
By Nikhil Krishnan
December 23, 2024

https://www.newyorker.com/contributors/nikhil-krishnan
https://www.newyorker.com/contributors/nikhil-krishnan


…o

According to the philosopher Hanno Sauer, morality hasn’t always existed. Unlike science, it had to be
invented rather than discovered. Illustration by Till Lauer

thing kills your appetite, they say, like discovering how the
sausage is made. In the realm of superhero cinema, origin stories

explain our protagonist’s driving motivations. But in the realm of faith and
values? I stopped believing everything the tabloids said after I went on a
school trip to the offices of my local paper. Others have grown disillusioned
once they scrutinized the early history of their religion as historians, not as
adherents. It’s harder to keep believing some things once you find out why
you believe them.

Naturally, I hold slavery to be an abomination and liberal democracies to be
better than totalitarian dictatorships. But why? I could draw on my years of
education to tell you it has something to do with my belief in freedom,
autonomy, the awfulness of treating a fellow human being as a mere
instrument. But a skeptic can point out that I had these convictions before I
was ever in a position to articulate a cogent argument for them. The
arguments came afterward; they are rationalizations of things I already
believed.

The unflattering truth, this skeptic might continue, is that my views on
slavery simply reflect the moral common sense of the society I was born into.
My affection for liberal democracy may come from the simple fact that I
grew up in one, surrounded by its propaganda. Who knows what I’d think if
I’d been raised as a member of a plantation-owning family in the antebellum
South, where abolitionists were regarded as dangerous eccentrics? I used to
fancy myself a rational creature who believed things for reasons; now, attuned
to the question of origins, I see myself as no freer of the nexus of causes than
my dog, my cactus, or my tennis ball.

Save this story



And not only me. We can all be viewed as the culmination of history,
physics, and biology. Yes, our beliefs about math and the natural sciences are
products of a history, just as much as our moral beliefs are. But, happily, we
have something with which to assess our scientific beliefs. There are lab tests
to determine whether Newton’s first law holds. The trouble is that there’s
nothing we can test our moral convictions against—except perhaps other
moral convictions, our own and those of other people. Of course I think my
moral convictions are the right ones; that’s why they’re my convictions.
Maybe all I’m entitled to say, though, is that they happen to be mine—as my
tastes happen to be mine. A different childhood, different genes, and you’d
find a man with the views of John C. Calhoun instead.

When the German philosopher Hanno Sauer titled his ambitious new book
“The Invention of Good and Evil: A World History of Morality” (Oxford),
he made it clear that he sees morality as quite different from science. In his
account, morality—that body of judgments about good and evil, the practices
that reflect those judgments, and the blame, guilt, and punishment that
sustain them—hasn’t always existed. That’s why it had to be invented, rather
than discovered.

For Sauer, the story of the invention of morality is really the story of the
evolution of humanity. The processes that produced our morality are simply
the processes that produced us, produced us as beings who have this morality
—rather than, say, the norms that govern ants in their caste-bound colonies,
or wolves in their packs, or the snow leopard in its solitude. To understand
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ourselves as moral creatures, we have to understand that we’re built that way.

And who exactly are “we” in all this? That question can be answered in
several ways. “We” might simply be all human beings, members of the
species Homo sapiens. Or something much narrower: human beings in the
twenty-first-century West, with all the values and behavioral quirks peculiar
to us. Or something in the middle: human beings in a certain stage of a
journey that began a few million years ago, shaped by some combination of
physics, biochemistry, neurobiology, and history. The structure of Sauer’s
book reflects this ambiguity, dividing itself into sections that focus on
distinct stages of human evolution, as he draws on research—some of it now
well known—from evolutionary biology, game theory, neuroscience,
behavioral psychology, and big-picture history of the sort done by writers
such as Jared Diamond, David Graeber, and Yuval Noah Harari.

Sauer isn’t the first writer to embark on an ambitious “genealogy ” of
morality. The example of Friedrich Nietzsche, the author of the most
ambitious such work, makes one expect something similarly dark and
unsettling. Curiously, Sauer’s tour of the sausage factory, far from leaving
him stricken with nausea, seems to have whetted his appetite for the product.
To understand why, we might as well follow his example and start at the very
beginning.

t was five million years ago, Sauer tells us, that creatures rather like
ourselves, having only just evolved from some now extinct ape, started to

develop the psychological dispositions that made them capable of
coöperation. Unlike the chimpanzees and bonobos of the dense forests
around central Africa, our ancestors had to survive in exposed grasslands.
Coöperating for mutual defense against our predators, and for collectively
pursuing prey, was our way of compensating for our new vulnerability.
Among the dispositions that emerged to help us get along, Sauer writes, was
the capacity for altruistic behavior: “putting aside the interests of the
individual in favour of a greater common good.”



Sauer enlists a thought experiment, proposed by the American
anthropologist Sarah Blaffer Hrdy, to bring out the distinctiveness of the
human capacity for coöperating. Compare how human beings typically
behave when flying—“crammed together among strangers, silent and
motionless”—with how chimpanzees might act in the same conditions.
“There’d be pools of blood on the carpet, torn ears, fingers and penises,
countless dead apes throughout the plane, and great howling and gnashing of
teeth,” Sauer writes. None of this tells us that nonhuman apes can’t
coöperate. It does suggest, Sauer continues, that we may be unique in how
we do it: “more flexibly, more generously, with more discipline and with less
suspicion, even with strangers.”

As our environments changed, five hundred thousand or so years ago, and
our groups grew larger, we developed the useful new practice of punishment.
In evolutionary terms, this was enormously significant. “A species that kills
its most belligerent, aggressive and ruthless members over hundreds of
generations creates a strong selection pressure in favour of peacefulness,
tolerance and impulse control,” Sauer argues. “We are the descendants of the
friendliest.”

These friendly apes were not so friendly that they gave up on their newly
acquired “punitive psychology.” They had some version of sentiments and
customs we still recognize: blame and shame. But they also began to develop
habits of trust and mistrust that enabled them to make good use of
information and skills bequeathed by previous generations. So far, things
were relatively egalitarian. Then, five thousand or so years ago, after
agriculture spread and prehistory gave way to history, hierarchies emerged,
dividing our societies into groups—the socioeconomic élites and everyone
else.

As things became more unequal, we developed a paradoxical aversion to
inequality. In time, patterns began to appear that are still with us. Kinship
and hierarchy were replaced or augmented by coöperative relationships that



individuals entered into voluntarily—covenants, promises, and the
economically essential contracts. The people of Europe, at any rate, became
what Joseph Henrich, the Harvard evolutionary biologist and anthropologist,
influentially termed “weird”: Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and
democratic. weird people tend to believe in moral rules that apply to every
human being, and tend to downplay the moral significance of their social
communities or personal relations. They are, moreover, much less inclined to
conform to social norms that lack a moral valence, or to defer to such social
judgments as shame and honor, but much more inclined to be bothered by
their own guilty consciences.

That brings us to the past fifty years, decades that inherited the familiar
structures of modernity: capitalism, liberal democracy, and the critics of these
institutions, who often fault them for failing to deliver on the ideal of human
equality. The civil-rights struggles of these decades have had an urgency and
an excitement that, Sauer writes, make their supporters think victory will be
both quick and lasting. When it is neither, disappointment produces the
“identity politics” that is supposed to be the essence of the present cultural
moment.

His final chapter, billed as an account of the past five years, connects
disparate contemporary phenomena—vigilance about microaggressions and
cultural appropriation, policies of no-platforming—as instances of the
“punitive psychology” of our early hominin ancestors. Our new sensitivities,
along with the twenty-first-century terms they’ve inspired (“mansplaining,”
“gaslighting”), guide us as we begin to “scrutinize the symbolic markers of
our group membership more and more closely and to penalize any non-
compliance.” We may have new targets, Sauer says, but the psychology is an
old one.

Sauer, who cautions that his chronological arrangements “shouldn’t be taken
too literally,” terms the results of his multidisciplinary triangulation a “deep
history,” one that “doesn’t use dates or names, sketching out instead a feasible
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scenario that could have gone along these lines.” But his approach does lead
him to conclude that there are “universal moral values that all people share
with each other.”

Thinkers who see morality as having been constructed are often supposed to
have trouble accounting for the possibility of moral progress. What is
progress, after all, if not swapping error for a timeless truth? The anxiety
induced in us by genealogical reflection comes, in large part, from having to
accept that what we’d taken to be an eternal verity might be a fairly recent
product of human history, biological and social. If our moral commitments
don’t rest on deeper truths, how can we hope to resolve the conflicts that
continue to divide us? Sauer’s perspective here is notably sunny. He sees a
possible future in which our values do not so much converge as reveal
themselves never to have really diverged in the first place.

“In reality, it is simply not true that, at the most fundamental level, different
cultures have different values,” he argues. Widely shared values, as revealed
by the World Values Survey, include “personal safety and freedom, care and
tolerance, happiness, autonomy and self-fulfilment.” Distracted by our
seeming divisions, he writes, we can forget the fundamentals: “We all share
the same history of morality; our political disagreements are often shallow;
underneath them are deep-seated, universal moral values that all people share
with each other, and that can be the basis for a new understanding.”

an such optimism be justified? Other genealogists of morals—notably
Nietzsche—doubted that moral beliefs could long retain their grip after

we’d learned how they arose. Nietzsche’s genealogy, needless to say, was a
more impressionistic affair, and didn’t reach back to any evolutionary
savanna. Instead, he was interested in the shift from the values of antiquity
(focussed on heroism, worldliness, power) to those of the Christian early
Middle Ages (focussed on humility, renunciation, compassion, and sin). For
Nietzsche, this shift was almost entirely to be deplored. The older ethics, a
“master morality,” had been replaced by something—a “slave morality”—



motivated principally by the hatred, resentment, self-assertion, and wishful
thinking of the slaves, who sought to transform the necessities of their
situation into virtues. It’s no surprise that the meek of the world were drawn
to a philosophy that promised them they would inherit the earth.

If Nietzsche was right, altruism comes from selfishness, humility from
arrogance, love from hate. And the success of the moralization process was to
be found in the fact that it made these tawdry underpinnings invisible.
Exposing these origins, in turn, was bound to sap our faith in the modern
ideology of good and evil. The question is whether the pedigree that Sauer
lays out will prove less discomfiting. “In the cold light of day,” he asks, “will
the uncomfortable truth shatter our confidence in our values? Will it show
that our morality can stand up to closer scrutiny?” He plainly thinks that it
can—or, at least, that quite a lot of our morality will survive, and, indeed,
that understanding its origins may actually strengthen our confidence in it.
In taking this attitude, he disclaims “the hyperbolic polemics that are part of
Nietzsche’s own entertaining, but bad, habits” and chooses, instead, the
optimism of a very different thinker, the eighteenth-century Scottish
philosopher David Hume.

Take an institution that demands absolute allegiance to its laws, such as the
nation-state. People throughout history, especially those who have been the
targets of state violence, have wondered whether we owe this entity our
allegiance at all. One way to answer the question “Why obey the law?” is to
explain why the law exists in the first place—to address the question “What’s
it for?” Hume saw that the question could be asked with equal force about
the moral law. It was perfectly reasonable to inquire after the point of it, to
try to figure out its function. But, unlike Nietzsche, he thought that doing so
was unlikely to turn us against it.

Hume’s strategy was to invite us to imagine a world before morality—or,
specifically, before human beings came to value such qualities as justice or to
care much for property rights. We were to suppose that human beings in
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these very ancient times had a basic psychology much like ours—self-
interested but capable of sympathy—and needs much like ours: to be fed,
housed, and protected from random violence. Should we be surprised that
they would have come up with something like the concept of justice—that is
to say, principles setting out who owes what to whom? Surely, it was only
natural that they would count it a good thing if you were the sort of person
who told the truth, kept your promises, paid your debts, didn’t take other
people’s stuff without asking, and did your share of the dishes.

One might say that the concept of morality here is a construction, or that, as
Hume put it, the virtue is “artificial.” But so what? Artificial doesn’t mean
unreal or without authority. The rules of morality, even as Hume conceived
of them, are no less real or authoritative than other things we have also made
up: traffic lights, norms of etiquette, the principles of grammar. Discovering
that the rules in question are there for a reason, far from shattering our
respect for their authority, may serve to reinforce it.

Stories like Sauer’s are inheritors of Hume’s confidence. The point of these
evolutionary narratives is not to show morality to be in any serious way
problematic; it’s to show that morality has a function. Sauer, accordingly,
enlists the evolutionary history of morality on behalf of what, in much of the
twentieth century, seemed a quaint and outmoded notion: moral progress.
“There seem to be mechanisms between the generations that have the
potential gradually to improve human morality,” he writes. “Progress is
always possible and often tangible.”

auer wrote his book in German—Jo Heinrich’s English translation
preserves the deadpan quality of the prose—but it is not, in any

stereotypical way, Germanic. Much of the book’s bibliography consists of
works in English, and the books he cites as authoritative are nearly all recent
works in psychology and the social sciences. He finds little to interest him in
imaginative literature or theology. Sauer’s optimism seems almost to be
intended as a rebuke to the dour ideal of intellectual seriousness that runs



from such canonical thinkers as Arthur Schopenhauer in the nineteenth
century to Theodor Adorno in the twentieth.

Still, toward the end, he briefly entertains some challenges to his expectation
of halting but reliable moral progress across the generations. The conditions
in which our morality evolved, he notes, equip us well for coöperation within
small groups, but how can we orchestrate coöperation “on a scale that
encompasses all of humanity, and includes generations living far into the
future?” The challenge of climate change is one of several we face now that
show that problem to be more than theoretical.

His answer is equivocal, and sits uneasily with the optimism that has
preceded it: “This is the first time we have faced this task: we do not know if
we are capable of doing it.” The note of uncertainty is welcome in a text
marked by its confidence in cutting-edge evolutionary biology and social
science.

To be sure, the curtains are soon drawn on this less inspiring view. Sauer’s
tone of reassurance prevails, grounded in the thesis that our divisions rest on
a more or less shared moral system. We’d been wrong to worry that morality
lacked foundations. The facts on which moral judgments depend are not
themselves up to us. We can’t choose not to be social animals. Nor could we
decide tomorrow to adopt the social structures and psychologies of the
bumblebee or the arctic fox. Although Sauer’s picture of morality has no
room for moral facts as God’s laws, it finds another respect in which they
might be objective nevertheless. The ethical facts are what they are because
we are who we are.

If some societies weigh our shared values differently, he says, that’s because
of “socio-economic differences and not radically divergent morals.” The same
is true, he suggests, for polarization within societies. It’s simply a matter of
“group identities” assuming outsized importance: “We don’t disagree—we
just hate each other.” Given the basic psychological structures we’ve all
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inherited, he contends, “there is an underestimated potential for
reconciliation that is hard for us to see,” but which may be sustained by “a
silent majority of reasonable people” who reject the ideological extremes.
The book ends with a vision of “feverish discord and hatred” replaced by a
“feast of calm and community.” Evidently, we can put aside our superficial
moral differences and reach these sunlit uplands by reminding ourselves of
how we came to have the values we have.

ill the story do the trick? Several ancient epics would be a lot shorter
if all it took to reconcile the feuding brothers was a reminder of their

shared lineage. Unfortunately, our origin stories don’t tell us how to resolve
any particular ethical dispute. The essence of such disputes, as with the
fratricidal wars of the ancients, is that they are between factions who share
the same psychology, the same history, the same aspirations. The history that
made us into creatures capable of coöperation also gave us the capacity to
hate one another in the aggregate, to draw sharp lines dividing the in-group
from the out-group. Sauer’s book may cast a gloomier light than he
acknowledges. Our capacity for endless conflict may be just as much a part of
our inheritance as is our ability, every now and then, to get along.

In Sauer’s final chapter, which deals with the moral (or “moralistic”)
developments of the past five years, one can find some reasons for pessimism.
In the standard picture of moral progress, popularized by philosophers such
as Peter Singer, morality advances when we expand the circle of our concern
beyond the narrow original in-group of family or clan. The welfare of human
beings from other tribes and nations starts to count, too. We even begin to
extend our moral concerns beyond the human, newly troubled at the thought
of factory farms that made possible the cheap burgers on which we once
cheerfully gorged.

Yet that vaunted expansion itself creates a new out-group, the deplorables
who, say, persist in voting against greater immigration or who won’t sit
quietly and eat their tofu. In other words, we learn to define the out-group—



the people we don’t have to care about, rather like the orcs in a fantasy video
game—by its moral failings. The in-group is diverse in terms of race and
gender, but morally homogeneous. It wasn’t so long ago that American
progressives on social media, weighing in on the
#PandemicOfTheUnvaccinated, would occasionally betray a grim sense of
satisfaction that the red-county orcs were getting their comeuppance.

Does that mean that real moral progress can come only if we give up on
moralism? That’s too easy. When the much derided moralism of our times
relaxes, the newly emancipated deplorables will focus their ire on the do-
gooders of the previous generation, their detested out-group. Some visions of
moral progress look forward to a world in which the in-group/out-group
distinction has vanished. The real lesson of Sauer’s genealogy may be that
we’re just not built that way. ♦

Published in the print edition of the December 30, 2024 & January 6, 2025, issue,
with the headline “What Good Is Morality?.”
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