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This article offers a discussion of J. McKenzie Alexander’s book The
Structural Evolution of Morality by considering it as a representative product
of the research program of evolutionary generalism. Evolutionary generalism
is committed to explain the evolution of justice and more generally of moral-
ity by focusing on the adaptive properties of moral behaviors. Methodologi-
cally speaking, evolutionary generalism relies heavily on evolutionary models,
through both evolutionary game theory and agent-based modeling. We focus
on two points: first, we evaluate the methodological relevance of evolutionary
generalism as an approach trying to explain the origins of morality through
simple evolutionary models of cultural evolution. Second, we discuss the
importance of heuristics in moral behavior and points to the necessity to in-
tegrate the evolution of heuristics as an endogenous feature in evolutionary
explanations. We conclude that evolutionary generalism cannot avoid to take
into account the genetic, psychological and institutional features of Human
societies.

Theories of justice have traditionally try to argue for fairness principles on metaphysical
and axiomatic grounds. Because they seek to deduce justice from a priori propositions,
these theories have often been dubbed ’rationalistic’. Both John Rawls’ egalitarianism
and John Harsanyi’ utilitarianism are ground on such a rationalist strategy. However,
justice principles are only a subset of more general moral norms. As soon as the 1870’s,
Charles Darwin conjectured that morality could have evolutionary origins. The Scot-
tish philosopher David Hume one century before proposed an explanation of justice and
more generally of morality as a set of conventions and norms having evolved. This evo-
lutionary approach of justice and morality has been developed by some economists and
philosopher since the 1980’s ([6]; [12], [13]; [16]) in sharp contrast with the traditional
rationalistic one.

J. McKenzie Alexander’s The Structural Evolution of Morality clearly belongs to the
emerging evolutionary tradition. As the title of the book makes it clear, the author aims
at giving an evolutionary explanation of our moral behavior using the more recent tools of
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evolutionary modeling. The book of J.M. Alexander asks several interesting questions,
both methodological and substantial, which apply to the more general ”evolutionary
generalism” research program from which it emanates. We provide a short resume of
the main arguments of the book and then discuss two points: first, what is the value
of the evolutionary explanation to understand not only moral behaviors but also moral
motivations? Second, Alexander’s evolutionary models assume only one heuristic rule
at a time. However, it seems equally relevant to study the evolution of the heuristic
rules, reintroducing in the process the distinction between genotype and phenotype at
the cultural level.

1 Morality as an Evolutionary Product

Alexander’s book is made of seven chapters plus the introduction. Two of them (the
first and the last) are methodological and philosophical. The five others present several
evolutionary models of several basic moral behaviors: cooperation, trust, fairness and
retribution. Its central thesis is stated at the very first lines of the book: ”The central
claim of this book is that morality provides a set of heuristics that, when followed, serves
to produce the best expected outcome, for each of us, over the course of our lives, given
the constraints placed by other people” (p. vii). The book argues that morality is the
product of the actions of individuals who possess only bounded-rationality. Despite the
fact that individuals do not have the cognitive capacities to search for the best outcome
both in parametric and strategic contexts, it appears that in practice we are able to
coordinate on outcomes approaching optimality. Morality is claimed to be the main
device enabling a sort of ”ecological rationality”.

The author does not adhere to rationalistic approach of justice and moral (which he
does not explicitly discuss) but also rejects the standard concept of rationality held by
economists through the theory of expected utility. The author devotes several pages in
the introduction describing the axioms of the theory of expected utility and is mainly
concerned with the assumptions of the existence of a complete set of preferences and of
the transitivity of these preferences (p. 17). This leads the author to reject the frame-
work of classical game theory which, as he states, is incompatible with the assumption
of a boundedly-rational individual. The evolutionary version of game theory seems then
a natural alternative since it enables the study of the behavior of a boundedly rational
man in the pervasive context of repeated strategic interactions. When used in a biologi-
cal context, evolutionary game theory assumes that strategies and behaviors are selected
according to their associated expected fitness. However, the author’s argument is inde-
pendent of any biological assumption or mechanism. Instead, morality is the product of
cultural evolution. Several mechanisms can bring cultural change:

Cultural evolution, as I understand the term, means nothing more than
change in belief over time. The change in belief may occur as a result of
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a combination of factors: experimentation with new behaviors or strategies
(the cultural analogue of mutation), conscious imitation of another person’s
behavior or strategy (the cultural analogue to reproduction), deliberate in-
struction of one’s children (another cultural analogue of reproduction), the
random fluctuation of beliefs that do not have significant impact on people’s
well being (the cultural analogue of genetic drift), and the introduction or
elimination of beliefs from a population through immigration or emigration
of the holders of those beliefs. (p. 19)

Using this framework, moral norms are simply interpreted as recurrent patterns of
behaviors which have been selected because they allow individuals to solve recurrent
problems in strategic context. We already see the problem coming from equating an
optimal behavior in a strategic setting with a moral one, but we delay this question
until the next section. Evolutionary game-theoretic models use a dynamic aggregative
(or continuous) law to represent the evolution of the state of the population over time.
The replicator dynamics is the dynamics used by most of them. It is part of a subclass
of qualitative adaptive dynamics stating that a strategy that is not extinct increases its
proportion in the population if its fitness is higher than the population average. The
replicator dynamics has a straightforward cultural interpretation once we substitute
utility for fitness and assume that the higher the utility is, the more likely the strategy
associated to it will be used in the population1.

However, this approach is not entirely appropriate. The problem with aggregative
dynamics is that it lost trace of the individuals; that is, it merely describes the global
state of the population and its evolution. This is even more problematic in the study
of cultural phenomenon than in the study of biological one since it is clear that hu-
man interactions are not purely random. Our environment is made of organizations
and institutions shaping our encounters. In other words, our human interactions are
structured. This is clearly the main message of Alexander’s book: morality is not the
product of a blind cultural evolution but rather of structured interactions. The book is
largely devoted to show that structure matters in the evolution of morality. To make the
case for this claim, the author contrasts aggregative dynamics with the discrete dynam-
ics employed in agent-based models of social networks. Contrary to models based on
replicator dynamics, agent-based models do not assume infinite population and assume
spatially constrained interactions. Following his initial claim that individuals are bound-
edly rational, the author proposes several heuristic rules according to which individuals
can choose their strategy in their interactions (p. 39-42): imitate the best neighbor,
imitate with probability proportional to success, imitate best average payoff, and the
more traditional (at least for economists) best response.

1It should be note that this cultural interpretation is not without problem, as Robert Sugden [15]
convincingly argues. Following the traditional practice of evolutionary game theorists, Alexander merely
assumes that utility correlates with the probability for a strategy to be adopted.
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The bulk of the book consists in five chapters where the author studies the evolu-
tion of different moral behaviors through several models. All chapters are organized
in the same way: first, the evolution of moral behaviors such as reciprocity or fairness
is studied through the replicator dynamics. Then, the evolution of the same behav-
ior is investigated through agent-based models using several spatial structures: lattice
models, small-world networks, bounded-degree networks and dynamic networks (where
strategies and the structure of interactions both evolve). The same operation is invari-
ably repeated in each chapter for a specific moral behavior. It emerges a striking and
presumably robust result: while moral behaviors have a chance to evolve under the repli-
cator dynamics, this tendency is reinforced once the structural dimension of interactions
is taken into account. That is, models including a spatial dimension demonstrate a pro-
nounce tendency to allow the emergence of cooperative or fair behaviors 2. One example
will be sufficient to give an intuition of Alexander’s demonstration.

Following Brian Skyrms’ [12] pioneering work, Alexander studies the evolution of fair-
ness norms using the simple Nash demand game: two individuals have to divide a cake
(or any other divisible object) by each making an offer simultaneously; if both offers are
compatible (their sum is equal or inferior to the cake to be divided), each player receive
his offer, otherwise they gain nothing. Any pair of offers which exhausts the whole cake
is a Nash equilibrium in the game. The fairness norm (which incidentally coincides both
with the egalitarian and the Nash solution of the bargaining game) consists in offering a
50-50 split and is always adopted by individuals in experiment under conditions of per-
fect symmetry. However, the obviousness of this solution has to be explained. Invoking
the idea of focal point proposed by Thomas Schelling [11] to explain the quasi-universal
adoption of the equal split is only the beginning of an explanation since one may wants
to know the evolutionary origins of such a focal point. Skyrms [12] has proposed an
extensive study of the Nash demand game under the replicator dynamics. It is easy to
see that to demand half of the cake is the sole evolutionary stable strategy. However, any
polymorphism with two strategies exhausting the cake is also evolutionary stable in the
replicator dynamics. Skyrms’ simulations show that the basin of attraction of the equal
split equilibrium is larger as the possibilities of splitting are greater. However, the size of
the basin of attraction of the various polymorphisms remains nonetheless non-negligible
and therefore convergence towards the fair equilibrium is all but certain3. Alexander
proposes several agent-based models of spatially-constrained Nash demand games. He
devotes the essential of the chapter to the study of lattice models with a cake of size
10 to be share where only integer number offers are allowed. On a two dimensional lat-

2The ultimatum game seems to be the only exception to this otherwise universal rule. In fact,
Alexander’s simulations show that local interactions seem to favor more self-interested behaviors.

3The introduction of correlated interactions (interactions between same strategies are made more
likely) sensibly increases the size of the basin of attraction of the fair equilibrium. However, as D’Arms
et al. [7] argue, the introduction of this assumption has no real justification since correlation here has
no straightforward interpretation.
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tice, it appears that fair offers will quickly invade the population under every imitative
dynamics, provided that random mutations are allowed with low probability. Interest-
ingly, the results are quite different under the best-response updating rule since it leads
to extremely suboptimal outcome according to individuals’ utility. Allowing mutations
makes the matter even worse. The results are even more in favor of the fair equilibrium
with small-world and bounded-degree networks. In both settings, fair division always
comes to dominate in the long run.

The case of fairness is representative of the general results the authors obtains with
his simulations. With some exceptions, spatially-constrained interactions are favorable
to the evolution of moral behaviors. Even if simulations are needed since the degree of
complexity of models of several hundred of agents with multiple interactions is likely to
be high, it should be note that the results are generally transparent. In fact, we can
generally gain an intuition of the global dynamics by looking at some local interactions
as the author occasionally proceeds in the book. However, it is maybe the final chapter
devoted to philosophical reflections which is the more interesting from a methodological
point of view. In fact, it proposes (in a somewhat surprisingly lucid way) some critical
reflections on the results obtained in the previous chapter. We will expand on some of
this points in the rest of this article.

2 Moral Motivations and Evolutionary Explanations

Alexander’s book is engaging and generates some interrogations. Most of them are not
specific to this work but apply more generally to most of the studies using evolutionary
game theory to analyze the foundations of justice and morality, notably Skyrms ([12],
[13]) but also Axelrod [4]. There are several claims made by the author that can be
disputed. His rejection of the standard theory of utility and his claim that boundedly
rational individuals are not rational in the sense of the theory of expected utility is for
example debatable despite the fact that this statement is shared by numerous social
scientists. While behavioral economics shows that individuals’ behavior does not always
conform to the axioms of utility theory, these axioms appear to be reasonable most of
the time. For example, the transitivity of preferences can be defended on the basis of
a simple evolutionary argument indicating that non-consistent behaviors must be elim-
inated ([8]). Furthermore, provided that the axioms of utility theory are verified, then
any organism can be described to behave as if he was maximizing a utility function.
Nevertheless, Alexander’s appeal to evolutionary game theory to study the foundations
of morality remains founded. The problem of classical game theory, beyond its assump-
tions concerning individual rationality, is that it does not provide a convincing account
of why we should expect individuals to play Nash equilibria. Combined with the well
known problem of the multiplicity of Nash equilibria, this leads one to doubt of the
potential of classical game theory to explain our moral norms.
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Alexander’s book is mainly an exercise of applied evolutionary evolutionary game
theory. The exploration of spatially structured models is the real value-added of the
book since its arguments on the replicator dynamics are well known as well as the
results based on it. However, it is also here that the argument of the book is probably
the most fragile. The final chapter lucidly discusses the main drawbacks of the approach
adopted in the previous chapters. The author quotes an article of Philip Kitcher [10]
which points to some of the limits of an evolutionary explanation of morality:

... it’s important to demonstrate that the forms of behavior that accord
with our sense of justice and morality can originate and be maintained under
natural selection. Yet we should also be aware that the demonstration doesn’t
necessarily account for the superstructure of concepts and principles in terms
of which we appraise those forms of behaviour (p. 267).

Kitcher introduces here the distinction between moral behavior and moral motiva-
tion4. In fact, both Skyrms [12] and Alexander’s accounts of the evolution of morality
are focus on observable behavior without making any assumption of the underlying mo-
tivation leading individuals to behave morally. In Alexander’s models, moral behavior is
solely a consequence of a local optimization grounded on a specific heuristic. However,
one can argue that such an explanation is only partial since one may want to know
the precise psychological mechanism which leads the individual to act in a certain way.
In other words, the models offered by Alexander or Skyrms only provide a plausible
explanation of morality in terms of ultimate causes but ignore the proximate causes of
morality. D’Arms et al. [7] dub this approach ”evolutionary generalism” to contrast it to
the ”evolutionary particularism” of evolutionary psychology. Evolutionary particularism
seeks to reveal what are the specific adaptive mechanisms which have evolved through
natural selection and that explain particular behavior. Evolutionary generalism of the
kind of Alexander’s models is not commited to provide an explanation of the evolution
of the (psychological) adaptive mechanisms. If we take for granted that both approaches
have for explanandum some kind of behavior b solving a problem p in a situation S, then
we can contrast both evolutionary explanations by their explanans in the following way
(see also [1]):

1) According to evolutionary particularism, the explanans will consist in a specific
mechanism M which given p in S will generate the behavior b. Accordingly, M is of a
psychological nature. Then, evolutionary particularism consists in identifying a partic-
ular mechanism for a particular behavior and explaining its evolution.

2) By contrast, evolutionary generalism will not search for M. Its aim is to explain
the evolution of the behavior b according to its adaptive properties A measured by some
particular criteria. Evolutionary generalism does not link A to a specific problem p but

4The author uses another terminology by distinguishing between ”thin” and ”thick” morality.
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rather to a general class of problems P sufficiently similar such that they appeal to the
same adaptive properties.

Evolutionary particularism and evolutionary generalism are clearly different evolu-
tionary account of morality. But they are not necessarily antagonistic. In fact, Alexander
argues in the final chapter for a more narrow association of evolutionary game theory
with the theory of bounded rationality and with works bridging the gap between eco-
nomics and psychology. Alexander’s own reliance on the concept of heuristic is a step in
this direction. However, while he is lucid about the explanatory power of his approach,
the author nevertheless downplays some of the problems that emerge with evolutionary
generalism. We can point here to some of them. The main problem is undoubtedly
related to the representativeness of the models offered. It is not obvious that the models
refer to any relevant situation in the real world. In fact, Alexander as well as well au-
thors working inside the evolutionary generalism approach such as Skyrms or Axelrod
start from very generic and simple situations: the prisoner’s dilemma, the stag hunt,
the Nash demand game, the ultimatum game... The deep exploration of these models is
clearly insightful but how far the conclusion derived from it can be extended is uncertain.
Economists are used to employ and to hear arguments relying on very abstract reasoning
grounded on simple models. However, the usefulness of these models depends of their
credibility, that is the way they relate to the real world ([14]). The author spends hardly
any time to justify the models which serve as the basis of its analysis. This is surprising
since a similar criticism has been made against similar works ([7]), a criticism against
which the author has spend some times to respond ([1]). While it is standard to study
the evolution of the cooperation through the lens of the prisoner’s dilemma (as done by
most evolutionary biologists), it is less well clear that the evolution of fairness is appro-
priately captured by the simple Nash demand game. Two objections could be made.
First, negotiating power is rarely symmetric (individuals do not necessarily discount time
at the same rate and the gains consecutive to a disagreement are not to be the same).
While this aspect can be easily taken into account, one can easily imagine that it could
have significant consequences at the systemic level (these consequences are investigated
in a sketchy manner in the seventh chapter). Second, most real bargaining game imply-
ing fairness norms are multiplayer games. Though the author studies bargaining games
with three players in the seventh chapter, he does not take into account the important
possibility of the formation of coalitions. As argued by Kitcher [10], coalition formation
may have enduring consequences on the evolution of fairness norms and coalitions have
undoubtedly played a major role in Human history5. Finally, coordination games are
not discussed despite the fact that they may be the most common type of situations
faced by Humans in their history.

5Both Skyrms [12] and Binmore [6], whose works fall in the same category than that of Alexander,
emphasize the importance of coalitions in the evolution of fairness norms. However, both concede the
difficulty to study their role given the current development of game theory.
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Also disturbing is the absence of the insights coming from behavioral and experi-
mental economics. While the author studies norms of retaliation through the ultimatum
game, he hardly mentioned any experimental results on this game. While those exper-
iments are not necessarily more realistic or representative than theoretical models, the
literature in cooperation and punishment has produced important results completely
ignored by the author. The research program investigating ”strong reciprocity” ([9]) has
produced numerous studies going well beyond the simple evolutionary models offered in
the book. This absence can be explained by a third and more important drawback inher-
ent to evolutionary generalism: the complete lack of interest in processes of coevolution
between genes and culture. Both Skyrms and Alexander start with the axiomatic prin-
ciple according to which morality and justice are only the product of cultural evolution.
This assumption is not demonstrated and, by the way, is doubtful. Meanwhile, there is a
pervading ambiguity concerning the way the evolutionary models have to be interpreted.
We are generally not given any hint on how to interpret payoffs given in the matrix of
game-theoretic models. When evolutionary game theory is applied to biological matters,
such an interpretation is straightforward since payoffs are equated with biological fitness.
Economists using evolutionary game theory to study learning processes or socioeconomic
evolution generally substitute fitness for expected utility, with the underlying assump-
tion that the more a strategy generates utility, the more probable it will be adopted in
the population. This assumption is clearly disputable on empirical ground. The problem
is the same in spatially structured models. For example, the ’imitate the best neighbor’
dynamics necessitates for the theorist to assume that individuals are able to make inter-
personal comparisons of utility through some devices establishing a standard measuring
scale. It may be possible for such assumption to be verified in specific cases where pay-
offs could be equated to monetary gains. Even then, it remains to be seen if the value
of one unit of money is constant through individuals. Anyway, in most cases, it simply
does not exist any mean for individuals to proceed to such interpersonal comparisons6.
As Sugden [15] notes, economists use of evolutionary game theory during the last thirty
years has been characterized by a distinctively axiomatic perspective, antagonistic to
its application in evolutionary biology. This has led economists (and social scientists)
to ignore the question of the specific mechanisms of transmission at the cultural level
and also to downplay the role of specific socioeconomic features such as salience. This
is perhaps the most important drawbacks of evolutionary generalism.

3 Evolution of Behaviors and Evolution of Heuristics

As indicated above, several dynamics are available in spatially-structured models. Alexan-
der [2] but also Skyrms [13] make use of several of them to study different counterfactual

6Binmore [6] claims that biological evolution has gave to Humans the capacity to make such com-
parisons in some social settings. This claim is plausible but one has to note that it is then necessary to
appeal to biological evolution. Clearly, cultural evolution is not self-sufficient to explain the evolution of
moral.

8



scenarios. For example, the dynamics ”imitate the best neighbor” consists for an indi-
vidual to mimic the strategy of the most successful (success being measures in utils) of
his neighbors. The ”best-response” dynamics leads individuals to play the best strategy
given the assumption that neighbors will keep the strategy they have used during the
previous round. Unsurprisingly, different dynamics sometimes lead to different results
as in the case of the evolution of fairness where ”best-response” results in significantly
less fair outcomes than ”imitate the best neighbor”. We can also illustrate this fact by
taking the example of the stag hunt game:

Stag Hare
Stag (3 ; 3) (0 ; 2)
Hare (2 ; 0) (2 ; 2)

If we put players on a circle with each individual interacting with his two immediate
neighbors, then it can be easily shown that hare hunting will invade the population un-
der best-response dynamics. Indeed, a population of hare hunters cannot be invaded by
a single stag hunter7. However, a population of stag hunters is not stable since a hare
mutant will lead his both stag hunters neighbors to switch to hare hunting (while he him-
self switch to stag hunting the next round). It leads to the apparition of a never-ending
cycle process. If, by chance, a second hare hunter mutant appears in the neighborhood
of another hare hunter, then hare hunting will inescapably invade the population. Under
a dynamics such ”imitate the best neighbor”, it is clear that hare hunting cannot invade
so easily a population of stag hunters. In fact, a sole hare hunter will not be able to
convert his stag hunters neighbors to hare hunting, while himself will be lead to switch
to stag hunting at the next period. Skyrms ([13] chap. 3) has shown that the choice of
the dynamics has even more dramatic effects when players are put on a two-dimensional
lattice. In fact, while stag hunting is likely to be contagious under ”imitate the best”
dynamics, complete invasion will rarely happen with the ”best-response” dynamics.

These results have to be taken with caution, as Skyrms himself notes. In fact, it is
not easy to discern the role played by the choice of the dynamics from the one played by
the structural features of the model. Moreover, the magnitude of payoffs can also have
an effect. The fact that results are highly dependent from the features of the model,
added to the low representativeness of the models underlined in the last section, lead
one to remain cautious when reflecting on the value of such ”toy models” to sharpen
our understanding of morality. Moreover, it appears that to take the dynamics as an
exogenous feature of the models can be disputed. In fact, it is highly probable that
individuals use different heuristics in different circumstances to determine how to act.
Alexander rightly emphasizes the importance of heuristics as cognitive devices helping
boundedly-rational individuals to choose in a highly complex environment. By the way,

7This is so simply because hare hunting is risk-dominant: a hare hunter surrounded by another hare
hunter and by a stag hunter will keep on hunting hare with a best-response dynamics. Meanwhile, a
lone stag hunter will switch to hare hunting at the very next round.
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economists and game theorists have started for twenty years now to examine the ac-
tual process of thinking on which individuals rely in strategic settings. Ken Binmore
[5] has for example shown that the paradigm of perfect rationality associated with the
common knowledge assumption is self-defeating. According to Binmore, individuals rely
on ”guessing-rules” to make choices in non-computable situations. More importantly,
these guessing-rules are more or less efficient and are selected by some evolutionary pro-
cess. We can point here to another drawback of the evolutionary generalism approach:
the failure to distinguish between the cultural analogs of genotype and phenotype. This
concern has some similarities with the distinction between moral behavior and moral mo-
tivation. A behavior (i.e. a strategy) is a property of the phenotype. It is an observable
trait. Evolutionary game theory, even in biology, is generally interesting uniquely in the
evolution of phenotypes. But any behavior is grounded on some underlying mechanism
which has produced it. It seems appropriate to consider that heuristics are instances
of such mechanisms. Then, it means that heuristics are analogs to a cultural genotype
and to study their evolution can also help to understand norms or patterns of behaviors.
This claim is anything but new since authors working on complex adaptive systems have
already started to investigated such possibility. The pioneering paper of Brian Arthur
[3] studying the evolution of the frequenting of the El Farol bar is very important in
this perspective. Arthur builds an agent-based model where 100 individuals have to
make a binary choice at each round: to go to the bar or not. Every individuals have
the same preferences ordering: they prefer to go to the bar if the frequenting is under
sixty percent of the population but they prefer to stay at home if the frequenting is over
sixty percent. The actual behavior of each individual is the cultural phenotype. The
main point is that, since individuals face a non-parametric problem, they cannot know
by advance the frequenting of the bar before they make their decision. Arthur builds his
model such that each individual possesses a family of inductive rules (or ”belief mod-
els”) through which he predicts the frequenting of the bar. Each individual randomly
chooses an inductive rule to form his prediction based on the frequenting of the bar the
preceding rounds. He then acts accordingly to his preferences given his prediction. If
his prediction is confirmed, he keeps his inductive rule; he randomly switches to another
one in the contrary case.

Arthur’s model is interesting since it is not only interested in the evolution of the
actual behavior through the frequenting of the bar8. It clearly points to the importance
of the coevolution of inductive rules to understand macro-behavioral regularities. Ac-
knowledging the importance of heuristics in the evolution of moral behaviors, authors
working within the evolutionary generalist framework should get interested in measuring
the incidence of allowing heuristics to evolve. It appears clearly that it is near impossible

8The result found by Arthur is interesting since it appears that the frequenting of the bar cycles
around the threshold value of sixty percent of frequenting, meaning that in the long run individuals form
rational expectations. However, he emphasizes that such a dynamics need not to be necessary and is
highly dependent from the structural features of the model.
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to study a two level dynamics of heuristics and behaviors solely with analytical tools.
On a conceptual ground, what we can imagine at best is a generic framework defining
the interplay between heuristics, behaviors and the structural environment. Agent-based
modeling is needed to explore the implications of the simultaneous coevolution of heuris-
tics, behaviors and structures.

4 Conclusion

Alexander’s book and evolutionary generalism more globally are interesting and impor-
tant attempts to explain the origins of morality. They constitute also a radical alter-
native to the rationalistic approach of justice which has been dominant in philosophy
but also in economics. However, we have pointed to several drawbacks inherent to this
research program. The fact that evolutionary generalists have ignored the possibility
of the evolution of heuristics is not an irremediable problem, since it is a feature that
can be easily taken into account through agent-based modeling. More serious is the
methodological objections raised against the relevance of simple evolutionary models to
understand moral behaviors and motivations. To construct more complex agent-based
models is not necessarily a solution. Taking into account evolving spatial structures
and/or the coevolution of heuristics allowed only a marginal gain of representativeness
and realisticness. What is needed is a more historically-friendly stance attentive to the
empirical and historical features of Human societies. Morality and justice are not purely
formal phenomena. They have a substantive content relying on genetic, psychologi-
cal and institutional features9 not capture by simple evolutionary models. Though it
seems paradoxical, evolutionary generalism cannot stay at the general level to explain
the evolution of morality.
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