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The discourse surrounding the origins of human morality has traditionally been dominated by two opposing camps: 

the theological perspective, which posits that ethics are divine instructions handed down to humanity, and the 

philosophical 'Veneer Theory,' which suggests that morality is a cultural overlay designed to mask an inherently 

selfish and brutal human nature. However, the work of primatologist Frans de Waal, particularly in his seminal text 

"The Bonobo and the Atheist" (Bonobo !–’��FWVÂ’Â�–çG&öGV6W2���F†—&BÂ�&–öÆöv–6�ÆÇ’Öprounded framework. This 

perspective argues that morality is not a recent cultural invention or a divine gift, but a direct product of mammalian 

evolution.

By analyzing the social behaviors of our closest living relatives—bonobos (Pan paniscus) and chimpanzees 

(Pan troglodytes)—de Waal demonstrates that the building blocks of ethics, such as empathy, reciprocity, and

conflict resolution, predate the emergence of the human species. This article provides a comprehensive technical

analysis of these biological foundations, the cognitive mechanisms involved, and the implications for secular

humanism in the modern age.

1. The Theoretical Framework: Bottom-Up Morality

Frans de Waal’s primary thesis challenges the 'top-down' approach to morality. In a top-down model, ethical 

behavior is enforced by external authorities, whether they be deities, legal systems, or social contracts. In contrast, 

the Bottom-Up Morality Modelsuggests that moral behavior arises from internal biological imperatives that

evolved to facilitate social cohesion in group-living species.

1.1 The Two Pillars of Morality

According to de Waal, morality is supported by two fundamental pillars that are observable in several non-human

primate species:

•  Reciprocity (Fairness): The tendency to exchange favors and maintain a balance of 'give and take' within a 

social group. This involves both gratitude for favors received and indignation when expectations of fairness are 

violated.

•  Empathy (Compassion): The ability to understand and share the feelings of others. This is the 'glue' that 

allows individuals to respond to the distress of their peers, leading to prosocial behaviors such as consolation and 

altruism.

1.2 The Russian Doll Model of Empathy

To explain the complexity of empathy, de Waal utilizes the Russian Doll Model. This technical framework posits

that empathy is composed of layers, where each subsequent layer depends on the functioning of the core.



Layer Technical Name Description Observable Behavior

Inner Core Motor Mimicry &amp; 
Emotional Contagion

The automatic 
synchronization of affective 
states between individuals.

Yawn contagion; 
synchronizing movements; 
distress at another's cries.

Middle Layer Concern for Others 
(Consolation)

The psychological drive to 
alleviate the distress of a 
peer.

Grooming a loser after a 
fight; hugging or kissing a 
victim of aggression.

Outer Layer Perspective-Taking 
(Targeted Helping)

The cognitive ability to 
understand another's 
specific needs or situation.

Retrieving a specific tool 
for a peer; assisting an 
injured group member.

2. Comparative Ethology: Bonobos vs. Chimpanzees

A critical component of understanding the biological roots of human ethics is the comparison between our two 

closest relatives. While humans share approximately 98.7% of their DNA with both species, bonobos and 

chimpanzees exhibit vastly different social structures and conflict resolution strategies.

2.1 The Chimpanzee Model: Hierarchy and Power

Chimpanzees are characterized by a patrilineal society. Their social structure is highly hierarchical, driven by male 

dominance. Conflict is common and often resolved through physical aggression. However, even in these 'violent' 

societies, de Waal observed sophisticated reconciliation protocols. Chimpanzees frequently engage in 'kissing

and making up' after conflicts to ensure that the social fabric—which they rely on for protection—remains intact.

2.2 The Bonobo Model: Egalitarianism and Conflict Resolution

Bonobos represent the 'other side' of the primate coin. Their societies are matrilineal and remarkably peaceful. 

The primary differentiator is their use of socio-sexual behavioras a mechanism for tension reduction. Rather than

fighting over resources, bonobos utilize sexual contact (across all ages and gender combinations) to diffuse

aggression and build social bonds. This suggests that empathy and cooperation can be the dominant social drivers

in a primate species given the right ecological conditions.

3. Technical Analysis of Prosocial Mechanisms

The emergence of morality requires specific cognitive and physiological hardware. Research into primate

neurobiology and behavioral economics reveals the mechanisms behind these 'moral' actions.

3.1 Reciprocal Altruism and the Fairness Test

In one of de Waal’s most famous experiments involving Capuchin monkeys, two individuals were asked to 

perform a simple task (handing a pebble to a researcher). When both received a cucumber as a reward, they 

performed consistently. However, when one monkey was given a grape (a high-value treat) while the other 

continued to receive a cucumber for the same work, the 'disadvantaged' monkey exhibited signs of extreme 

frustration—throwing the cucumber back and refusing to participate. This inequity aversionis a precursor to the

human concept of distributive justice.

3.2 The Role of Oxytocin and Mirror Neurons

From a technical standpoint, the 'prosocial' behaviors observed by de Waal are mediated by neurochemicals and

specific neural pathways:



•  Oxytocin: Often called the 'bonding hormone,' it facilitates trust and group cohesion. Higher levels of oxytocin 

are associated with increased grooming and cooperative behavior in primates.

•  Mirror Neurons: These neurons fire both when an individual performs an action and when they observe 

another performing that same action. This neural 'mirroring' is thought to be the physiological basis for emotional 

contagion and empathy.

4. The Role of Religion: A Biological Perspective

The title "The Bonobo and the Atheist" highlights a central tension in de Waal's work: the relationship between 

biology, morality, and religion. De Waal argues that while religion is a uniquely human phenomenon, it is not the 

*source* of morality. Instead, religion is an evolutionary add-on.

4.1 Religion as a Social Glue

In large-scale human societies, the face-to-face accountability found in primate troops becomes impossible. De

Waal posits that religion evolved to scale up the biological morality found in primates. The concept of an 'all-seeing

eye' (God) acts as a mechanism to enforce the fairness and reciprocity that were once maintained through direct

social pressure and grooming.

4.2 Critiques of Neo-Atheism

Unlike 'militant' atheists who view religion as a purely poisonous institution, de Waal adopts a more nuanced, 

functionalistview. He argues that even if one does not believe in a deity, one must recognize that religion grew out

of biological needs. He suggests that the challenge for modern humanism is to find ways to maintain social

cohesion and moral standards without the 'top-down' pressure of religious dogma, by leaning into our innate

primate empathy.

5. Comparison Matrix: Sources of Morality

To better understand the differences between traditional and biological views of ethics, consider the following

evaluation:



Feature Veneer Theory (Huxley/
Hobbes)

Theological Model Primatological Model (de 
Waal)

Origin Cultural invention / Social 
contract.

Divine revelation / God. Biological evolution / 
Natural selection.

Human Nature Inherently selfish and 
brutal.

Fallen or in need of 
guidance.

Social, cooperative, and 
empathic.

Role of Animals Amoral automatons. Subservient to humans; 
lack souls.

Prototypes of human moral 
behavior.

Mechanism Suppression of instincts. Adherence to scripture/
laws.

Nurturing of innate 
prosocial traits.

6. Practical Implementation: Applying Primate Insights to Human Systems

Understanding the primate roots of morality has significant implications for organizational psychology, conflict

resolution, and social policy. If we accept that humans are 'obligatorily gregarious,' our systems should reflect our

biological needs.

6.1 Conflict Resolution and Reconciliation

Just as chimpanzees and bonobos use specific rituals to repair bonds after a conflict, human organizations should 

focus on Restorative Justice. Systems that prioritize punishment over reconciliation ignore the biological drive for

group stability. Implementing 'reconciliation protocols' in workplace disputes can mirror the grooming and physical

contact used by primates to restore peace.

6.2 Designing Fair Incentive Structures

The 'Capuchin Fairness Test' teaches us that perceived inequity is a primary driver of social unrest. When 

designing compensation systems or social benefits, policymakers must account for relative deprivation. Even if an

individual's absolute needs are met, the perception that a peer is receiving significantly more for the same effort will

trigger an instinctive 'revolt,' leading to a breakdown in cooperation.

7. Case Studies in Primate Ethics

Several documented cases from de Waal’s research provide empirical support for the complexity of primate

morality.

7.1 The Case of Binti Jua

In 1996, at the Brookfield Zoo, a female gorilla named Binti Jua rescued a 3-year-old boy who had fallen into the 

gorilla enclosure. Binti Jua protected the unconscious boy from other gorillas and gently carried him to the gate for 

the keepers to retrieve. This was not a trained behavior; it was a spontaneous act of targeted helpingacross

species lines, illustrating the deep-seated nature of mammalian empathy.

7.2 Peony the Chimpanzee

De Waal describes an elderly chimpanzee named Peony who suffered from arthritis. On several occasions, 

younger, unrelated females were observed bringing Peony water or helping her move to a sunny spot. These acts 

of 'unearned' kindness demonstrate that primates can extend care beyond simple reciprocity, showing a form of 

altruistic compassion previously thought to be uniquely human.



8. Challenges and Failure Modes in Biological Morality

While the biological basis for morality is robust, it is not without limitations. These limitations explain many of the

ethical failings in human society.

•  In-Group Bias (Parochial Altruism): Primates are primarily empathic toward members of their own group. This 

evolutionary trait, while beneficial for troop survival, leads to xenophobia and 'othering' in humans.

•  Cognitive Load: Empathy requires energy and focus. In environments of extreme stress or resource scarcity, 

the 'outer layers' of the empathy doll (perspective-taking) are often the first to fail, reverting the individual to more 

self-centered survival instincts.

•  Hierarchy vs. Fairness: The drive for dominance (as seen in chimpanzees) can often override the drive for 

fairness. Balancing these two biological imperatives is the central struggle of human political systems.

Summary and Broader Implications

The research of Frans de Waal serves as a vital bridge between biology and the humanities. By situating morality

within the context of primate evolution, we gain a clearer understanding of why we behave the way we do. Morality

is not a fragile veneer, but a resilient biological framework that has allowed our lineage to survive and thrive through

cooperation.

For the modern secularist, these findings offer a powerful foundation for Evolutionary Humanism. We do not need

a 'policeman in the sky' to tell us to be good because goodness—defined as empathy, fairness, and cooperation—

is literally 'in our bones.' Our task is not to invent morality, but to foster the biological conditions that allow our innate

prosocial instincts to flourish while managing the tribalistic biases that are also part of our evolutionary heritage.

As we move forward, the integration of ethology, neurobiology, and ethics will be crucial. Recognizing ourselves as

'the naked ape' with a moral compass allows for more compassionate and effective social structures. The bonobo

and the atheist both point us toward a singular truth: our ethics are as much a part of our nature as our opposable

thumbs, and understanding this nature is the first step toward a more just and empathic global society.
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