requires sacrifice of some benefit for the sake of another individual. 

The existence of the disposition to comply with a demand by giving something up is every bit at 

puzzling as the disposition to benevolently help another. Our suggestion is simply that less 

‘friendly’ fitness trade-offs such as avoiding punishment or harassment—which are already 

recognized in the biology literature on evolutionary altruism—should be considered relevant to 

the deep roots of morality as well. 

Our focus on ‘morality’ is intentionally capacious and open-ended, as compared to related 

projects that study specific related phenomena. For example, Fitzpatrick (2017) suggests, largely 

because ‘morality’ is such a large and nebulous concept, that attention shift to more specific topics, 

such as the evolution of social norms,12 cooperation,13 or empathy.14 We agree about the value of 

these more specific projects, but also see value in studying morality itself. Asking the bigger 

                                                
12 For example, (Sterelny 2019; Andrews 2020; Powell 2023). 
13 For example, (Nowak 2012). 
14 For example, (de Waal 2008). 
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question here can help develop a framework that connects all of these more specific phenomena. 

Putting things in terms of morality can also help inform the ways we think about normative ethics, 

meta-ethics and ourselves as moral agents. We suggest that some version of a second-personal 

morality based on the study of demand sharing across species could provide a unified and coherent 

framework for the evolution of morality, for moral psychology, and for metaethics. In such a 

framework, understanding of evolution, moral motivations, and moral theory could mutually 

inform one another. This includes core questions at issue in the literature on second-personal 

morality, such as the nature of demands themselves and the relationship between second personal 

interaction and more general moral obligation and duty. As a comparison, we believe that 

sentimentalist theories have received a major boost in recent years because of their apparent ability 

to provide such a unified covering framework. Part of our argument here is that the second-

personal approach has the promise to do the same. 

The question for morality’s evolution, as we see it, is how conflicts generate demands that create 

moral cooperation over evolutionary time. Some pattern of evolution of psychological capacities 

and social behaviours will explain this. We remain agnostic on what that pattern may be. It may 

even be that the evolution of empathy in the demandee is the dominant factor that matters most, in 

which case the views we have criticized here would be largely vindicated. If so, they would 

actually be all the stronger for having survived a serious test. We suspect, however, that a second-

personal view of morality is more likely to pan out because it has more resources to accommodate 

the mixed and complicated sets of motivations that are likely involved. 

For now, though, the point is simply that we need an approach that takes conflict-based second-

personal views seriously as candidates. So, we suggest a broader base of empirical evidence, 

focusing on demand sharing, which leaves open possible roles for a broader set of motivational, 

cognitive, and social factors, and thus a broader space of theoretical options. These are complicated 

phenomena to study. A more open path is more likely to provide the empirical and theoretical 

sophistication that moral theorizing demands. 
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