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Editor’s Introduction: The View 
from Erewhon

Kinch Hoekstra

In The Birth of Ethics, Philip Pettit sets out to provide a naturalistic 
account of the origins of morality, an account that also allows him 
to shed light on a number of the central topics of moral philosophy. 
Starting from a hypothetical community, Erewhon, in which people 
have language and interpersonal interactions but do not make moral 
undertakings or judgments, he asks how such people would come to de-
velop the practices of obligating themselves to others and holding others 
responsible. Our own ethics must have arisen in some similar way, he 
argues, and this origin story therefore reveals much about the nature of 
morality. Pettit thus offers an account of ethics that is consistent with 
a scientific worldview and illuminates philosophical arguments about 
the metaphysics, epistemology, psychology, and semantics of morality.

In “The Birth of Ethics,” his Tanner Lectures at the University of 
California, Berkeley, in April 2015, Pettit’s individual lectures were 
titled “From Language to Commitment” and “From Commitment to 
Responsibility.” The lectures were commented on incisively by the phi-
losophers Pamela Hieronymi and Richard Moran and the psychologist 
Michael Tomasello, all of whom took part in a subsequent seminar and 
discussions. Pettit thereafter substantially revised and extended his ar-
gument for this book. Tomasello then provided a commentary on the 
book version of the argument, and that commentary is now printed at 
the end with a reply by Pettit.
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2 . The Birth of Ethics

The naturalistic challenge that Pettit here sets out to meet is to show 
how moral norms can arise in a world that is in principle fully scientif-
ically describable, without special built- in normative features or super-
natural guarantees. Although the inherent normativity of nature was 
a common ancient idea, attempts to meet the naturalistic challenge are 
also ancient. So Socrates in Plato’s Republic sets out to construct a city 
in speech by positing a community of individuals who cooperate for 
their own ends, and he aims to locate in its growth the origin and na-
ture of justice and the other virtues. There have been other influential 
attempts to lay out how morality arises from some such undemanding 
starting points, from the sophistic view of justice as a self- interested 
convention that is articulated by Plato’s brother Glaucon, to David 
Gauthier’s conception of morals by agreement. David Hume provided a 
naturalistic account of the origin and nature of morals, and readers have 
disputed whether in doing so he offered an ethical theory or a descrip-
tive theory about how human beings come to make the judgments that 
we call ethical. Other figures clearly emphasized naturalistic starting 
points in their attempts to discredit morality as amounting to an ar-
ticulation of mere power, for example, or a scheme for the profit of a 
particular group. This is the strategy of Thrasymachus in the Republic, 
and it still informs the arresting account provided in On the Genealogy 
of Morality, which Friedrich Nietzsche identified as a polemic and has 
proved enduring more for its provocation than its plausibility.

In The Birth of Ethics, Pettit insists on plausibility, attending to natu-
ralistic motivations for morality with a constructive rather than a critical 
aim. He offers a reconstructive analysis, starting from a narrative about 
the evolution of ethical practices and concepts, in which each phase must 
be naturalistically intelligible. In Samuel Butler’s 1872 Erewhon, from 
which Pettit takes the name of his imagined community, the principal 
study in the colleges of Erewhon is that of ‘hypothetics.’ Pettit’s study 
of his Erewhon is a hypothetical account that is designed to illustrate 
the nature of morality better than a historical account could, especially 
given the state of the evidence. Rather than trying to trace how ethics 
emerged, however unlikely that actual emergence may have been, this 
account suggests how ethics more or less had to emerge.
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Editor’s Introduction . 3

For their development of ethics to be relevant to us, the human beings 
in Erewhon have to be like us; yet they are unlike us at the outset, pre-
cisely by being without prescriptive concepts and activities. The ethical 
nature of humans is not thereby denied, but bracketed, set aside while 
we consider how people otherwise similar to us would come to think 
and behave ethically. There would be nothing informative about finding 
a morality the lineaments of which had been previously stipulated by 
building in moral emotions or normative considerations or inclinations 
from the outset.

The theory that emerges is simultaneously a kind of moral realism 
(for moral properties are really in the world) and a kind of moral con-
ventionalism (as those properties are the product of patterns of human 
interaction and conventions to facilitate interests). It is through an in-
teractive community that normativity comes to be in the world. Central 
to this account are the roles of self- interest and of language.

The residents of Erewhon move from strategic commitments to 
moral commitments. The epigraph on the title page of Samuel Butler’s 
Erewhon is a Greek phrase from the first sentence of Aristotle’s Politics, 
meaning that everybody undertakes every action for the sake of what 
appears good to them. Pettit begins with an assumption that the res-
idents of his Erewhon are generally keen to promote the welfare of 
themselves and those close to them, and that they engage with others 
in order to further these goals; in the process of that engagement, they 
find themselves weaving a net of ethical commitments and conceptions.

These engagements are frequently linguistic, and although the res-
idents of Erewhon initially use language without normative freight, 
it is through language that they can fully develop ethical interac-
tions and ethical thinking. Others, like John Searle, have offered 
accounts of how language and other conventions embed and entail 
normativity. Objections to attempts to derive ‘ought’ from ‘is’ along 
these lines focus on suspicions that hidden premises are doing the 
work, or on the concern that the initial institutional practices (like 
promising) are already so richly normative that the argument is not 
ultimately naturalistic. The Birth of Ethics would preclude these con-
cerns by proceeding with deliberate thoroughness and by starting 
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4 . The Birth of Ethics

with suitably pre- moral institutional practices (like reporting obser-
vations). Deliberateness is also Pettit’s guard against what is poten-
tially a misleadingly clarifying power of knowing how the story ends, 
and the consequent risk that this dictates what ‘must be’ the logic of 
its narrative. Proceeding step by step and showing one’s work help to 
forestall retrojection.

Michael Tomasello has argued that early human beings were less 
self- regarding and more immediately inclined to cooperation than 
the residents of Pettit’s Erewhon; and in his commentary at the end 
of this book he also objects to the centrality of language in the devel-
opment of ethics in Erewhon. While Pettit focuses on a philosophical 
explanation of ethics, Tomasello, especially in his recent A Natural 
History of Human Morality, provides a different kind of reconstruc-
tion as he sketches the prehistorical rise of ethics. In the concluding ex-
change, Pettit and Tomasello engage one another directly on the issues 
at stake between them, particularly about whether language is required 
for the development of cooperative norms, and whether starting with 
assumptions about self- interested agents furthers understanding about 
the nature of ethics (as a matter of theoretical economy that enriches 
explanatory power) or misunderstanding (as a foundational empirical 
mischaracterization).

As Tomasello recognizes, what Philip Pettit provides in this book is 
one of the most insightful and original accounts of the evolution of 
ethics. Over his remarkably significant and prolific philosophical career, 
Pettit has tackled an extraordinarily wide range of subjects, from meta-
physics to the philosophy of mind to moral and political philosophy and 
more, and The Birth of Ethics brings together insights from much of his 
earlier thinking. The result is nothing less than an ambitious and sys-
tematic explanation of the nature of ethics.
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